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Prologue



They applauded when she stepped into the dayroom, and though she’d vowed to play it cool, Shelly burst into tears. They were all there: Shonda who shared her crime and romance novels, Katelynn who sang beside her when they put on The Wiz, Kendra the rapper, Jada the seamstress, Tam who tried to beat her up and failed and became her friend. They even let Starr trade shifts in the laundry so that she could be here. A sea of smiling women in gray, standing to greet her, surrounding her, taking her into their arms, hugging her tight, saying goodbye. Shelly even caught sight of a guard drying her eyes with a sleeve.


How could it be otherwise? She’d never had a family closer than these women and probably never would. Nearly two decades inside, and for next to nothing: a ride-along during a drug deal that went wrong, her idiot boyfriend the principal offender, dead on the scene. Shelly arrested, dragged out of the car, where they found weed, fentanyl, cocaine cut with Yes, two Glocks with the serial numbers filed off. A massacre in the house, Shelly too high to even know what was going on.


Inside, she got clean, let go of her anger. Stopped blaming other people for her misfortune. She was a big woman, and in prison she became a strong one, too, in body and mind. Took new inmates under her wing, protected them from each other. She was only twenty-six when she came here but the younger girls called her Mom, first sarcastically and later in earnest. She taught herself to cook and then taught other people. Her brother, Luke, the only person on the outside who’d stayed loyal to her, sent her the Indonesian ramen she loved, and she made savory noodles with onions and garlic and fried eggs whenever the prison had the ingredients and let her use them. That’s what she was doing this morning—she’d made the women breakfast, ate with them as the gray upstate light filled the caged windows.


By the end of this day, Shelly would get to stroll out into that light anytime she pleased. Conversation over breakfast was all about what she would do with her freedom—eat a steak, dance in a nightclub, get some D, jump in a lake—but the truth they all understood and didn’t voice was that Shelly was as fearful as she was eager. The idea of freedom was terrifying. She had a couple of job prospects thanks to Luke, who had gotten online and started searching for her: the Walmart, the Subway. There was a charitable organization in Nestor that tried to place ex-cons in jobs, including some in state and local government, and Luke had set up an interview for her.


Shelly was lucky to have Luke, lucky to have a home to return to. But the best thing of all was something she found in the back pages of a literary magazine that had been donated to the library: a summer writers’ workshop for women that offered one slot, completely free, to a formerly incarcerated writer. She’d applied for it, and she won it, and in a couple of weeks she’d be attending it to work on a memoir of her life inside and outside of prison. She wanted to talk about injustice, sexism, life and death. She wanted to correct some misconceptions about crimes and why people commit them. She had three notebooks full of memories, and she was ready to work. She couldn’t wait.


And yet, she dreaded the end of this day. She would miss these women so much. She would write, she would visit, but it would never be the same. She hoped she’d see them on the outside, but they’d likely be wrapped up in their own lives—and some of them, inevitably, in their own bad habits. Shelly had no illusions about her own chances without the structure of prison life; even well-intentioned people could end up back in. That’s why the memoir was so important to her. It was something to work on every day, as the notebooks had been. It was a way of making sense of her chaotic, foolish, tragic, and, yes, she truly believed it, beautiful life.


It was nearly ten, time for the women to go. Shelly followed her friends out the dayroom door and into the complex, and as they peeled off to return to their cells, Shelly hugged them, told them she loved them. Outside her own cell, she said goodbye to the last few, gave to them the things she didn’t need to keep: some paperbacks, her soap, her CD boombox. When they were gone, she gathered up her notebooks and the clothes her brother had sent her and followed a guard to Medical to pick up her pills. Another guard met her at the gate, drove her to Receiving and Departure in a golf cart. She got fingerprinted and sat down for her exit interrogation: basic questions about her age, date and place of birth, her parents. She understood this was to make sure she was who she claimed—stories of prisoners impersonating other prisoners and escaping were legion, some of them maybe even true. She answered correctly, automatically, but was she that woman anymore, really? No, the Shelly who was leaving Boynton Ridge today was born on the inside.


There were papers to sign. They took her ID card and added a sticker that read RELEASED, then handed it back to her along with a prepaid credit card worth three hundred bucks plus whatever was left on her commissary account. They gave her a cheap backpack to put her stuff in and the handful of garbage that had been in her pockets when they arrested her, including her old wallet and half a roll of breath mints. She changed into her new clothes—jeans, sneakers, fresh white socks, a V-neck tee, a Buffalo Bills ball cap—and handed over her uniform. Finally it was time. They led her across the front lot to the gate, which she hadn’t seen in five years, since her furlough for her parents’ funeral. The gate rolled open and she stepped through, and there was Luke, leaning against his car. He pushed himself off and walked effortfully, with a cane and a limp—the COVID that killed their parents had fucked up his joints somehow, and nobody had been able to fix them—across the parking lot and into her arms. His hairline had receded and his beard had some gray, but he seemed possessed by a new, intense energy that he was struggling to keep in check. Emotion, she guessed, not something he was good at expressing. He was shaking. He said, “Hey, sis.”


“How’s my little bro.” Tears in their eyes.


“Aw, you know. Missed you.”


“Missed you too.”


“Right, so…”


“Yeah. Can we go home?”


“You bet, Shel,” Luke said. “Let’s go home.”


She knew it wouldn’t be easy moving in with her brother, but within a few days it became clear to Shelly that Luke wasn’t well. He’d been suffering from what they called long COVID, though he refused to admit it. She overheard him telling a friend that their parents had died from “complications of pneumonia” and hung his head when Shelly butted in and corrected him. She was adamant about this. COVID had ravaged the prison and killed several of her friends—she wasn’t going to let Luke pretend it didn’t exist.


She might never have learned what killed their parents if she hadn’t gotten out for the funeral and a friend of their mother’s hadn’t pulled her aside and told her the truth. Shelly wasted hours of her brief time on the outside looking for the death certificates in the messy house; she found them, and they confirmed what the woman had said. But when she confronted Luke, it became clear that he didn’t believe in the disease at all. He thought it was a conspiracy theory, it was just the normal flu and only old people died of it, and they were trying to lock down America because they wanted to control the population. For what purpose, he couldn’t explain. She was pretty sure he had brainwashed their parents too, or maybe it was the other way around. Wouldn’t have put it past her dad. She spent the rest of her furlough trying to talk sense into Luke, but she ran out of time, and then it was back to Boynton for another nickel.


Shelly got COVID twice, once before the vax and once after. The first was worse, but both were bad. She weathered it and now felt good, but if she knew anything, it was that the damn disease was real. You had to be pretty brainwashed to watch it rip through a prison, leaving corpses in its wake, and deny that anything noteworthy was happening.


At the funeral, Luke had been short of breath; this and his inflamed joints meant he could barely walk around the block before he had to lie down for the rest of the day. He’d kept forgetting things and would kind of drift away mid-conversation, his mouth hanging open. And he was depressed, by more than just their parents’ deaths, she thought. Now some of these things seemed to have improved. He was walking easier, and he seemed capable of being up and around more often. But something new had set in: his hands trembled, his eyes darted. His energy had returned, but it seemed to have no practical value; the house was a catastrophe. He’d clearly tried to clean up for her but had gotten either tired or distracted; the kitchen was tidy and swept, but the living room had bags of garbage piled everywhere and you could barely open the door to what used to be their parents’ room. He’d been living off disability checks, remote IT work, and some savings their parents left.


It wasn’t just Luke, though—everyone seemed different out in the world. Tempers were shorter, boundaries were more porous than she remembered. Customers in the supermarket muscled her aside or got into arguments with checkout clerks. Drivers ran red lights with impunity and followed her too close behind, engines roaring. When this happened, she began to panic and had taken to pulling over to let them pass. (She would not, could not, drive over the limit. She never wanted a cop at her window again.) Usually her tormentors raced around her, tires screeching; sometimes they honked or flipped her the middle finger. One guy in a black pickup, flags flying over the cargo bed, pulled over behind her and idled there for two interminable minutes, leaning on his horn and screaming. She’d tried not to look in the rearview, just locked her doors and waited it out. But she couldn’t stop peeking. The man was mesmerizing, his mouth moving wildly, his eyes like televisions in a shop window, brightness dimed, tuned to no station. Prison could be dangerous, and there were a lot of angry people, but you could at least count on the order, the structure. Outside was freaking her out.


Shelly had learned to look on the sunny side of things, though, and regarded her situation as extraordinarily lucky, especially compared to what many of her incarcerated friends came home to—no home at all, often. Luke and Shelly owned their house outright. This gave them some latitude to get their shit together. It was a couple of lots off Route 7 in Onteo, right near a church, an auto-body shop, and a Dr. O’s. (Somehow, during her time inside, Donuts had disappeared from the name, though the donuts themselves hadn’t, thank god.) The neighbors looked askance; their house was the jankiest place on the block, and now it was home to an ex-con. She rented a dumpster and spent most of her three hundred bucks of gate money having all the junk hauled away. She bought a gallon of bleach, sponges, and gloves and disinfected the entire house. She also got a cheap phone, and she had Luke drive her down to Nestor to talk to the job-placement people. She wrote a little in her journals every morning, getting her thoughts in order for the writers’ conference. When she felt the panic creeping in, she just returned to her room—her old bedroom, which their parents hadn’t touched since she left home, and, luckily, Luke hadn’t touched either—and shut the door. After a few days she managed to stop herself from reflexively getting up to open it and then again to close it. She longed for the protection and privacy of a lock, yet missed the reinforced plastic window of her old cell door. She vacillated between agoraphobia and claustrophobia. Her nightmares were of pandemic lockdowns.


One night she and Luke splurged on Outback Steakhouse. For most of the meal he seemed like his old self—he kept making puns and filled her in on the plots of superhero movies she’d missed. But then he grew irritated and paranoid, slumping at the table, peering furtively around the room, flinching whenever plates clanked or the song changed on the radio. By the time they left, he was shaking again, and she threw an arm around him on the way to the parking lot.


They came home to find the front door hanging open. “Oh, fuck,” Shelly said, climbing out of the car.


“Don’t go in!” Luke said, reaching for her.


“Why not?”


“Just don’t. What if… what if they’re still there?”


“Pfft,” Shelly said, and shook his hand loose. She marched up the weedy front walk, shouted, “Hey!” and flipped on the lights.


It looked worse than it was. Tables and chairs were knocked over, a lamp was damaged, and a radio had been taken. (Briefly, Shelly wished she hadn’t given her boombox away; now she’d have to clean in silence.) But not much else had been disturbed. They didn’t keep cash around. The kitchen wasn’t vandalized. She peered into Luke’s bedroom, where he kept his computer equipment, and, incredibly, it was still there. Maybe because the clutter had made the space resemble a storeroom. “Luke!” she shouted. “It’s all clear!” Maybe something had scared them off, and they ran so fast they didn’t shut the door? Tweakers, probably. You could frighten those people whispering Boo.


Luke came in, head hanging, shoulders bent. Strange that Luke would feel so traumatized, Shelly so chill, but she was in her element now, taking charge, giving comfort, putting things in order. They closed and bolted the door, and Shelly was glad Luke had forgotten to lock it when they left; the thieves would probably have busted a window. They righted the furniture. Luke found a new light bulb and managed to bend the lampshade back into shape.


Everything was more or less back to normal by the time Shelly went to bed, or seemed that way until she reached under the mattress for her current notebook. It wasn’t there. Maybe she put it in the prison backpack with the others—but when she got on her knees and felt around under the bed, the backpack wasn’t there either. She looked in the closet, the dresser, under the folding buffet table that served as a desk, on top of the bookcase.


The backpack was gone. The notebooks were gone.


Luke wasn’t in his room. She found him in the kitchen, gripping the table with both hands, teeth chattering.


“Dude,” Shelly said. “They stole my notebooks.”


He looked up at her, red-eyed. For a moment, she again wondered if he was on something. But she’d searched the house when she cleaned it, even tossed his room when he was briefly out, using the key she knew he hid, poorly, behind a loose part of the doorframe. She’d found nothing. It wasn’t a surprise, really—Luke had never been a user or even a drinker, and Shelly wouldn’t allow booze in the house, let alone drugs—but she half wished she’d turned up some kind of explanation for his behavior.


Luke said, “Your what?”


“My notebooks, knucklehead. My prison journals. Did you move them?”


He shook his head.


“What the fuck,” Shelly said. “Why would anyone steal a bunch of notebooks?”


“No cops,” Luke said.


“What?”


“Don’t call the cops.”


“No shit!” Of course not—the cops would find a way to blame her for whatever misfortune befell her. But why on earth would Luke say that? “I don’t wanna deal with cops, but why can’t you?” she said.


“That’s why,” he said after a moment of what seemed to Shelly like frantic thought.


“What’s why?”


“Because you don’t want them.”


“So why are you telling me not to call them?”


“I wasn’t,” Luke said, staring at the floor. “I was just saying it.” A rhythmic thumping filled the silence: Luke’s heel gently thudding against the linoleum.


“Okay, bro,” Shelly said, thinking hard now. The break-in just didn’t make sense. Luke’s room was closer to the front door than hers; any sensible thief would have looked in there first and taken all his shit, despite the teetering piles of food wrappers and scrap cardboard. The radio they’d stolen was just a cheap old thing. And her notebooks were worth even less. Who would want them? A rival writer? Nobody even knew she was planning to write something. Even she hadn’t known until a couple of months ago.


She went back down the hall and examined her room more carefully. Things had been disturbed, but gently—the drawers opened, the clothes pushed aside. Shoes askew in the closet. Someone had come in here, meticulously searched for the notebooks, and taken only them.


“Luke,” she said, back in the kitchen. He’d shaken a bunch of salt onto the formica surface and was tracing patterns in it with a finger. “Did you mention to anybody that I was writing something?”


“No,” he said.


“Are you sure? Like, even in passing?”


He shook his head.


Then, suddenly, she knew what to do. She went back to her room and rifled through the papers lying on a corner of the buffet table until she found her address book: a little stack of notebook pages held together with a paper clip. She’d compiled the pages over the past few years in preparation for her eventual release: phone numbers and addresses of useful contacts, job prospects, prison friends who’d served out their sentences. Thank god she’d torn the pages out. There was one friend she’d met early on, the one who’d had a kid in Boynton Ridge. One she’d stayed in touch with, who had resources, a place to crash, and a business that, in a recent letter, she had called “a general problem-solving agency,” whatever that meant. A friend Shelly had protected, and who’d promised to lend her a hand anytime, for any reason.


She would call Jane.
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Jane Pool was hunched over the computer keyboard in her home office, typing up notes on the most boring domestic-dispute surveillance case she’d yet drawn in her grim year of boring domestic-dispute surveillance cases. She’d been hired by a woman—the only kind of domestic case she would agree to take—to spy on her husband, whom she suspected of infidelity. “I know he’s cheating,” the client had told Jane, “he has to be.” But over the course of three weeks, it had become clear that it was the client, not the husband, who was doing the cheating, and the woman’s accusations were the product of wishful thinking, a desire to find a justification for her own behavior. The husband, a mild-mannered lawyer with a gentle smile and a graying tonsure, went to his office, met with clients, went to court, went to lunch, went to the office, met with clients, left the office, went to the supermarket, bought eggs (or bread, or orange juice, or salsa), went home. Innocently worked or read a book with his socked feet up on the coffee table while he waited for Jane’s client, also a lawyer, to come home. He did these things every day. On the weekends, he went fishing or played racquetball or tennis (weather depending) or worked or read a book with his socked feet up on the coffee table while Jane’s client had sex with a colleague at her office. The search was costing the client a lot of money, and she was becoming increasingly angry at the lack of results, and decreasingly tolerant of Jane’s insistence that these were the results, just not the results she wanted.


During their weekly videoconference the other day, her sister, Lila, ostensible equal partner in the business who, in her office five states away, seemed always to end up with the more interesting, adventurous, and lucrative cases, told Jane that she had better arrange to get paid before exposing the client’s infidelity to her husband.


“I am not planning to expose her to her husband, Lila.”


“Why not?”


“He isn’t our client! She is.”


“There is a greater client than the client,” Lila said, glancing at something off-screen, probably another screen displaying something more exciting than their meeting. “And that client is justice.”


Oh, for fuck’s sake. “I do not recall that being on the business card,” Jane said.


“Of course not. Nobody would hire us.”


Before she started the company with her sister, she’d been the accountant in the history department of the nearby college where her father, Harry, taught, and hadn’t seen or spoken to Lila in a decade. She’d been unhappily married and felt like a disappointment to everyone around her, especially her daughter, Chloe, a precocious adolescent with a keen sixth sense for adult problems. Now she was divorced, working for herself, and on good terms with Chloe; Jane’s father was retired and worked alongside her as researcher and emotional-support elder, and her estrangement from Lila had come to a dramatic end with this business partnership. The two were fraternal twins and dissimilar in outlook, appearance, and expertise. And though they were once again, for the most part, in each other’s good graces, Jane could feel that old resentment creeping back—at Lila’s bullheadedness, her self-absorption, her unwillingness to relinquish even the slightest degree of control. Since the dust hadn’t yet settled on their uncomfortably illuminating reunion, and for the sake of the business, she had tried to tamp down her growing frustration with Lila, to keep the edge out of her voice when they talked.


But Jesus Christ was Jane bored. Notes complete, she leaned back in her desk chair and pressed her palms against her eyes. Words swam in her field of vision: Subject ate two-thirds of burrito, requested to-go bag for the remaining third. Lila’s last case—that is, the last one she deigned to inform Jane about—had involved tracking a stolen prototype sniper rifle to a wealthy collector’s mountaintop retreat and retrieving it for its owner in a daring heist, then stiffing the client, a hired killer, blackmailing him with his own collection of snuff pornography, and throwing the gun into the sea. Where did she find these cases? Jane once demanded. The cases tended to find her. How could she afford to alienate wealthy and dangerous men? The less Jane knew, the better.


Her thoughts were interrupted, mercifully, by the house-shaking entrance of her daughter, who flung the front door open with enough force to make Jane’s ears pop. “I’m home!” Chloe shouted, as though the place were a thirty-room mansion instead of the drafty twelve-hundred-square-foot ranch it actually was. Jane and Lila had grown up here, raised by their father in a manner Jane had generously retconned as benign neglect. The house had also been neglected, and since her divorce and the establishment of the agency, Jane had moved back and was trying to fix things and make improvements, occasionally with the help of her ex-husband, Chloe’s father, Chance, a stonemason and all-around handyman. Still, you could describe the house as rickety at the best of times, and Chloe’s presence made it feel ricketier still.


“Hi!” Jane shouted, also pointlessly. “I’m in the office!”


“Mailbag,” Chloe said, appearing in the doorway, holding a pile of envelopes and packages. She was thirteen, pale-skinned and fine-haired, with large piercing eyes and a charmingly lopsided face. She compensated for her congenital insecurity—an unfortunate inheritance from Harry, which Jane shared and wouldn’t admit to out loud—with a bumptiously theatrical overconfidence. Divorce had damaged their relationship, but it had improved steadily ever since, as Chloe watched her parents learn how to get along and as calm descended over both their households. About the divorce, Jane felt guilt but no regret. Life was better now for everyone.


“What is this all about?” Chloe asked now, holding up a padded envelope addressed to Jane that had been ripped messily open at one end.


“Why are you opening my mail?”


“It’s business mail, isn’t it? And I’m part of the business? It says Perks Locksmith right there on the address. And on the return address too.”


“It’s from Lila?”


“Unless there’s a third Perks we don’t know about.”


Lila’s arm of the business, the original one, was tucked away in a small town in Missouri and offered a range of services, among them the tracking of people and money, corporate espionage, government intelligence contracting, and IT security, including protection against cyberattacks or, depending on the client, the execution of cyberattacks. Perks had grown from Lila’s vocational training as an actual locksmith, hence the name. Jane had suggested that perhaps the East Coast satellite office should be called something different, to reflect what the business actually intended to do, but Lila had insisted on keeping the name, for reasons that remained mysterious.


Among the recent promises Lila had made was to help Jane find an office space and get it set up. Since their last conference call, Jane had been expecting a list of locations to check out and landlords to contact, presumably via email. But none had been forthcoming. This package bulged in the middle and bore the logo of an overnight shipping service.


“Give it here,” Jane said.


To her surprise, the return address wasn’t Lila’s—her actual location was, anyway, a secret to all but a few trusted associates—but one here in Nestor. Perks Locksmith, via Ten County Retail LLC, 2301 Linwood Drive, Nestor, New York. Inside, Jane found a resealable plastic bag full of keys, each bearing a paper tag on a loop of string. One tag read SPACE #27, another MAIN DOORS, another STORAGE.


“What on earth is this,” Jane said, her jaw tightening.


“That’s what I’m asking.”


She typed the address into her computer and up popped a map. “It’s out near the mall.”


“Is it our new office?” Chloe said, her voice excited.


“It had better not be. I want something downtown that I can walk to.”


“Well? What are we waiting for?”


The two drove north on the highway climbing above Onteo Lake while AM radio played a talk show about farming. It was early afternoon, an unseasonably cool midsummer’s day, and little clouds were moving briskly across a blue sky. A good day for sailing, it looked like; sailboats, flecks of white, moved on the lake’s surface like germs in a petri dish. Nestor was the tiny college town at the southern end of the lake, the dot of its exclamation mark. Sometimes Jane marveled at her return here, the place she’d grown up. Most people come home in the wake of a failed career, to care for an ailing parent, or out of simple love for the place that made them. Jane came home to confess to a killing, and ultimately to receive a prison sentence for voluntary manslaughter. Chloe had spent the first few months of her life in the nursery at the nearby Boynton Ridge Correctional Facility for Women and emerged into a marriage already doomed to failure. And yet, look at her now, a poised, eccentric, independent-minded young woman. Jane herself didn’t feel grown up—how could this child be hers?


Jane let her phone guide her to the College Heights exit, and then left, over the overpass and through the traffic light. The half-abandoned shopping mall came into view, and it was Chloe, squinting at her own phone, who realized: “That address isn’t near the mall. It is the mall.”


“It’s gotta just be the address of the landlord. She wouldn’t dare.”


As they pulled into the sparsely populated parking lot, a notification arrived on Jane’s phone: an encrypted text from Lila. There should be a panel van waiting, it read.


“Did she literally track us here?” Jane wondered out loud.


“Of course she did!” Chloe said, not bothering to conceal her delight. She was impressed with her aunt, and clearly regarded her as the more dynamic, fearless, and brilliant of the two sisters. But that was natural, wasn’t it? One’s mother could not be cool; it was a rule of adolescence. Jane had coasted awhile on having done time, a fact that she and Chance had once concealed from Chloe; for some months after learning the truth, Chloe would tell anyone she met that she had been born in prison. But the novelty had worn off and she had come to regard her aunt’s adventures as more compelling, more daring, more impressive than her mother’s. What Chloe didn’t understand was that Lila was also more selfish, more impulsive, less reliable. More ruthless, more violent.


“There!” Chloe was pointing to a featureless white delivery truck, parked near the main entrance, above which the mall’s tan lines spelled out the ghostly word SEARS. A skinny guy with a mustache was leaning against the driver’s-side door, smoking a cigarette. As they pulled up, he threw it on the ground and crushed it underfoot.


“Perks?” he asked as they emerged from the car.


“That’s us!” Chloe said.


“So where am I taking this stuff?”


“You’re probably going to be taking it right back where you got it,” Jane said.


“Happy to get paid all over again” was his reply.


They followed the guy through the double doors and into the dim confines of the mall’s main corridor. In Jane’s memory, this mall had never thrived; a few years ago it had almost shut down. Now it was showing weedy signs of life: Though every third storefront was empty behind its metal grate, the remaining spaces had spawned strange new businesses scattered among the few familiar retailers. Beside Claire’s, a mini–flea market. Nestled between Spencer’s and Talbots, a place called Only Canoes. (Inside, the inventory lived up to the promise of the sign, a vinyl banner dangling over the disused logo of the Gap.) The food court was half empty, too, but a couple of the chains had been supplanted by offshoots from local restaurants: Vegan Delights, Tofu Tom, Chickentown Deli.


“I guess we’re looking for number twenty-seven?” Jane said to no one in particular.


“Map’s over there,” the delivery guy said.


The glowing map kiosk was woefully outdated, but its colorful blocks were indeed identified by number, and 27 was up ahead, occupying a corner space. “There!” Chloe said, pointing.


They were greeted silently at the entrance by a woman who was applying the finishing touches to a vinyl logo on the glass front wall: a big gold key, anchoring the words




PERKS LOCKSMITH


“ALL OUR CUSTOMERS GET THE PERKS”





“You have got to be fucking kidding me,” Jane said.


The delivery guy headed to the truck, and the sign woman stood back to admire her work. When Jane asked if she was expecting to get paid for this, she was told she already had been. Of course.


A moment later Jane and Chloe were alone in the empty space—an awkward, lopped-off triangle equipped with a couple of countertops, some desks, a few room dividers, and a cluster of rotating display towers shoved off in a corner. A few random tools had been left behind under the counters: a tape dispenser, a box cutter. Everything was scratched, dented, and nicked, and everything was beige. This was what Lila regarded as Jane’s rightful place: a shitty storefront in a garbage mall. The sign on the door might as well have read FOREVER 36.


“Wait, what are the other keys for?” Chloe wanted to know.


“Don’t know, don’t care,” Jane muttered, aware of how petulant she sounded, incapable of sounding any other way. A moment later Chloe was heading for a door in the back of the room, or really a hinged, flush section of carpeted wall. She opened it and stuck her head through.


“Oh my god,” Chloe said. “Backstage at the mall!”


Reluctantly, Jane followed her into a cavernous industrial hallway with a concrete floor and exposed steel wall studs threaded with thick wires. They wandered around, occasionally encountering some retail employee busily moving merchandise in a rolling canvas cart. They eventually arrived at a storage mini-warehouse, where they found a bunch of empty shelves, high and deep, allotted to number 27.


Back in the corner space, they were met by the delivery guy dropping off his first round of boxes.


“Wait, wait!” Jane said, waving her arms. “I don’t want this stuff!”


“Lady,” the guy told her with a sigh, “I don’t get paid until I send somebody a picture of all these boxes piled up in this space. I’ve got a shipping manifest and a rental contract that says it’s legit. If you want to pay me again later to come pick it up and bring it someplace else, you can, but…”


He let the sentence trail off and left with his hand truck to get more boxes. Fine. If that imperious psycho wanted to waste her money dumping a pile of garbage into an empty office, Jane couldn’t stop her. She wasn’t going to give her sister the satisfaction of occupying this awful space; she wasn’t even going to open the boxes.


From behind her, the stutter of packing tape, the guttural honk of tearing cardboard. “What the heck!” She turned to find Chloe with her hands deep in one of the boxes.


“Chloe!”


“What is this stuff?” The girl pulled out a couple of brass objects—key cores for door locks, Jane knew from her half-assed maintenance of her father’s house. As Chloe tore open the other boxes, Jane peered inside. They contained the typical inventory of a real locksmith shop. In addition to the cores, a laser key-cutting machine, blank keys. A utility box with picks, a tension wrench, a stethoscope like a doctor would have, and various other tools Jane couldn’t even identify. While Chloe marveled over these, the delivery man returned with another load, this time things Jane recalled seeing in Lila’s office in Missouri: an unbranded tower computer and an enormous monitor, a soldering station, a metal punch, a printer and laminator.


“She cannot be serious,” Jane said to no one in particular. “I’m not running a locksmith shop out of a shopping mall.”


“It’s fun,” Chloe said, holding up a rotating display stand for key blanks. “Like a puzzle!”


“I admire your optimism, Chloe, but no. This isn’t what we agreed to.”


A few minutes later, Jane received another text. “‘She’ll be right there,’” she read aloud to Chloe. “Who will be right here?” Her thumbs were poised over the phone’s keyboard, ready to issue a scathing rejoinder, but no. That’s what Lila wanted. Jane wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction.


Her question was answered a few minutes later in the form of a tall, lanky, broad-shouldered woman wearing aviator eyeglasses, her auburn hair pulled back in a low, tidy bun. For a moment, Jane just gawped in surprise; it was Chloe who took her head out of a box and said, “Oh my god, are you Loretta?”


“Ladies,” the woman said.


Loretta was Lila’s associate in the main office in Missouri. A former army staff sergeant who served in Afghanistan, she now maintained the front for Lila’s business, a sleepy antiques shop, and handled Lila’s travel arrangements, meetings, and schedule. Jane hugged her and introduced Chloe.


“So who’s minding the store back home?” Jane said.


“It’s peak bass season,” Loretta told her. “The sign on the door says ‘Gone Fishing.’ I think we’ll survive the lost income.”


“Well, sorry you wasted your time. We are not going along with this bullshit.”


Loretta was nodding. “I told her that’s what you’d say.”


“Like, what am I supposed to do here? I assume this locksmith stuff is supposed to be a front, like your shop?”


The woman shrugged. “I think mostly? With Lila, sometimes it’s easier to just go with the flow.”


“I am the damn flow! It’s a partnership!”


“You’re preaching to the choir,” Loretta told her, holding up her hands.


“And I guess you’re here to set all of this up?”


“And give you a few pointers.”


“Great. What, locksmith lessons?”


“I think you’re kidding,” she said. “But… you really could learn. Most people take a course, then apprentice. You already have all the stuff right here. You could teach yourself.”


“Come on, man!”


“Loretta!” Chloe said, behind her, excited. “What is this thing!”


Jane gazed around the room in despair as Chloe and Loretta chatted, wondering if she’d ever be permitted to feel like her sister’s equal, if the whole thing had been a mistake. At least in the history department, she’d had a clearly defined task that only she was authorized to perform. And she preferred, in most ways, her small, reliable salary to the largesse of Lila’s mysteriously deep pockets, likely the spoils of undocumented activity if not outright crime.


“I don’t get why it has to be an actual locksmith,” Jane said, approaching the two as they unpacked.


Chloe said, “Because it’s cool, obviously.”


Loretta laughed. Somehow this was what sent Jane over the edge. She kicked one of the boxes, and whatever heavy object was in there immediately sent a bolt of pain all the way up to her shoulders. “Fuck!”


They looked up at her, startled.


“Is this all some kind of joke to you two? I do not want to run a locksmith shop at a mall!”


Loretta stood, brushing off her hands. “I get it. I do. But… to your sister, this really is a good-faith gesture to get you up to speed with stuff she already knows. I know a… normal person would have discussed it with you first. But…” She gestured around the room. “Some of these tools you’re going to actually need. And it could be a good summer job for Chloe.”


“Seriously?” Chloe said.


“I mean… that’s up to your mom.”


Chloe pulled out her phone. “I already bookmarked a couple of videos. Like, the basics—duplicating keys, replacing… cores?”


“Right,” Loretta said.


Jane could feel herself weakening, getting pulled off balance, falling in slow motion into Lila’s now-familiar black hole of single-mindedness. It was like a drug, this blithe confidence. When they were young, the only kind of real ambition they could have outside of schoolwork was social—drawing people into their sphere. The two were never popular, but Jane knew how to cajole and persuade and, later, to flirt. Between the two of them, she was the leader. She was an actor and a charmer, and she liked attracting boys and men. The girls joined the theater club together, went to parties, made friends.


All of that culminated in the night their theater director roofied Jane and tried to rape her. He ended up dead, and the girls went on the run. They were sixteen. Eventually, Jane turned herself in and served her sentence at Boynton Ridge, but until then they learned to survive, to manipulate people, to take what they needed. And Lila emerged as the leader in this new, unfamiliar life. She didn’t need to be loved, and she didn’t have a conscience, or not much of one. Her risks tended to pay off, and she didn’t mind hurting people on the way to getting what she wanted. Jane never did figure out how to achieve balance with Lila; it seemed that one of them always had to be on top.


They’d reunited to figure out where their mother had disappeared to, and once that question was answered, they decided to go into business together. And Lila, it was clear, was still on top. And yet… Jane had to admit this location wasn’t without charm. Lila could probably have talked her into it if she’d tried. Plenty of parking, old folks speed-walking by, quiet music warbling in from the hall, all the hot pretzels your heart desired.


As if reading her mind, Chloe interrupted to ask for money—she wanted to go find something to eat. Jane handed it over and, checking her phone, noticed that somebody had called.


“So… should I get to work on all this?” Loretta asked her, pointing a thumb at the computer equipment in the back of the room. “Or are we pumping the brakes?”


Jane could only sigh. The fight was draining out of her. “Sometimes I want to kill her, Loretta.”


“I hear you,” Loretta said. “The first half hour of the drive out here was a one-sided screaming fight. If only she’d been in the car to hear it.”


“You drove? From Missouri?”


“That’s how we roll.”


“Fine,” Jane said. “If Chloe’s into it, I guess I’ll go along, for now.”


Loretta nodded, then headed to the computers, swiping a box cutter off the counter on the way.


Jane sat down on a folding chair and opened up the phone app. Some old-school stranger had left a voicemail, which the phone had attempted to transcribe. Jane hi its Shelly bees lean from ____ ridge I got out a couple weeks ago Annie dear help…


Surprised, she hit play and raised the phone to her ear. “Jane,” came a voice she hadn’t heard in years. “Hi, it’s Shelly Beasley from Boynton Ridge. I got out a couple weeks ago and I need your help with something. It’s kind of urgent. You said I should call you anytime so I hope it’s not an imposition or anything. Uh, that’s all, I guess… Call me back? It’s weird and complicated out here, man! Say what you will about Boynton, you always knew what was gonna happen next. Well, usually. Okay, bye.”


While her mother made a phone call, Chloe set out to explore the new digs. If you’d told her just a couple of hours earlier that she’d be spending her summer at the stupid mall, she would have laughed in your face. But the reality of the place had surprised her. She hadn’t been here since the frozen yogurt stand closed three years ago, and things had changed. It was weird now! Somebody must have taken it over as a rehab project and lowered the rents. Almost all the national chains that made a mall a mall were gone, and in their places were random people selling random things: drug paraphernalia, used sneakers. Clothes that made you look like an animal, which she suspected was a sex thing but didn’t want to ask anyone or look up. The “Snake Shop”?


The most shocking thing about the mall, though, was the abundance of hidden areas most people didn’t get to see. The illuminated maps were lies! There were whole rooms and corridors in between and behind the ones the maps let you see. Grandpa Harry had taught her the difference between misinformation—information that was simply incorrect or mistaken—and disinformation, false information given with the intent to deceive. The public mall maps were the latter.


Chloe explored as far as their set of keys allowed; she had access to about a quarter, she believed, of the mall’s secret corridors and chambers. Occasionally a passing retail employee or custodian would smile at her, but most people narrowed their eyes, and she had to hold up and shake the keys to prove her legitimacy. She was at the age—too old to be cute, too young to have responsibilities—when people unfairly suspected her of all manner of mischief. On the other hand, this was also the perfect age: she was young enough to have free time, old enough to be smarter than people suspected. What she would accomplish with these covert advantages was something she needed to figure out.


She slipped out the workmen’s door leading to an empty storefront and popped out into the mall proper from behind a giant GREAT DEALS COMING SOON! sign. Another piece of disinformation: she happened to know there was bupkes being readied behind that wall. In the food court, she got in line at the pretzel stand behind some high school freaks with a rat on a leash. Or maybe it was a ferret. Except for rabbits, rodents as pets seemed like a real statement to Chloe; it put you in a special social category where only other rodent folk resided. No, thanks.


Pretzel in hand, she headed for the seating area of the food court to kick back and stare at her phone. But she was distracted by a pack of loud girls blithely strolling by: Addison Kunstler and her smarmy pals. Addison was two things to Chloe: a rich girl with important parents, and her rival for president of the eighth-grade class. They both went to Tarbox Beals, the private school about an hour from Nestor that Chloe was required to attend for at least one more year and that her father’s mother, Grandma Susan, was paying for. (Her parents had been mum about who paid for what, she supposed to keep things chill in the wake of the divorce, but Grandma Susan was the kind of lady who always let you know when you owed her one.) Most of the kids who went there were from Rochester, but Addison was one of a handful of Nestorians who made the long commute. Her mother’s suggestion that they carpool was among the most appalling she had ever proposed, and Chloe’s straight-up tantrum had resulted in a rare reprieve. Chloe figured that was because her mother (1) sort of enjoyed the drive and didn’t want someone else’s child in her car anyway, and (2) disliked Addison’s mother. She did some money-related thing at Nestor College, and Addison’s father was a computer scientist who had developed some kind of valuable software. Addison made it sound like they were royalty or some such, though Grandpa Harry hadn’t heard of them. Of course, he was old and had just retired.


The funny thing about Addison was that they’d started out as friends when she arrived at the school last year. Chloe had been appointed by the principal to be her mentor for her first few weeks. This was a Tarbox Beals tradition: every new student got assigned a pal who was supposed to show them the ropes. Usually the kids were besties for a couple of weeks until the new ones found their rightful place in the social scene, but it wasn’t like that with Addison and Chloe. They really liked each other! It was a rare treat when a new Nestorian showed up at Beals; Addison used to come downtown and spend the day just walking around with Chloe. You couldn’t really do that in her neighborhood, Addison said; there was nothing to do, same as with her old town. She was talkative and funny, and they mostly complained to each other about boys from school.


And then something happened, Chloe still didn’t know what. Addison stopped texting her back and rolled her eyes at the lunch table whenever Chloe spoke. It wasn’t long before the other girls in that friend group began to follow her lead, and pretty soon Chloe was entirely on the outs with everyone she used to like, with literally no explanation. She resisted the urge to tell her mom, preferring to lick her wounds in private. But it was a hard time, and still a mystery.


Now Chloe followed the girls as they went into the rude gift shop, where the clerks flirted with them, and the jewelry store, where the clerks chased them away. They got coffee from Hot Beanz 2 and tried to shake free gumballs out of the gumball machine.


The school election was part of a yearlong civics unit. They chose the candidates in the spring, when the United States had its primaries, and elected a president in the fall, when the US had its elections. You had to make up a party to be in, with values and everything; Addison had run on the Security Party ticket, which was dedicated to improving the school’s computer system. If elected, she said, her dad would help. Chloe had created the Cooperative Party, which promised to get more kids involved with more stuff and get the parents to cough up money to create new clubs. Chloe knew the class president wouldn’t have much power, but it sometimes surprised her how many good things could happen if somebody just said out loud that those things were worth doing.


Anyway, Chloe and Addison had gotten the most votes in the primary and were supposed to spend the summer planning their fall campaigns. Maybe she should take some spy pictures of Addison knocking over a display of barrettes in Claire’s and not picking it up or Addison harassing the security guard about why she didn’t carry a gun. But no—she would beat Addison on the issues, not with some frivolous gimmick.


Pretzel finished, Chloe wiped the Parmesan cheese off her hands and headed back toward Perks. She hadn’t been walking for more than a minute before she felt someone touch her shoulder and turned to find Addison’s crew staring her down with their hands on their hips. All except one of them, a girl named Kay, who wouldn’t meet her gaze.


“Just so you know,” Addison said, “we saw you following us. In case you thought your obsession was a secret.”


“Oh, hey, guys,” Chloe said. “I didn’t realize it was you. I thought it was just a bunch of ten-year-olds.”


“That’s going in my oppo. You’re a stalker.”


“Dude, your whole campaign is that you want to do surveillance. That’s why it’s called the Stalker Party.”


That touched a nerve. “It’s not surveillance! It’s security!”


“Whatever, Zuck.”


She rolled her eyes. “That’s a compliment. My dad met Mark Zuckerberg once.”


“What a cool pal to have. Maybe he can give you some debate tips.”


“Actually,” Addison said, “my dad’s going to help me with that. He’s a professor. He teaches in big lecture halls. Also, I’m not afraid of public speaking.”


“Well, neither am I.” Chloe didn’t mention that her grandfather had also been a professor; she got the impression from her mother that he’d spent most of his career hiding in his office. “May the best woman win.”


They were at a stalemate. Addison turned her back and the girls moved away. Kay’s hands were shoved deep into her hoodie pockets, and her head hung; of the group, she alone peered back over her shoulder at Chloe, who waved. The girl quickly turned away.


Interesting.
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Not long after reuniting with her sister and inviting her to join the business, Lila Pool set up a custom server dedicated entirely to detecting web searches for her various public and private identities, and all of Jane’s, and the names and aliases of her extended family members, business associates, rivals, and intelligence contacts. Her custom code directed the searches to a dummy website, to which analytics were applied, with certain combinations of people, places, and events leading to an alert. If, for instance, somebody looking for information about Lila’s connection to Central Intelligence—tenuous and antagonistic, but real—also seemed aware that she had a niece named Chloe, she wanted to know right away. If someone appeared to have discovered that Anabel Bortnik, former Iran-Contra-era spy and Panamanian drug capo with delusions of freedom-fighting grandeur, was in fact her mother, then Lila wanted to have a talk with that someone, possibly in their bedroom at three a.m., possibly with a knife at their throat. In Lila’s line of work, it was impossible to be too careful or too prepared.


And because she was so careful and so prepared, those alerts rarely sounded. The server was hooked up to some cheap computer speakers that lived on a shelf on the rack in the back of her office, so old and decrepit that every now and then she plugged them into her CD walkman to make sure they still worked. They always did, and probably always would.


Lila’s office occupied the top floor of a small warehouse in downtown Timber Fell, a quaint village in the Lake of the Ozarks region of Missouri whose economy was largely based on fishing and hunting. The ground floor was an antiques shop, which she had bought along with the building; she ended up retaining its manager, Loretta, as her assistant and keeping the shop intact. Once the top floor had been cleared of old junk, she brought in work tables, office chairs, and equipment for creating and modifying electronics. Her computers were hand-built PC towers running a customized version of Kali Linux. She used a large-format printer to create fake ID badges and big maps that she could bring on the road. She didn’t like to use anything that could be tracked, including conventional phones and other GPS-equipped devices. In truth, she didn’t really need the maps; she had road atlases for all fifty states, many of them enhanced with handwritten notes, and she possessed a natural sense of direction.


This room was high-ceilinged and bright, its many windows equipped with sheer light-filtering roller shades, for privacy; a small open bedroom area occupied one corner, an enclosed bathroom another. A storeroom of shelf-stable food and water could be found at the back, in case she ever needed to lie low for a few days or weeks or just wanted to, recreationally. The warehouse was her workplace and her home, and she saw no reason to separate the two.


Though Lila was not without emotions—she had been married briefly, and her relationship with Loretta was complicated—she generally preferred not to feel them, and the best way to accomplish this was to be alone. Sometimes she sent Loretta into the field to do things she could have done herself just to achieve the solitude.


Loretta’s current assignment in Nestor was serving that purpose. Lately she kept ending up in Lila’s bed, then wondering aloud if she was supposed to stay there or what. Lila hadn’t managed to give her the courtesy of a definitive answer. She knew she was being mercurial and hurtful, but she also felt like she couldn’t help it. So she’d banished Loretta for a couple of weeks and vowed to get it together.


And she had woken up on this first day alone full of simmering energy and excitement. It was a sunny morning in July. Her plan for these weeks was to upgrade the server software, review a few potential clients, look into getting a new GPS and RF sniffer, work on her bike, and play some Dwarf Fortress. She might actually take the Volvo, a heavily modified 960 Wagon from 1997, down to the lake to fish. A recent investment had been a secluded patch of lakefront about twenty miles north of here, where she had spent a couple of weeks upgrading an old cabin with a new roof, solar panels, and a woodstove—the perfect place for getting away from already being away from it all.


She got out of bed, took a shower, and pulled on a tee shirt and jeans. She fried a couple of eggs and ate them with an energy bar and a cup of black coffee. Then she refilled the coffee cup, sat down at her desk, and opened up her text editor.


Two hours later, something metal fell over in a corner of the room. She jumped out of her chair and fell into a crouch, her heart racing. Then the sound repeated itself and she realized it was a bell—the bell sound she had designated as the alert for her web scraper and that was coming through her dusty old speakers. Jesus Christ!


She reached behind her monitor and flipped the HDMI switch box over to the server. Its spare desktop flickered to life, and she opened her analytics application. A red line of text had appeared at the bottom of a long column of white, and it read




SEARCH TERMS “LILA POOL” + “JANE” + “RUTH BORTNIK” DETECTED


45.52.226.143 NEBRASKA





Which told her that somebody in Nebraska had searched for both her and her sister, along with, surprisingly, their aunt.


Aunt Ruth had been an attorney and law professor based in Chicago. Their mother’s sister, the woman could be described as cold, remote, and austere, but she had sheltered them for a week when they’d gone on the run twenty years before. Lila remained grateful but had never visited again and still felt some vestigial guilt over it; Ruth had ended her own life in 2011. There had been no funeral, and her husband, a mild-mannered older man named Lloyd, had sold the house in Evanston and disappeared somewhere, presumably to live out his remaining years in grief. They had no children.


Searches for Aunt Ruth were common, as she had authored or coauthored several important papers and had prosecuted a few landmark cases in intellectual property and energy rights, her overlapping specialties. But Lila had never seen a search connecting her to her twin nieces.


She dug a little deeper. The IP address had been assigned by a service provider in Omaha, a local one, luckily, which was more likely to have exploitable security flaws. Indeed, Lila quickly discovered it used BGPv4, a weak legacy routing protocol, and was soon able to spoof her way into the routing tables and identify the user’s private IP and her name: Padma Nagarajan.


It didn’t ring a bell. A simple search produced the information that Nagarajan was also a lawyer, a senior associate at Giscombe, Koch, and Hathaway, a large firm in Omaha. Their website provided a formal headshot of a smooth-faced, middle-aged woman, probably Indian or Pakistani, with a placid, confident smile. The picture did ring a bell, and after a few minutes Lila had it: this woman was a professional contact of Aunt Ruth’s. When, back in 2006, Lila and Jane had arrived at the only address they had for their aunt, this lady was living there. She had a different name then—Diaz, maybe, or Cruz. She’d phoned Ruth, gotten her new—and final—address, and passed it along to the girls. Then they said goodbye to her, presumably forever.


But here she was, trying to find Lila and Jane. From a locked storage case, Lila removed a fresh burner phone from its plastic clamshell, activated it, took note of the number, and called the law firm. She was routed to an assistant, who said that Ms. Nagarajan was on a call. “Please interrupt. Tell her it’s Lila Pool. I’ll hold.”


“This is an incredible coincidence,” Padma said when she came on the line, and her voice brought Lila back to those exhilarating days, independent and free, their shattered lives on the cusp of rebirth. “I was literally just searching for you on my lunch hour.”


“Not a coincidence. I noticed you doing it.”


A silence. “Right. Of course. Do you remember me?”


“Yes,” Lila said. “I’m grateful for the help you gave us back then.”


“Well, I’m glad to have helped. Ruth kept me updated, a little, until she died. It sounds like things were hard for you, for a while.”


“For my sister. But she got past it. She has a daughter. We’re in business together.”


“Yes,” Padma said. “I found that. I was going to call her.”


There was a long pause, as though she didn’t know how to proceed. Lila let the silence stretch out.


“I feel a bit foolish about this. It seems far-fetched.”


“Try me,” Lila said.


“It’s about your aunt. You know she passed away, correct?”


“I do.”


Her voice fell to a near-whisper. “It was… they ruled it… self-inflicted. With a gun. Not many women use a gun, but I believed at the time that Ruth would. It was her own gun, for which she had a license and the proper training. I got the sense that your mother was… is… they were fierce women, is what I’m saying.”


“That’s right.”


“However,” Padma said. “However, I have reason to believe that this death may have been… that it was… it was not self-inflicted.”


“Okay…”


“I’m sorry, I’m limited in what I can say right now. Hold on.” Lila heard her get up, shuffle some papers, open a door. She asked somebody to run something to another office, presumably the assistant who’d answered the phone. The door shut and she returned. “Sorry. The information I have comes from a client. A very important and powerful one, represented by one of the senior partners. Most of those records are visible only on a need-to-know basis, but they farmed out some research to me, and I found—”


“Padma,” Lila said, “let me stop you there.” She was already mentally rearranging the next few days, and brought up her map-viewer app. “What are you doing in… six hours or so?”


“Uh… eating dinner? With my husband?”


“Why don’t you plan to have it with me instead. Someplace public where you’ve never eaten before.”


“Are you serious?”


“Yes. No more about this on the phone, especially not while you’re at work.”


“Oh! All right, good. Thank you.”


“When you have the location, text it to me at this number. With the address, please.”


“I will.”


Lila hung up, put her workstation to sleep. She packed a bag, locked and alarmed the door, and headed to the garage where she kept the Volvo and her two vintage motorcycles, a fully restored BMW R90S and a new acquisition, a late R69S from 1968 that she was still sourcing parts for. She threw her bag into the back of the Volvo, glanced dolefully at the fishing gear it sat beside, and opened up the reinforced military case where she kept her road atlases. She found the Omaha page in the Nebraska one, then climbed in behind the wheel and pulled out of the garage. The heavy door clanked shut behind her. She made her way north out of town, on the lettered highways along the reservoir, to Route 7, which would take her toward Kansas City.


Lila liked to drive, and she liked to do it in silence. She did not get bored or lonely. Sometimes she wished she could achieve, at home, the level and flavor of concentration that driving afforded her; the mechanics of travel freed her mind in a way that no other activity did. Greenfields, junkyards, forests drifted by outside; she crossed the reservoir, low to the water on both sides, and the rankness of fish and mud reached her through the open window. She hadn’t driven this way since her journey with Jane to find their mother, which had brought them all the way to the Pacific Northwest, and then to Central America. They found her, all right, and Lila burned her house down. She’d be happy to never see her again.


She understood that Jane was upset with her. It was true that she’d presented their journey last year as one of renewal and discovery, and she could see why Jane would feel betrayed that they ended up narrowly escaping with their lives. But to Lila, that was discovery, that was renewal. The two had bonded in their teens over what Lila now knew to be the defining event of their lives: the justifiable homicide of their high school theater director, George Framingham. Framingham was a lecher, a creep, and their mother’s lover; he’d roofied Jane at a party and Lila clocked him with a concrete candleholder. She hadn’t intended to kill him; she only wanted him to stop raping her sister. They dumped his body into the lake and left town.


For Lila, this series of events had been miraculously liberating. An introvert who didn’t see the point of social customs, she’d discovered a strength deep within herself while murdering a pervert, and a new, exhilarating source of pleasure and satisfaction. It felt good to put things right, and to devise a plan to bury the evidence forever. The latter was a failure—eventually the body had been discovered, and her trail of false evidence unraveled—but it wasn’t a bad attempt for a girl of sixteen, and the next time she killed somebody, she didn’t make the same mistakes.


As for Jane, she couldn’t deal with the guilt, even though none of it had been her fault. It had all been George Framingham’s fault. His actions amounted to a formal request for a candleholder to the forehead. But Jane seemed to feel worse and worse the longer they wandered together, and she started drinking and doing drugs when they settled down out west, and pretty soon wouldn’t leave their apartment. Lila eventually moved out—or, rather, she took longer and longer trips with dumber and dumber people, learning how to gain their trust, take advantage of them. On impulse, she decided to learn a trade and became certified as a locksmith in California, where they were living at the time. This taught her a lot about people’s houses, particularly how easy it was to enter them undetected. A sideline in electronic locks got her interested in hacking and encryption. Already adept at computers, she learned programming in earnest, did some corporate espionage, eventually hung out an IT security shingle. She discovered just how sloppy other people were. Initially, she hadn’t thought of her particular skill set as unique or even unusual; she’d assumed most people were cautious, well informed, heavily defended. It turned out that the opposite was true. People were a vulnerable mess, and it was rare for Lila to encounter one who presented much resistance at all.


She had not understood Jane’s misery and couldn’t figure out how to help. Jane accused her of not wanting to—called her cold and unfeeling—but once Lila realized there was nothing she could do, why would she have pretended otherwise? Was she supposed to sit all day on the bed, holding her greasy hand? Telling her everything would be all right when it clearly wouldn’t? Lila didn’t like to drink or smoke or take drugs, didn’t understand the mentality. If Jane was going to survive, she would have to figure it out herself.


At that point, they were both well into their twenties, and Framingham’s death was nearly a decade behind them. Lila did not regard it as a loose end; it was done. Overworked local cops three thousand miles away did not worry her. Everyone knew Framingham was a monster, no one cared that he was gone. The case would remain cold. So it was a genuine surprise to Lila when Jane turned herself in.


If that’s what Jane needed to do to assuage her guilt and kick her addictions, it was hardly Lila’s place to complain. But it seemed to her a pointless gesture. Anyway, she wasn’t given the opportunity to weigh in; Jane had left a note and headed east without consulting her. She supposed Jane had expected to be acquitted, but Lila could have told her that was never going to happen. The teen seductress, girl of loose morals, had to go to jail—that’s how America worked. Lila read the Nestor news, kept tabs on her sister, was aware she was married and had had a child in prison. She’d always meant to get in touch, but every time she came close to doing it, she hesitated. Her life was stable and efficient. Personal entanglements would just get in the way. She found Timber Fell and Loretta and didn’t look back—until she learned that their mother was alive and about to set foot on American soil for the first time in twenty years. That’s when she finally got in touch with her sister—and when she realized she had missed her, just a little.


The business arrangement they’d arrived at in the wake of their adventure had served Lila well; Jane’s satellite office had taken some of the drudgery off her shoulders and given Jane and their father something useful to do. In an emotional outburst around the time they made their deal, Jane had demanded an equal share of the agency’s more dangerous and complicated cases, but she couldn’t have known what this entailed and anyway didn’t really mean it. She’d just needed to assert herself, and Lila was glad she had. Their weekly calls had convinced her that Jane was doing a fine job, and now that Lila had provided her with a real office, she expected the work to be even better.


She was making good time and decided to bypass Kansas City and head west to Topeka and pick up Route 75 north. Lila didn’t like cities. Los Angeles had provided an object lesson in human nature, but now that she’d found her middle-of-nowhere, there was no going back. She didn’t like interstate highways and she didn’t like traffic. She liked towns past their prime, low buildings, and blank skies, space to think. North of Topeka, 75 was gloriously flat and straight, a gallery of grain silos, peeling paint, false brick fronts with blank windows, gas stations and warehouses. It didn’t make her proud to be an American, but it made her glad to be in America.


She drove fast, and at a quarter to six, she neared the outskirts of Omaha and checked the screen of her burner. The place Padma had suggested was called Woodsmoke Bistro and it was in a strip mall on Pacific Street at Eighty-Seventh. She came into town via Fourteenth—passing housing developments half hidden behind concrete barriers, light-industrial campuses, a shopping mall, a car dealership—and, after a quick look at her printed map, turned right onto Pacific. She would arrive early, with enough time to check out the location and determine if it would suit their needs.


In fact it was perfect. The strip mall was laid out in a C-shape and housed several cafés and restaurants, a liquor store, and a drive-through bank. The smell of woodsmoke, as promised, filled the air. The restaurant had south-facing outdoor tables, which, in the heat and glare, were unoccupied save for an old man and a companion who could have been his daughter or his nurse. She took a table as far from them as possible and left her driving sunglasses on.


From a teenage waitress she ordered a black coffee. The girl told her they didn’t have regular coffee but offered an Americano, which Lila accepted. She sipped it and watched cars pull in and out of the lot. It was a Friday evening. The bank was closed. Most people here were stopping at the liquor store on their way home from work. As she waited, traffic to the cafés increased; business-casual was the predominant mode of dress. There were office parks nearby; these customers were most likely doctors, lawyers, real estate agents.


A sixth sense told her that the bright red Prius pulling into the lot was Padma’s, and she was right. The woman climbed out of the car and squinted in the sunlight, held her palm up to her brow, and scanned the strip mall’s facade. Lila raised a hand and Padma approached the table.


Padma Nagarajan was about sixty and had a round, inquisitive face. She said, “Maybe we can go inside—we’re right in the sun,” but before Lila could object she added, “No, you’re right, let’s stay here.” She sat down and ordered a salad and a glass of white wine, and Lila ordered the same salad and a glass of ice water, disappointing the waitress.


“It’s nice to see you,” Padma said. “You haven’t changed.”


“Neither have you.” They were lying. This was one of those conventions Lila didn’t like or understand but could force herself to abide by when necessary. She said, “Why don’t you tell me what you discovered about Ruth’s death.”


Padma appeared flustered, evidently expecting more small talk. But she adjusted quickly and cleared her throat. “The client this information comes from is Travis Nutt. It’s a distinctive name, and as soon as I heard it, I remembered that he’d been one of Ruth’s clients too. He’s based in Arizona—somewhere in Arizona—and he’s a cattle rancher.”


“Why doesn’t he have a lawyer closer to home?”


“He probably does, for basic legal representation. But our firm is the best in the country in land-and-water-rights law, which is his primary need for this case and others we’ve handled. Also, Brian—Brian Hathaway, one of the partners—is friends with him. I’m not sure if they’re friends because we represent him or the other way around.”


“Why aren’t you a partner?” Lila asked.


The question seemed to startle her. “I… various reasons. I came to the firm recently because I relocated with my husband. He’s in food science and works for Conagra. I guess I’m in line for junior partner. I did give that up at my old job. And I started late in this field. Is that relevant?”


“I don’t know yet. Go on.”


She gathered herself, then said, “So, I get the sense that the current case is very lucrative, and Brian asked me to do some research on the statutes and regulations and relevant case law. I don’t usually do this kind of thing—I have my own clients and cases—but this is one of those clients the whole firm works for, when we have to. The materials he gave me are heavily redacted. It’s clear that Nutt is planning to sue the State of Arizona for access to irrigation from particular waterways or an increased share of the water he’s already using. But the redactions make it impossible for me to know where in the state he’s based.”


“Is this kind of secrecy common?”


“No,” Padma said. She paused as the waitress brought their salads and drinks, then asked them if they needed anything further. She was clearly annoyed that they didn’t, but this meant she’d be unlikely to return soon, exactly what Lila wanted. When she was gone, Padma said, “When a partner asks for this kind of help, they always give us all the information on the case. So the redactions are definitely weird. Although, if you know Nutt, they’re not that surprising.”


“You know him, then?”


“Not know him. I’ve met him several times. Or seen him. He’s got an air of self-importance and power about him—he barely speaks but when he does, it’s very quiet, so the room has to fall absolutely silent to hear. He’s small, pale, wears a Stetson. I mean… he sounds like a joke, the way I’m describing him, but it’s very intimidating in practice.


“Anyway,” Padma went on after a bite of her meal. “Among the research materials I was given were records of the case Ruth handled back in 2010. Before that, Nutt had been a university chemistry professor and researcher at Northwestern, where Ruth worked. He was a founder of something called the Agriculture and Food Production Symposium, a think tank devoted to innovation in the ag sector. He’d developed a livestock drug, a synthetic opioid that was supposed to revolutionize pain management on factory farms, and he ended up in a dispute with the university about manufacturing and marketing variations on it. They rightly thought they owned the compounds they funded, but he wanted to branch out and build on that research in the private sector. Ruth represented him on the case, and it looked like she was going to lose.”




OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
M

MULHOLLAND
BOOKS





OEBPS/images/9780316551649.jpg
AUTHOR OF HARD GIRLS

A NOVEL





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
BULL KILL

A Jane and Lila Pool Thriller

J. ROBERT LERIRION

M

MULHOLLAND BOOKS
LITTLE, BROWN AND COMPANY

NEW YORK BOSTON LONDON





