

[image: images]




[image: images]




[image: image]







[image: image]




This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


[image: image]


An imprint of Simon & Schuster Children’s Publishing Division
1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com
First Aladdin hardcover edition May 2011
Copyright © 2011 by Julia Platt Leonard
All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.
Aladdin is a trademark of Simon & Schuster, Inc., and related logo is a registered trademark of Simon & Schuster, Inc. The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event. For more information or to book an event contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.


Designed by Paul Weil
The text of this book was set in Adobe Caslon.


Manufactured in the United States of America 0311 FFG
10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Leonard, Julia Platt.


Cold case / by Julia Platt Leonard. —1st Aladdin hardcover ed. p. cm.


Summary: When thirteen-year-old Oz Keiller finds a dead body in his family’s Santa Fe, New Mexico, restaurant, he is determined to solve the mystery in which his older brother is implicated, but which also involves their long-dead father, who was accused of being a spy.


ISBN 978-1-4424-2009-0 (hc) ISBN 978-1-4424-2750-1 (eBook)


[1. Mystery and detective stories. 2. Murder—Fiction. 3. Brothers—Fiction. 4. Restaurants—Fiction. 5. Spies—Fiction. 6. Family life—New Mexico—Fiction.


7. Santa Fe (N.M.)—Fiction.] I. Title. PZ7.L5473Col 2011 [Fic]—dc22
2010041854










For Zach





SATURDAY









CHAPTER I



BA-BA-BA. I swatted at the alarm clock. BA-BA-BA. Where was the snooze button? I fumbled for the light and knocked over a glass of water. By the time I got the light on, and alarm off, water was everywhere. I picked up Dave’s copy of Making of a Cook and dried it off on my pillowcase.


Great. Six o’clock a.m. and the day was off to a bad start.


It wasn’t going to get any better, either. I slid out of bed and fished a pair of jeans and a crumpled T-shirt from underneath a chair and yanked them on. Thanks to Dave—he’s my older brother—I got to spend Saturday morning cleaning greasy exhaust hoods and scrubbing down counters. Oh yeah, and stock-take … a riveting job where I counted how much we had of every ingredient in the kitchen. Fascinating, not.


He didn’t even care that school had just started and I had homework to do. He gave me a big lecture last night. “Oz, this is the only way you’ll ever learn the business. All the great chefs start this way.” And then—this is the killer—“Trust me, I’m doing you a favor.” Thanks, Dave.


I splashed cold water on my face and brushed my teeth. I caught a glimpse of my face in the mirror and squinted at my reflection. Maybe we weren’t really brothers. He had blond hair and blue eyes. Me? Brown hair, brown eyes, and freckles. I could hope.


I walked down the hall past his bedroom. Totally silent. He got to sleep in while I worked. Okay, so we were short staffed. And he was the head chef. And he was twelve years older than me. I got all that. But still, he treated me like I was his personal slave.


It was worse because Mom wasn’t here. She’d been in France for almost a week. She flew out as soon as we got the call that Gran had had a stroke. Mom was barely out of the driveway before Dave put on his serious face and said, “Oz, we all have to pitch in.” I think it was just another excuse to hassle me.


I put on my backpack and grabbed my bike from the front porch. I was almost out the driveway before I realized something was weird. Dave’s car wasn’t there. I hadn’t heard him come in last night, but I was so exhausted that wasn’t surprising. A sick thought raced through my mind. What if Dave was already at work? What if he’d gone in early so he could keep an eye on me? Great. That was all I needed.


I zoomed down Garcia, took a right onto Acequia Madre and a left at Delgado. Piñon smoke wafted out of a chimney, a smell of pine and cumin that reminded me of Christmas. I sucked in a deep breath. Except for a couple of dogs howling, it was just me.


At Canyon Road I took a right. The galleries were closed, waiting for the next wave of art-crazed tourists. We got our fair share of tourists at Chez Isabelle—most of the local businesses depended on them—but also lots of locals.


When I hit the parking lot I slowed down. Suddenly it was pitch black. Weird. I could barely see the restaurant across the lot. It wasn’t a big deal. I spent more time at Chez Isabelle than I did at home and knew my way around blindfolded, but still …


I coasted across the lot and leaned my bike against the wall. I felt my way to the door. Glass crunched underneath my shoes. That was it. The light over the back door was out. Probably Razor and JoJo playing hoops again. “Excellent,” I muttered. “One more thing to clean up.”


I shifted my backpack onto one shoulder and dug in the zipper pocket for my key. I fumbled around until I found the lock. The key slipped in but the lock didn’t turn. It wasn’t locked. Impossible. Dave closed last night, didn’t he? He never forgot anything, especially something like locking up. I got this creepy feeling. I knew he’d been in a foul mood last night, distracted, like something was really bugging him, but forget to lock up?


I stood in the doorway, trying to figure out what to do. “Hello?” I called out. “Dave, you there?”


No one answered. I told myself there was nothing to worry about. I tried to ignore the butterflies in my stomach. I stepped through the doorway. Total darkness. It took a second for my eyes to adjust. I smelled cooking grease and bleach and something else … something different … what was it? It was like rust or …


I ran my hand along the wall to my right, found the light switch, and gave it a flick. As soon as the fluorescent lights sputtered on I felt better.


But then I saw it. Blood. The prep table—the stainless-steel one we used for pastry—was covered in blood. My stomach heaved. Don’t puke. It was blood, wasn’t it? I swallowed hard. There was more on the floor in front of the table. I glanced up. Droplets peppered the ceiling. I swallowed again.


I grabbed my cell and started to punch in the speed dial for Dave. I stopped. Dave would ask me a load of questions. I didn’t have any answers. Figure out what’s going on, then call Dave. I slipped the phone back in my pocket.


I glanced around at the rest of the room. Nothing moved, nothing missing as far as I could tell. Everything else looked normal. I took a step toward the table. A trail of blood led from the table in the center of the room to the walk-in fridge on the right-hand wall. Then it stopped. I edged over toward the fridge, trying not to step in the blood. It was no good. It squelched underneath my sneakers. I looked down. I’d left a bloody footprint on the floor.


I rested my hand on the cold stainless-steel door, trying to get my heart to stop racing. Maybe this was a practical joke. Something Razor thought up. He was our sous-chef, the second-in-command to Dave. Maybe I’d open up the door and he’d be in there with a couple of the other guys in hysterics.


I gripped the stainless-steel handle of the fridge. I took a deep breath and pulled. A blast of cold air hit me. That’s when I saw him. It wasn’t Razor or any of the guys from work. It was a man slumped against the back wall of the walk-in. There was a small trickle of blood on his forehead. But his shirt … his shirt was covered in blood. He didn’t move. Dead. But his eyes … they were wide open and staring straight at me.





CHAPTER II



I stared at the man. He was dead, wasn’t he? A voice inside my head kicked in: Find out. Make sure.


I propped a crate against the walk-in door to keep it open. I took a step, then another, and knelt down next to him. His chest wasn’t moving. I can’t do this, I thought. You have to. Focus. I pressed two fingers to his throat. He was cold—really cold. His skin was clammy. It felt like … I yanked my fingers back. No pulse. Nothing.


My heart raced. I couldn’t get enough air. Stay calm. I forced myself to sit back on my heels and breathe slowly. Think. Who was he? What was he doing here? Chubby white guy. Button-down, chinos, and those tassel loafers middle-aged guys wear. He looked like Joe Tourist. You see them every day in Santa Fe. But there was something familiar about him. What was it?


I had to get out of there. I tried to stand, but I was dizzy. I grabbed the shelf next to me to get my balance. That’s when I saw it. In his shirt pocket. A piece of paper. I squatted back down and looked closer. I knew I shouldn’t touch it, but I couldn’t help it. I eased the paper out of his pocket. My hands shook as I unfolded it.


D. Keiller


Fri night—midnight.


Use back door.


D. Keiller? Dave? Dave knew this guy? He met him last night? I was about to read it again when I heard a noise.


Click.


I whirled around. The back door … someone just opened the door. Heels hit the tile floor softly, slowly, barely making a sound. They were coming straight toward me. I didn’t think. I shoved the note in my pocket. I stood up and pressed myself against the walk-in shelves.


Hide. Where? Nowhere to hide. I was stuck in a cold metal box with nowhere to go except back out into the kitchen. But I had to do something, and fast.


The footsteps stopped. Silence. Where was he? What was he doing? I had to run for it. No choice. Sprint to the hall. Head for the front door.


I ran out of the walk-in and back into the kitchen. But I didn’t make it far. The floor was slippery and I hit a pool of blood and skidded. I tried to get my balance, keep running, but a hand grabbed my arm. I spun around.


“Don’t move,” he said. I jerked my arm back, but his grip was too tight. The room was so bright, and lights were flashing behind him. I couldn’t think, couldn’t focus.


“Settle down. You’re not going anywhere.”


He was right. I stopped struggling, and he loosened his grip. He called out over his shoulder to someone in the parking lot. While he wasn’t looking, I checked him out. Big. Built like a linebacker. Khaki-colored shirt, pants, badge … Badge? Police? I almost laughed. He was a cop. He was a good guy. It was okay. My body relaxed. Everything was going to be okay.


He caught me staring at him, with that stupid grin on my face. Only problem was that he wasn’t smiling. “You want to tell me what’s going on here?” he asked. He gave me that “You’re busted” look cops do when they talk to teenagers. My smile dried up.


There was blood on the floor and a dead man in the walk-in, and a cop had caught me trying to run away. It wasn’t okay, was it? Not by a long shot.





CHAPTER III



The weirdest thing? I was sure I knew the dead man. Not like I knew Dave or Mom, but I’d definitely seen him before. I tried to figure it out, but it was no good. It was like my brain had a computer virus. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t get past this endless loop of blood, the body, the walk-in. Everything else was shut down—blue screen, fatal error.


Luckily, none of the cops asked me if I knew him. Actually, they didn’t ask me anything. The first cop shoved me into the back of his cruiser, cracked the window like I was a dog, and told me to wait. Wait for what? I sat there while more police showed up, then forensics guys in one-piece coveralls and boots, like on television. What were they doing? And where was Dave?


I’d told them Mom was in France and gave them our home phone number, then Dave’s cell. They tried both but no answer. The cop shot me a look like it was my fault they couldn’t find Dave. My face got hot and I mumbled, “Probably in the shower.” What an idiot.


Then they forgot about me. I thought about calling Rusty—she’s my best friend—just so I could talk to someone. But then I checked my watch. Bad idea. It was way too early for Rusty. I glanced out the window. No one seemed to care what I did, so I texted Dave. WHERE ARE U???


“No phones.” I dropped the phone in my lap like I’d touched a hot burner. I hadn’t even heard this guy walk up. He stared at me through the window. Clean-shaven head and solid, like he did a lot of weights. He had on a striped short-sleeved shirt and tie, no jacket.


“Detective Suarez,” he introduced himself. “Why don’t you step outside so I can ask you a couple of questions?” He smiled, but it wasn’t an “I’m your friend” kind of smile. It was a “Get your butt out of the car” smile. So I got out of the car.


“Want to tell me what happened?” he said. He crossed his arms and stared at me. His eyes were dark and didn’t blink. He wasn’t much taller than me, but everything about him was big, and he had “Don’t mess with me” written all over him. I got the message.


“Well, I got here …” My voice cracked. I swallowed.


“Back up,” he interrupted. “You always come to work this early?”


“No … I mean, sometimes I do, but not usually. Dave—”


“That’s your brother?”


“Yeah, my brother. He told me to come in early. Do the big clean. Get things ready for weekend service …” My voice petered out. Suarez just looked at me. This wasn’t going well. “See, we’re …”


A car door slammed shut and footsteps pounded across the lot. We both looked up. It was Dave. He came running over.


“What’s going on?” He looked quickly from me to Suarez and back again. His eyes flashed at me. “Well? What’ve you done now?” he demanded.


“Me? I haven’t done anything.”


Dave started to say something but stopped. What was wrong with him? He looked like he’d slept in his clothes. He was a wreck, and Dave’s never a wreck. I caught Suarez watching us. He didn’t say anything, just tilted his head for a second and nodded like he’d figured something out. Finally he spoke to Dave.


“Are you Mr. Keiller?”


“Yes. What’s this about?”


“There’s been a murder, Mr. Keiller. At your restaurant.”


“What … ?” Dave shook his head. “You’re joking.” Dave looked at me, and I nodded slowly.


“It’s true, Mr. Keiller. Your brother found a dead body inside the walk-in refrigerator.”


Dave spun back toward me. “You what? Why didn’t you call me?”


Suarez jumped in before I could answer. “We received an anonymous 911 call, Mr. Keiller. When we arrived, we tried you at home and on your cell, but you didn’t answer. Do you mind telling me where you were?”


Dave paused. It was just for a second, but it was long enough. “Out. Driving,” he said. “I … I couldn’t sleep.”


I thought about his car missing from the driveway this morning. He had been out, but where?


Dave tried to run his hand through his hair, but a gauze bandage was wrapped tightly around his knuckles and across his palm. Tiny dots of blood had soaked through the bandage. I’d left the restaurant around nine thirty last night. When I left, Dave was okay. What happened after I went home?


“Dave … your hand … ?”


Dave looked at me blankly, like he had no clue what I was talking about.


“Your hand, Mr. Keiller. It’s bleeding. Looks like you hurt yourself,” said Suarez. His voice was flat, but I could tell he was making a mental note about Dave’s injury.


“It’s nothing. I cut myself last night. That’s all.” Dave shoved his injured hand in his pocket. “I still don’t understand what’s going on,” he said, trying to change the subject. “What happened? Who was killed?” He looked at me. His eyes were big. “It wasn’t one of the guys, was it?”


I shook my head. “No …” I stopped. But who was Dead Guy? I had that feeling again. I was sure I’d seen him before.


Dave clenched his jaw and shook his head. “What a mess,” he muttered. I knew what he was thinking. It wouldn’t take long for word to get out that there had been a murder at Chez Isabelle. Dead body + restaurant = bad for business. Dave looked over at Detective Suarez. He tried to sound casual, but I could hear the panic creeping in.


“Any idea how long this is going to take?” Dave said. “I mean, to wrap things up.”


“As long as it takes, Mr. Keiller.”


“It’s just … I’m sure you can understand. I’ve got a restaurant to run … a job to do.” Dave tried to smile, but it came across as patronizing. Bad idea.


“I’ve got a job to do too, Mr. Keiller. Someone was murdered. Your restaurant is closed until we figure out what happened.”


Dave started to say something but stopped. It wasn’t like Suarez was going to change his mind, so why bother? The problem was that Dave liked to be in charge. Now he wasn’t, and he didn’t like it. Besides, he didn’t want to believe what had happened. But then, he hadn’t seen the body like I had. He hadn’t seen the look on the man’s face, the way Dead Guy’s eyes stared. But I had. I’d seen him.


Something snapped. I had seen Dead Guy before. At Chez Isabelle. He’d eaten dinner here last night. I racked my brain and tried to remember something, anything. Where had Dead Guy sat? What did he eat? Was he alone? But it didn’t really matter, did it? Dead Guy was dead. Now Chez Isabelle was closed. And if we didn’t find out what happened soon, Chez Isabelle would be dead too.





CHAPTER IV



“Recognize this man?” Suarez slid a grainy black-and-white photograph across the table to Dave and me. The detective sat on one side; we were on the other. We’d only been in the interview room for five minutes, but I couldn’t wait to get out of there.


The problem was I hadn’t told Dave that Dead Guy was a customer … or ex-customer. I knew I should have—I wanted to—but the cops never left us alone for a minute. Then Suarez “invited” us back to the police station. What were we going to do? Say no?


I stared at the photo. It looked like someone had blown up the original about ten times, but it was definitely Dead Guy.


Dave glanced down at Dead Guy’s pic. As soon as he did, his eyes bugged out and a wave of shock washed over his face. He struggled to get a grip, but his face spelled panic. I knew what it was: He recognized Dead Guy too.


I darted a quick look at Suarez. His head was down and he was leafing through a manila file folder. “Mr. Keiller, I asked you if you recognized this man.”


“Sorry, I was just thinking,” said Dave. “I … it’s hard to tell. It’s not a great picture, is it?” What was Dave doing? Of course he recognized the picture.


Suarez looked up from the folder and stared at Dave. The panic was gone—almost. Dave met Suarez’s stare and said, “Mind telling me what’s going on?”


Suarez tapped the photo with a paper clip. “This is the man we found murdered in your restaurant. He had a head contusion and died of multiple stab wounds. According to the ME, he was killed early this morning, probably before two a.m.”


“No, that can’t be,” stammered Dave. The blood had drained from his face.


My chest tightened. The note I found in Dead Guy’s pocket said he was meeting Dave at midnight. Dave and Dead Guy alone in the restaurant. Dave, what have you done?


“Can you tell me where you were early this morning?” Suarez asked.


“I—I told you,” said Dave. “I was at home. Asleep. I woke up and couldn’t go back to sleep, so I went for a drive. End of story.”


“The problem is, no one can confirm your story,” Suarez said. “Unless you can?” he asked, turning to me.


Luckily, Dave jumped in before I had to say anything. “Are you accusing me of something? Because if you are, you’re wrong,” he said.


“I’m simply trying to get some answers, including whether you knew this man,” Suarez said, pointing to the photograph again.


Dave scowled. “We’ve been over this already,” he said.


“Maybe this will jog your memory,” Suarez said, pulling a credit card slip out of the folder. “It’s a receipt for dinner at your restaurant last night.”


I glanced inside the folder while Suarez wasn’t looking. There was more stuff, including what looked like a rental car agreement, plus a sheet of stationery. I couldn’t read the name on the stationery, but the logo was a picture of a covered wagon. Must have been another bill. Maybe from a hotel?


“What is your point, Detective?” Dave said. “So he ate at Chez Isabelle. A lot of people eat at my restaurant. It doesn’t mean anything.”


“My point is, Mr. Keiller, that I think you did know him. His name was Aaron Sneider,” said Suarez.


“Aaron Sneider?” said Dave.


It was a question, but more like a statement. Dave definitely knew this guy. My chest tightened another notch. Aaron Sneider? I tried to think, but the name didn’t mean anything to me.


“Who … who was he?” I asked.


Suarez looked at me, surprised, like he’d forgotten I was there. “He was a journalist,” he said. “Worked for a Boston-based scientific journal called Particle. He wrote this piece about fourteen years ago.” Suarez pulled a photocopy from the folder. I tried to see what it said, but Dave blocked my view.


“Detective, I’m not sure where this is going, but could we … ?” he said, motioning toward me.


Suarez either didn’t hear Dave or ignored him, because he kept talking. “I know it was a while ago, but it’s not something you forget, is it, Mr. Keiller?”


“Remember what?” I said. “Dave, what’s he talking about?”


“Okay, that’s enough,” said Dave. He pushed his chair back. “Come on, Oz, we’re going.” He stood up. “Oz? Let’s go,” he repeated.


But I didn’t move. The article was lying right in front of me on the table. I picked it up before anyone could stop me. I read the headline.


Traitor without a Cause
Leading U.S. Physicist Caught Stealing Nuclear Secrets


My heart beat faster as my eyes raced down the page. What was the big deal? Why didn’t Dave want me to see it?


Under the headline was a photo of a man. Brown hair, brown eyes. Smiling like life was good. I recognized him, just like I’d recognized Dead Guy. Only this time the man in the photo was someone I knew. He was my father.





CHAPTER V



I stared at the article. I wasn’t even reading it, just staring at the picture of my dad. Only he wasn’t my dad. My dad was a good guy. Okay, so I never really knew him—I never even met him. He died before I was born. But I believed what everyone told me. It was a short list: He was a brilliant physicist at Los Alamos National Laboratory, and he’d died of a heart attack when Mom was pregnant with me.


It wasn’t much, but it had been enough until now.


My head felt fuzzy, like I’d worked a killer shift at the restaurant. Slammed. Pummeled. Toast. Suddenly my dad was someone else. A liar, a thief … a traitor.


A buzz filled the air. It was Dave and Suarez over in a corner of the room, arguing. Dave was jabbing his finger at Suarez. Suarez looked bored. Suddenly Dave turned and caught me watching him. The look on his face told me everything.


He knew.


He knew Dad was a spy but hadn’t told me. My stomach twisted into a jumbo knot. And if Dave knew, then Mom knew…. I felt sick.


I thought about all the times I’d mentioned Dad’s name, hoping Mom would tell me some story about him. I waited for her to tell me my grin was like his or that my voice reminded her of him. But she never did. She’d just look sad, like she was going to bawl, then Dave would glare at me like I’d done something wrong. So I stopped asking.


I was such an idiot. The problem was, they didn’t want me to know the truth. It made me mental to think that Mom had lied to me all these years, but Dave … If what Mom did was bad, then what Dave did was ten times worse.


I mean, he was my big brother. He was supposed to look out for me, not lie through his teeth. The anger bubbled up inside me, and I couldn’t stop it. Did he think I couldn’t handle it? It was the story of my life—Dave trying to tell me what I could and couldn’t do. But this … this was way too much.


Before I knew what I was doing, I stood up. My hand flew, scattering the papers.


I slammed my hand down on the table in rhythmic beats. “YOU. SHOULD. HAVE. TOLD. ME.” I didn’t even recognize my own voice.


Dave and Suarez turned quickly. Dave put out his hands to calm me, but it was too late. “Oz,” he said. “I can explain everything. But not here. At home.” He motioned toward the door.


My heart pounded against my rib cage like it was going to burst. Dave walked over to me. “Oz … please,” he said, almost pleading. He placed his hand on my shoulder. I yanked it away.


“Don’t touch me,” I said.


Dave started to say something but didn’t. Finally he shook his head and said, “I’ll wait for you in the hall.”


“Yeah, whatever,” I muttered. I watched him walk away.


“Oz….” It was Suarez. His voice broke through my brain fog.


“Yeah?” I said. I looked over at him.


He was leaning against the wall with his legs crossed.


He pushed himself off the wall and walked over until he was only a few feet from me.


“I’m sorry. I can see you’re upset.” His voice was slow, measured. “I know this is a lot to take in … the murder … your dad.” He paused, waiting for me to say something. What did he want? Was he looking for a total breakdown? Tears? Well, he wouldn’t get it. I clenched my jaw and forced myself to stare back.


“I’ve got a lot of respect for your brother. I do … I really do.” He gave me a half smile, like Dave was the most amazing guy in the world. “Running the restaurant, keeping things going—it can’t have been easy.”
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