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PRAISE FOR ICONOCLAST








A SEAN MCPHERSON NOVEL, BOOK TWO




“ Cleverly balancing humor, romance, and a healthy dose of thrill, Buchanan delivers a perfect mystery. You won’t be able to put it down!”


—MICHELLE COX, author of the Henrietta and Inspector Howard series







“Get ready to stay up late because you won’t want to put it down.”


—ANN GARVIN, USA Today best-selling author







“Buchanan has done it again—created an atmospheric thriller with an intriguing cast of characters who gather at the Pines & Quill writer’s retreat in the Pacific Northwest. Grab a cup of your favorite beverage and settle in for an immersing read!”


—DEBBIE HERBERT, USA Today best-selling author







“Buchanan is a first-rate storyteller who grabs your attention from page one and holds it tight until the end.”


—CHRIS NORBURY, author of the Matt Lanier novels







“Beautiful prose, vivid descriptions, a cast of fascinating characters, and a gripping story. This thriller has it all. The second book in the Sean McPherson series starts with a bang and never lets up. Bravo, Buchanan. Keep them coming.”


—GREGORY LEE RENZ, author of Beneath the Flames







“Buchanan builds the tension until you’re almost afraid to turn the next page.”


—JEFF NANIA, author of the John Cabrelli Northern Lakes Mysteries







“It’s as good to be back at the Pines & Quill writers retreat and with the familiar cast of characters as it is terrifying to watch events unfold from the point of view of the killer.”


—SHEILA LOWE, author of the Claudia Rose Forensic Handwriting Mysteries







“Descriptive and captivating, Iconoclast serves as a strong follow-up to this excellent series. Looking forward to number three!”


—MARIANNE LILE, author of Stepmother: A Memoir







“Buchanan places the reader in the wooded acres, inhaling the scent of pine and sea salt, alternately enveloped in dense fog or surrounded in a cloak of blue sky, treading each careful step with the innocent and the guilty.”


—JOY RIBAR, author of the Deep Lakes Cozy Mystery Series







“Buchanan is a master of suspense as she pulls us along on this nail-biting journey of delicious deceit, danger, and daring. Who will make it to the end? Who will be unmasked for who they truly are? I’m not telling … but I promise you that you won’t be able to turn out the light and go to bed until you know the truth!”


—VALERIE BIEL, author of the award-winning Circle of Nine series







“Buchanan hits a grand slam home-run with this second book in the Sean McPherson series. First base—a luscious setting, full of imagery that puts the reader in the story. Second—relatable characters, some good, some bad, but all well-drawn. Third—enough edge-of-the-seat tension to keep pages turning. And home plate—a heartfelt tale well-told.”


—SARALYN RICHARD, author of Bad Blood Sisters and the Detective Parrott Mystery Series







“ Readers won’t be able to put down this suspenseful book that showcases the author’s extensive knowledge of guns and police and medical examiners’ procedures that make the story alarmingly authentic.”


—SHERRILL JOSEPH, author of The Botanic Hill Detectives Mysteries







“Read this series and experience mystery and adventure, as well as the comfort of a supportive cast of characters who can pursue criminals and camaraderie at the same time.”


—TOWER LOWE, author of the Molly Donovan Suspense Series







“Wonderful to be reunited with the main characters from Indelible, whom I feel like I know intimately as I anxiously await to be invited to the next three-week writers’ retreat. Iconoclast adds a new set of writers and riveting suspense. Who is embedded in the local police department, ready to set up and kill for revenge? Are the writers who and what they seem, or are one or more hiding their true identity? Amidst the mystery is sumptuous food cooked by the resident chef, a surprising murder just as the book begins, and a sweet dog who trots along aiding and abetting the romance and suspense throughout this page-turner.”


—PAMELA S. WIGHT, author of romantic suspense, memoir, and children’s books for all ages







“Once again Buchanan delivers an exciting cast of characters, each with their own unique and compelling needs, who are driven to the writers retreat of Pines & Quill. Romance, friendship, and danger all await the arrival of guests to the remote retreat. I love the setting, the characters, and most of all the suspense that she weaves through this brilliant story.”


—SHERRY BRISCOE, author of the Moon Shadows series







“Loved renewing my acquaintance with Mick and Emma and pleased to see Pines and Quills is still in the able hands of Niall and Libby. The atmosphere of a writer’s retreat, Pines and Quill, is inspired as the background for such horrific crimes that the author has served up! The contrast of descriptive detail of the foodie meals and the depraved acts of malice make this cozy mystery that much more delicious. And, Hemingway continues as the lively character to add levity!”


—MAREN COOPER, author of A Better Next: A Novel







“ Iconoclast jumps right in with the action, setting the stage for everything that transpires throughout the rest of the book. We get to know the main characters we met in book one, Indelible, in more detail. If you haven’t read it, the author catches you up with what you need to know (or may have forgotten), so you can read this as a standalone as well. From mouthwatering dinners, to psychopathic villains, to unexpected ‘family’ members, Iconoclast keeps you entertained and turning the page for the next twist.”


—SHARON DUKETT, author of No Rules: A Memoir
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PROLOGUE







For success, the author must make the reader care about the destiny of the principals, and sustain this anxiety, or suspense, for about 100,000 words.”


—KEN FOLLETT





Forgive me, Father, for I’m about to sin.”


A suppressor muffles the sound of six consecutive rounds fired below the screen through the thin wooden partition separating saint from sinner in the confession booth.


As Father Paddy’s body slumps to the floor, the iconoclast slips out a back door.


Rounding the corner, she does a tactical scan to ensure there’s no one around. All clear.


She looks up to make sure the black sock she put over the security camera is still there. In place.


She removes the oversized trench coat and pulls off a short gray wig, mustache, and beard. She rolls them, along with her gun and suppressor, into the coat, and tucks everything into the briefcase. Before getting into the car she borrowed from Vito, she places the briefcase on the floor behind the driver’s seat.


As she pulls away from the curb, she smiles. I entered St. Barnabas as an old man. I left as a woman. Now if that’s not a miracle, I don’t know what is.


Thirty minutes later, she drives down a gravel road to the Scrap Heap. On the surface, to an innocent passerby, it’s a wrecking yard where vehicles are brought, and their usable parts are salvaged and sold while the unusable metal parts are sold to recycling companies. In reality, it’s a place where people and things who’ve outlived their usefulness pass through.


The tips of Toni’s nails, polished in “dagger pink,” tap the steering wheel through thin, nitrile gloves. Usually, it’s a fifteen-minute drive, but she takes a route devoid of street cams.


Two snarling Dobermans greet her through an eightfoot-high chain link fence topped with triple concertina wire. The result is an extremely effective barrier.


Tapping the fence, Toni muses. This is the second barrier I’ve dealt with today—first, the screen in the confessional, now the chain link fence. If I had a shrink, they’d probably conclude that I enjoy keeping barricades between the men I don’t like and me. And they’d be right. I can always see them from the outside, where I stay safe and maintain control. They’re defenseless and easily manipulated on the inside.


A huge bald man in oil-stained coveralls steps out of the doorway of a small shack by the gate. “Hey, Toni.”


“Hey, Vito. Did you wait as I asked?”


“I did. Just a sec. Let me get these guys.”


After shutting the dogs behind the door of the shack, Vito opens the gate.


Toni drives through, opens the back passenger door, and retrieves the briefcase.


Before they head into the central part of the yard, Vito closes and locks the gate.


Toni follows him to a waiting pile of wrecked cars. She hands him the open briefcase, peels off the nitrile gloves and tosses them in, then tucks her hands into her back pockets. Such a waste. That was a sweet Smith M&P 22 compact and .22LR suppressor.


After closing the briefcase and giving it a speculative weight check, Vito shrugs his massive shoulders and tosses it through the air into the top car’s open trunk. Then he climbs up a ladder into a rig next to the pile of cars and starts the engine. When he pushes a black-knobbed lever, the car crusher begins its descent, closing the top car’s trunk as it does.


Toni notices two words spray-painted on the side of the machine: BIG BANG.


She looks up at Vito. His face is red, and his head is glistening with sweat. He wipes the moisture from his forehead with the front of his hairy arm.


He looks down at her and gives her a thumbs-up.


When it’s all over, he climbs down. “How about dinner sometime?”


“I’d like that.” She mentally applauds herself for not finishing the sentence with idiota—Italian for idiot.


Nodding toward the pile of crushed cars, Vito holds out a hand.


Toni looks at his waiting palm. If his fingers were laced together, his hand would look like a baseball mitt.


“That’ll be five hundred bucks,” Vito says. “But when we go out, it’s on me.”


“It’s a deal,” she says.


After she pays Vito in cash, he unlocks the gate and opens it.


Toni thanks him again, then gets in her own car and drives away. Looking in the rearview mirror, she sees Vito. I’d rather die.
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Clutching her glasses in one hand and a crumpled tissue in the other, Carol Stapleton, an elderly penitent, steps into the confession booth. She’s crying because she knows she has to tell the priest the hateful thoughts she’s entertained about her neighbor. She sits down, closes her eyes, and tries to compose herself as she waits for the priest’s usual greeting.


After tucking the tissue in her sleeve, her now-empty hand fingers the string of pearls at her neck. After a few minutes tick by in silence, she retrieves the tissue and blows her nose. Clearing her throat, she says, “Father MacCullough?”


When he doesn’t answer, she wipes her lenses with the hem of her cotton dress and puts her glasses on. That’s when she notices the splintered wood. What on earth?


She presses her wrinkled face to the small ornate screen in the partition that divides them. Red oozes down the wall where the priest should be seated. Her nose wrinkles at the faint coppery smell. Her forehead furrows. Is that blood?


Heart pounding, she pushes her ashen face forward a little more to look down. It’s hard to see, but it seems like Father MacCullough’s crumpled on the floor. Carol crosses herself.


Calling his name again, she steps out of her side of the booth and opens his.


Panic rips her chest, clawing to climb out of her mouth when she sees the bloodied, hole-pocked vestments. The door on the priest’s side of the confessional had been blocking the pool of blood Father MacCullough is lying facedown in. Now unblocked, it slowly spreads, inching toward the tip of Carol’s black orthopedic shoe.


A primal scream pierces the sanctuary.












CHAPTER 1







There is only one plot—things are not what they seem.”


—JIM THOMPSON







PAM WILLIAMS


With her law practice still under reconstruction, Pam’s looking forward to her time at Pines & Quill to finish her manuscript about the pandemic of racism. She’s worked hard to prove herself. In doing so, she’s made a few enemies. A testimony to that fact, her small building in New Orleans was burned to the ground. It was ruled arson, but authorities haven’t caught the culprit yet.


Before closing her laptop and tucking it in her briefcase, she confirms—once again—that the most recent version of her document, Peaceful Turbulence: The Nonviolent Pursuit of Equality, is on her hard drive.


While she’s at it, she takes another look at her newly revamped website. As a civil rights attorney and activist, her website gets a lot of traffic. Most of it’s good—people who are looking for representation. Unfortunately, some of the traffic is bad. Hateful, really. Like the people who burned her building to the ground.


She clicks on the “About” page, looks at her photo, and makes a face. Well, at least I like my new glasses.


Her brother, Kyle, steps up behind her, leans over her shoulder, and says, “Those glasses make you look intellectual instead of like the snotty brat you really are.”


“And you’re a big dork!” she teases back. “Thank you for stopping by to see me off.”


“You’re welcome. But I didn’t do it for you; I did it for me. I’m worried about you and wanted to see for myself that you’re okay.”


“You don’t need to worry about me,” Pam assures him.


“You’re my little sister, and I love you. It’s my job to worry about you. And besides that, your office building was just burned down. If that’s not grounds for worry, I don’t know what is,” Kyle says. “And what do you really know about this writers’ retreat?”


“I did my research,” Pam says. “The reviews are nothing short of incredible, and I also spoke with a few writers who’ve attended.”


Holding up his hands in resignation, Kyle shakes his head and says, “Okay, okay. I give up.”


Before hugging her goodbye, he apologizes again for not being able to take her to the airport. “I’m so sorry, but I can’t miss this meeting with the mayor. We’re going to discuss the potential of bringing a division of Microsoft here. It would mean a huge influx of jobs.”


“It’s okay, Kyle,” she says. “In the event someone decides to add insult to injury and burn my condo to the ground while I’m gone, my car will be safe and sound in long-term parking.” She hopes that the added security measures she’s taken are enough to deter anyone from trying. As Kyle heads out the front door, she says, “I love you. I’ll see you in three weeks.”


Pam makes a final walkthrough of her home to ensure that everything’s in place. Satisfied, she drapes the strap of her cross-body messenger bag over her shoulder, hefts her suitcases, and enters the garage through the kitchen door.


After stowing her luggage in the trunk of her dark blue Prius, she gets into the driver’s seat, puts the key in the ignition, and is about to hit the garage door remote on the visor when the eyes of a ski mask-covered face meet hers in the rearview mirror. Before she can move, honk the horn, or make a sound, a garrote is around her throat.


Pam’s eyes and mouth open wide. Her hands scrape and claw at the rope against her throat. She thrashes and flails; her feet kick the pedals. Her arms jerk back against the seat at a sudden tightening of the rope; her body twitches in response. Pam’s eyes lock onto the eyes in the mirror. There’s no mistake about the intent to kill. She sees it darkening the eyes; it moves there like a living thing, writhing in the dark liquid pools.







TOM GORDON


Militants in southern Afghanistan had already salted the earth with bombs when Sergeant Tom Gordon led his Marines through Sangin. On his final patrol, the ground ruptured under his feet in an explosion of light and blood. The blast tore at his right arm and shattered his feet and legs.


Gordon rained hand grenades on insurgents in Fallujah and braved enemy fire to evacuate two wounded Marines and carry out the body of a third. He was awarded the Navy Cross, second only to the Medal of Honor.


Tom doesn’t need to reread the well-worn newspaper article. It’s etched in his brain. And if that doesn’t serve as a good enough reminder, the prosthetic legs he’s packing for his trip to Pines & Quill is a daily memento that he’s a double transfemoral amputee—both of his legs were removed mid-femur.


Tom lost more than his limbs. He lost the will to live. In his mind, his legs were what allowed him to power through life. He had planned to open a soccer camp when he got out of the military; it was his lifelong dream. Now his dreams are shattered, and he feels his life isn’t worth living.


Tipping his head back to look at the ceiling, he reflects. Losing the will to live isn’t always standing on a ledge. It’s not continually being in crisis mode—for me, anyway. It’s a dull ache in my chest that weighs me down constantly. I might laugh or appear normal, but that ache to disappear is there, underneath.


Sometimes I give up on life because everything in my day-to-day is a fight. I’m just too tired, angry, or depressed to fight anymore. Sometimes I don’t want to fight anymore for no particular reason other than I’m done. I obsess over that thought constantly. I’m just done.


A devout Catholic, he believes that suicide is a mortal sin. But that’s not going to stop him. Before committing suicide, he visits his priest to receive absolution. Father Mark, who was also Tom’s roommate at Saint Joseph’s University—St. Joe’s—says he’ll grant him absolution on one condition—that he wait. He says, “In college, you loved writing. I want you to write everything down—the who, what, when, where, and why of it.”


That cathartic exercise took on a life of its own and evolved into a manuscript. Tom hopes it will become a published book. That’s why he’s about to catch a plane to Pines & Quill. And if I can write a book, then I can open a soccer camp—one for kids who’ve lost limbs. Then maybe, just maybe, I’ll have a reason to live.


Knowing it’ll be easier to get through airport security in Philly and Seattle if he uses his wheelchair, he packs his legs. After seeing examples of prosthetics from days gone by in his doctor’s waiting room, Tom appreciates today’s technological advancements.


He’s had a lot of luck with his prosthetic care, first trying several different systems until arriving at the current “final” one: from liner with pin to liner with vacuum lips to full-contact vacuum Milwaukee shaft with BoaSystem. I’m grateful I was allowed to test different knees during this time to see what suits me best before making the final decision. Of course, he’s spent a lot of time with a technician and a physical therapist. Sometimes the socket can be too big, sometimes too narrow. Sometimes a part breaks here, and sometimes I just need a second opinion. On the whole, however, I’m satisfied with the way things have gone so far.


After Tom zips the bag with his prosthetics shut, he rolls his wheelchair over to the door and places the prosthetics bag next to his laptop bag and guitar case. He remembers the first time he stood with his prosthetic legs. During physical therapy and gait training, I’d watched YouTube videos on how to run, jump, play football, and do other things with artificial limbs. Suddenly, I was teetering on prosthetics. That’s when it became clear that this wasn’t going to be a walk in the park and would demand a lot of sweat, blood, and mental strength. This journey is far from over.







LINDA WASHINGTON


Linda glances in the mirror a final time before heading to the airport. Her expressive hazel eyes convey a mischievous twinkle. Angling the medicine cabinet mirror for a better view, she turns her body first to one side, then the other. She doesn’t mind that her ash-brown hair hasn’t fully grown back from cochlear implant surgery. I know that many deaf people are okay with remaining deaf; it’s not a foregone conclusion that we all want to become hearing, but it was the right choice for me.


When Linda was three years old, she lost all hearing in her left ear and eighty percent of the hearing in her right ear after suffering through measles and high fevers. She was declared legally deaf. Hearing aids weren’t an option for her situation. And at that time, cochlear implant surgery wasn’t only cost-prohibitive, there were more cons than pros involved.


Linda’s parents were afraid of the cons—the risks—that include meningitis, an infection of the lining of the surface of the brain, and cerebrospinal fluid leakage, a leak from a hole created in the inner ear from a hole in the covering of the brain as a result of the surgical procedure.


Linda’s greatest fear was a potential injury to the facial nerve, the one that goes through the middle ear to give movement to the muscles of the face. It lies close to where the surgeon needs to place the implant, and it can be injured during surgery. An injury can cause a temporary or permanent weakening or full paralysis on the same side of the face as the implant.


Linda’s parents were committed to letting her live as normal a life as possible. Against the advice of doctors, they resisted sending her away to a special school for the deaf. Instead, they enrolled her in local programs with support services for children with hearing loss. They also encouraged her early interest in the arts.


She attended the Center on Deafness (now the International Center for Deafness and the Arts), where deaf and hearing kids join together for recreational activities. It’s here that she caught the photography bug. It’s here that she got the idea of taking such excellent photographs that you can “hear” them even though there’s no sound. She lives up to that dream. Her work has been featured at some of the best photography galleries in Chicago—the Museum of Contemporary Photography, the Chicago Cultural Center, the Mary


& Leigh Block Museum of Art, and the Museum of Contemporary Art.


Linda’s most recent work was included in the “Nature in View” exhibit hosted by the Garden Photographic Society at the Chicago Botanic Garden.


After swiping her top and bottom lips with her favorite shade of lipstick, “Heat Wave,” and capping the tube, Linda signs to herself in the mirror. You’ve got this! Then she says it out loud. Before sashaying out the bathroom door, she laughs with delight because she can hear herself.


At the front door, Linda picks up three bags—her suitcase that she’ll check through to Seattle, her purse, and a laptop tote that doubles as a camera case that she’ll carry on the plane with her.


She smiles when she hears the sound of the cabbie’s horn. It won’t be long until she’s at O’Hare, where she’ll catch her nonstop flight to Seattle. She plans to give as much effort to her book while she’s at Pines & Quill as she does everything else—her all.







MEGAN DUPREY


Megan bites her lower lip as she looks around the confines of her office, a small enclosed space just off the kitchen of her French restaurant, La Mandarine Bleue. Inutile de s’mquieter— there’s no need to worry—she mentally chides herself.


With great care, she checks and double-checks her bag to make sure she has her competition-would-kill-for recipes and wine pairing notes. Check.


She tucks her Kindle into her purse. Even though the flight from Boise to Seattle is only an hour and a half, I want to enjoy every minute of it.


Luggage in hand, she steps through her office door into a large kitchen. It swings behind her with a hushed flapping sound.


Fastidious as always, Simon—the maître d’—steps up to Megan.


“Merci. I appreciate everything you’ve done and will do on my behalf,” Megan says.


“Meg—”


Holding up a hand to stop him from saying anything further, she continues. “I’ve never left the restaurant for more than a day or two before. I’m excited, and I’m scared, but if I don’t do this now, I never will.”


Simon removes the luggage from her white-knuckled grip and sets it on the pristine tile floor. “I’ll carry that to the car when your Uber driver arrives,” he says.


“Thank you,” Megan says. “I have a few things on my mind.” She wrings her hands and resumes. “I want a deposit made every single day. Double-check the doors to make sure they’re secure every night when you close. Make sure the reservations stay on schedule. And make certain that the meat and produce are fresh daily.”


Simon nods his assurance and says, “There’s no need to worry.”


Megan looks into his heart-melting brown eyes. “I’m not worried,” she says. “What makes you think I’m worried?”


He blinks, a long, slow flutter of dark eyelashes against his clean-shaven cheeks.


A woman—or a man in Simon’s case—could happily drown in those liquid pools, Megan thinks.


“For starters,” Simon answers, “your shoulders are practically up to your ears, you’re biting your lip, and your eye is twitching.”


“My eye is not twitching,” Megan says.


“I made that one up. But the other two are dead giveaways.”


Megan swipes at him. “Be serious,” she says, trying not to smile.


Always soothed by her pleasing French accent, Simon counts out his responsibilities on his long, slender fingers and assures Megan: “I’ll make the deposits every day. I’ll make certain the doors are secure when we close each evening. I’ll ensure that we keep the reservations on schedule. And I’ll make certain that the meat and produce are fresh daily. Most importantly, I’ll do my best to fill your shoes while you’re gone.”


As he looks at the uncertainty in her face, he continues. “You’re not going to get anything accomplished or enjoy yourself if you’re worrying about La Mandarine Bleue.” Walking over to a magnetic tool strip that holds knives and kitchen utensils of every shape and size on the wall between a massive commercial stove and a stainless steel, industrial-size refrigerator, Simon grabs a pair of kitchen shears. “Here,” he says, handing them to Megan.


Her eyebrows raise. “What am I supposed to do with these?” she asks.


“I want you to pretend that there’s an umbilical cord attached from you to the restaurant.”


“Okay,” she says with a note of hesitation in her voice.


“And then I want you to cut the umbilical cord. Megan, we’re viable. I promise that we can function for a month without you.” Seeing the hurt look in her eyes, Simon continues. “It’ll be hard without your guidance, but we can do this. You’ve trained us well. From the wait staff to the sommelier, and everyone in-between, you’re the one who taught us what it takes to reach and maintain the premier status that La Mandarine Bleue has achieved under your management. And we’ll maintain the momentum while you’re at the writers’ retreat finishing your cookbook.”


Fiona, the sommelier, pops her head around the swinging traffic door that separates the dining area from the kitchen. “Your Uber’s here,” she says to Megan.


“Thank you, Fiona. I’ll be right out.”


Simon follows Megan to her ride and puts her luggage in the already-open trunk.


Megan places a hand on each of his shoulders and leans in. She places a soft kiss on each of his cheeks. “Au revoir. I’ll be back before you know it.”







THE PERPETRATOR


The perpetrator watches panic carve into Pam’s face and applies ever-increasing pressure. She waits as Pam’s pupils constrict, and continues to apply pressure. The killer is heaving now with excitement, exertion, and power.


The body goes slack. In the rearview mirror, the killer sees that the black centers of the victim’s pupils have widened into fixed dilation. The deed is done.


The perpetrator steps out of the door behind the driver’s seat. She pulls off the ski mask and continues with the tasks at hand, calmly stating the twelve steps she memorized:




	Keep my nitrile gloves on.


	Remove Pam’s clothes from her body.


	Put on the nonprescription, look-alike glasses from my shirt pocket.


	Remove my clothes and put Pam’s clothes on.


	Take the suitcases from the trunk and put them in the back seat.


	Put Pam into the trunk of the car along with my clothes and the garrote. Damn, it’s a good thing I work out. They don’t call it “dead weight” for nothing.


	Check the code I received for Pam’s phone to make sure I can get to the boarding pass.


	Back out of the garage slowly.


	Check to make sure that nothing has fallen onto the garage floor.


	Close the garage door.


	Drive to Swamp Adventures where Sam—one of our inside guys—will take the body for alligator bait. My handler, “Smith,” said, “This isn’t Sam’s first rodeo. You’d be surprised to learn who all have been disposed of this way.”


	Take a deep breath, Shelly, and slip into your new persona, your nom de guerre. From now on, you’re Pamela Williams, a civil rights attorney and activist.





My handler made it clear that it isn’t my skill set that landed me this hit or the one to follow. It’s my uncanny resemblance to Pam Williams. He told me, “It’s been said that everyone has a doppelganger—a visual double. You could pass as her twin. Don’t screw up.”















CHAPTER 2







“ When I sit down to write a book, I do not say to myself, ‘I am going to produce a work of art.’ I write it because there is some lie that I want to expose, some fact to which I want to draw attention, and my initial concern is to get a hearing.”


—GEORGE ORWELL





Mick dreads the monthly trek to SEATAC—the Seattle- Tacoma International Airport—to pick up the writers in residence. He dreads it because every overpass he drives under opens old wounds and cuts fresh ones, triggering a grim reminder of what lies coiled inside him, ready to spring if disturbed.


It doesn’t matter that five years have passed. When Sean McPherson—Mick—closes his eyes, the memory is as fresh as if it had happened today.


A bullet explodes between his partner’s eyes. The amount of blood that hits Mick is small compared to what covers the back of the cruiser. The sharp taste of copper fills his mouth.


Mick watches Sam slump forward; the shoulder belt prevents his weight from hitting the steering wheel, but not from gunning the accelerator. The car surges onto the right shoulder, and Mick braces himself for the inevitable impact of metal against the concrete abutment.


The snap of shattering glass mixed with the high-pitched scrape of steel fills his ears. He chokes on the scream lodged in his throat as the cruiser collides with the bridge’s unforgiving underpinning.


It hurts to open his eyes. Mick is aware that the underpass is lit by flickering red and blue lights shimmering on cement. He hears people shouting.


“This one’s alive, the other one’s dead. We’re going to have to cut him out. Get the Jaws of Life,” one of them yells. “Hurry—I smell fuel!”


Suspended by the seatbelt system, Mick hovers over Sam. He sees his eyes wide open and vacant, his mouth parted. Mick swallows the bitter taste of bile that hits the back of his throat. Sam is more than a partner; he’s Mick’s best friend.


Months after the accident, Mick’s sister, Libby, and brother-in-law, Niall, pick him up at the hospital and take him to Pines & Quill, their writing retreat in Fairhaven, Washington, to finish recovering in one of their four writers-in-residence cottages—Austen, the wheelchair-friendly one.


Swallowed by the unending tasks of groundskeeper and all-around handyman, Mick soon discovers that the Zen-like energy of the wooded acres works on him like a soothing balm, breathing life back into his weary soul.


As he pulls into the airport parking lot, Mick shakes his head to clear the memory. Before Emma came into my life, my daily mantra was “Just make it through today.” He smiles at the change. My toes are on the edge of whatever’s next. I’m excited and scared.


After hooking his sunglasses over the visor, Mick looks in the rearview mirror, thumps the steering wheel, and says, “Don’t do anything to mess this up.”


Grabbing the nameboards from the passenger seat, Mick steps out of the van, takes a deep breath of the sweet June air, and fobs it locked before heading to the luggage carousels in the arrivals terminal. Today I’m focusing on two things: pick up our guests, and return to Pines & Quill as quickly as possible.


The arrivals and departures board indicates that the plane for the first guest, Tom Gordon, arrives soon from Philadelphia. The flights for the other three guests are staggered to arrive over the next hour. Please don’t let them be late.


Mick enjoys getting to know the guests who carve out three weeks from their schedules to write in near seclusion. Each one has a unique process for transferring ideas from their head to the page. They arrive on the first day of each month and depart on the twenty-first. Three weeks offers them a significant amount of protected time to work on their manuscripts. I wish I were as dedicated to working on mine.


The fourth week of each month—guest free—provides Niall, Libby, and Mick with time to relax and prepare for the next group of writers. It also allows the siblings to take turns visiting their parents in San Francisco, a two-hour nonstop flight from Seattle.


Each month when Libby hands Mick the guest nameboards for meeting their guest authors at the airport, she shares a brief commentary of what she imagines their personalities to be like based on the phone conversation or email correspondence she has with them. Mick enjoys indulging his sister because her predictions are darned close, if not dead-on.


“Let’s see now,” she says, tapping her right index finger on her chin. “Tom Gordon is coming from Philadelphia. He’s single. My guess is that he’s in his mid-thirties. He strikes me as smart, kind, and good, like someone who strives to make things better. He plays guitar for Resilient—a band of wounded warriors who are healing through music. He lost both of his legs while serving in Afghanistan. He’s our wheelchair guest this month.”


“How long has he been in a wheelchair?” Mick asks.


“He didn’t say, but I get the feeling that it hasn’t been long. He mentioned that he’s in the early stages of using prosthetic legs.”


“Okay,” Mick says, nodding. “How about the next guest?”


“Linda Washington is flying in from Chicago. She lost her hearing when she was a toddler and just had cochlear implant surgery.”


Mick raises his eyebrows and cocks his head. “What’s that?”


“I did a little research,” Libby says. “A cochlear implant is a surgically implanted neuroprosthetic device that provides a sense of sound to a person with moderate to profound hearing loss. Cochlear implants bypass the normal acoustic hearing process, instead replacing it with electric hearing. The sound sensation comes from sound converted to electric signals, which directly stimulates the auditory nerve. The brain adapts to the new mode of hearing and interprets the electric signals as sound and speech.”


“That’s impressive,” Mick says.


Libby nods in agreement. “Linda told me that while she’s getting used to hearing herself and others, she still reads lips. I laughed when she told me, ‘I’m good. Not only can I read lips from across a room, I can practically read them around a corner.’”


Mick laughs. “It sounds like she has a great sense of humor. That’s two of our guests. What about number three?”


“Megan Duprey is arriving from Boise. I think she’s about my age—”


“You mean ancient?” Mick teases.


“Watch yourself, little brother. I can still beat the tar out of you.”


Mick holds up his hands and pretends to duck.


Libby gives him a playful warning look, then continues. “I enjoyed listening to her French accent on the phone. She strikes me as being an extremely focused businesswoman, but with a sense of whimsy. She owns a French restaurant, La Mandarine Bleue. Translated that means—”


“The Blue Tangerine,” Mick finishes her sentence.


“I’m impressed,” Libby says. “I didn’t know you speak French.”


“When I was in the hospital those months recovering, I was bored out of my mind, so I took a Rosetta Stone language course.” Raising his right hand, he holds his thumb and index finger close together. “I know just enough to keep myself out of trouble,” he says. “What about the fourth person?”


“Pam Williams is flying in from New Orleans. When we spoke on the phone, she pronounced it ‘Nawlins.’ She’s a civil rights attorney and activist. She was a pleasure to speak with. She strikes me as a fiercely energetic forward thinker, a problem solver, and an excellent communicator with a strong sense of justice.” Libby pauses to think for a moment, then continues. “She’s someone I’d want to have in my corner.”


Amid a busy hub of travel activity, Mick’s thoughts return to his surroundings. His gaze sweeps the space, taking everything in like a dry sponge soaks up water. At the onset of his police training, he learned, “It’s all in the details.”


Ever vigilant, Mick watches the baggage area as it disgorges travelers young and old. He mentally notes hair color, facial expressions, body language, tattoos, jewelry, clothing, footwear, and baggage details.


He returns to the task at hand, raising the nameboard for “T. Gordon” to be visible from a distance. Mick scans the crowd and spots Tom first. He has a thick shock of black hair with premature strands of silver at the temples. His jaw is sharply cut, and his blue eyes are alert and penetrating.


He’s wearing an olive green T-shirt over broad shoulders that narrow down to a thin waist, a physique carved from military training. A laptop bag rests across his thighs. His khaki shorts have empty leg holes.


Mick’s impressed that he’s using an arm-powered, manual wheelchair. Just like Emma, he thinks.


Tom rolls to a stop in front of Mick and holds out a hand. “I’m Tom Gordon,” he says.


As he reaches for Tom’s hand, Mick notices that Tom has retained his military bearing in the ramrod-straight posture. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Sean McPherson, but please call me Mick, everyone else does.”


Their hands meet in a firm handshake.


“Let’s go get your bags from the carousel,” Mick says.


As he leads the way to the ever-circling conveyor belt, Mick feels a wave of guilt. You should be ashamed of yourself at the amount of self-pity you nearly drown in because you’ve got a limp. Get over yourself, buddy. Tom’s lost both of his legs. Be grateful you still have yours.


“When will the others arrive?” Tom asks.


“We’re waiting for three more within the hour,” Mick replies. “Libby MacCullough is my sister. She tells me that you play bass in a band.” Jutting his jaw toward Tom’s left hand, he continues. “I’d have known you play some type of string instrument from the callouses on your fingertips.”
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“An involving thriller

with compelling characters.

This propulsive novel ably
expands Buchanan’s

entertaining series.”

—KIRKUS REVIEWS

LAURIE BUCHANAN
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