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Chapter 1

Tuesday 8 May, 2:30 a.m.

‘Why are you doing this to me?’ Jason Donaldson cried as he cradled his hand to his chest.

The man ignored Jason, his eyes scanning the trees. The area was rural, wooded and several miles from the interstate or the nearest home. It was his favourite time of night, the darkest part, the few hours before dawn.

The man shifted his attention to the glossy black gift box, barely noticeable against the hood of the dark sedan. He placed the present in the box, nestled it among the white tissue paper, and replaced the lid. The tip of his tongue protruded from the side of his mouth as he mentally pictured the steps from the Internet video he’d used to learn how to make a bow. It wasn’t perfect, but it was his best one yet. He slid the typed card under the ribbon, a sense of pride swelling.

She would love her present.

A whimper sounded from behind him, pulling him out of his thoughts.

The man eyed Jason. Rich and entitled, Jason hobnobbed with presidents, prime ministers and kings while ignoring all the suffering and fear he caused others. He doubted Jason had ever truly known fear.

He would know it tonight.

The man removed his handgun from the waistband at his back.

‘Oh, God no. Please.’ Jason twisted and tried pulling himself away through the dirt and gravel on the ground, but the earlier bullet to his knee made it a wasted effort. ‘I’ll give you whatever you want!’

The man’s grip tightened; his finger itching to pull the trigger. Jason had learned nothing. ‘People like you think you can buy your way out of the consequences of your actions. But you can’t buy your way out of this, Jason.’

The sobbing began again. ‘Who are you?’

The man raised the gun. ‘Justice.’





Chapter 2

Tuesday 8 May, 7:50 a.m.

Screw Daniel and his passive-aggressive crap. Zenyia Washington thought about the note she’d found taped to her employee locker as she jogged the circular path around Serenity Woods Addiction Recovery Centre. ‘Please remember to clean up after your group sessions. We all need to work together here.’

Zenyia and Daniel Ryan, the director of the facility and Zenyia’s boss, had been friendly colleagues until she’d spoken to him about cutting back on all the little extras she did for the music therapy program. She’d been shocked at how upset Daniel had become. Having a private practice while working for an established facility wasn’t uncommon for a therapist. Not to mention he’d never paid her a penny for the extra work she did – holding additional music therapy sessions, attending conferences touting the program, authoring papers describing the program’s successes – all of which made Serenity Woods one of the most sought-after substance abuse facilities in the area.

Daniel had finally agreed to her proposed new schedule. Then again, he’d had no choice but to concede after she’d pointed out she’d still be carrying out all the duties specified in her contract, but since their discussion he’d spoken to her in clipped tones and only when necessary.

Don’t let it get to you. You are on your way, girl. You have an office!

Zenyia fist-pumped the air as she ran. She’d signed the lease and gotten the keys to the office space for her practice three days ago. It would be a few more weeks before she was ready to see clients, but a sense of accomplishment already swirled inside her.

She huffed a breath and started the steep incline towards the facility’s main building. Brahms’ Violin Concerto in D minor pumped through her earbuds. A small smile turned the corners of her mouth. She’d played this piece and won the Hayden International Violin Competition at fifteen, the first African-American female to win the prestigious competition.

A sharp pain vibrated up her left arm at the thought of the broken chords and rapid scales the piece required, a reminder that her dream of playing professionally was dead. She’d fought through hell to build a new life and career and she wouldn’t let Daniel or anyone else stop her.

She shook off the memory and picked up her pace, her footsteps landing in discordant rhythm with the music. The trail wound around the man-made lake sitting at the edge of the centre’s property. A man sat on one of the wooden benches by the path leading back to the main building. The man’s head hung forward, his chin touching his chest, the arm of the bench the only thing keeping him from falling to the grass.

‘Oh, no.’ Her heart rate ticked up as she scanned the ground around the bench for signs of a patient in relapse, like a syringe or a liquor bottle. She saw nothing.

She approached the bench from the far side, not wanting to startle him. ‘Sir?’

The man didn’t respond. His head hung at an angle that made it hard to see his face, but the tattered and soiled suit he wore confirmed her suspicion that he needed help.

‘Are you okay?’ She frowned and drew closer. ‘Sir?’

She shook his arm gently, finding it lifeless. She stiffened.

Not again.

The centre had lost a patient last year, a member of the music therapy group she ran. It had been a difficult time for the centre and not an experience she wanted to repeat.

Zenyia pressed two fingers to the man’s neck and bent to see his face. No pulse. She pulled her hand back, and the body slumped forward. She stifled a scream as it fell to the ground in front of the bench.

She recognized the ashen face. Staggering back, she stared, horror swelling inside her.

‘No,’ she whispered, taking another step back. ‘No.’ Louder now, a plea to the universe.

Run. Go.

She shook the thought from her head. She wouldn’t run from him. Not this time.

Hands shaking, she took the phone from the armband around her bicep and dialed 911.

‘911. What is your emergency?’ A terse voice said from the other side of the line.

‘There’s a man. He needs help… I think he’s dead.’ Her voice softened until it couldn’t be heard.

‘Ma’am? Did you say he was dead?’

‘I…’ She swallowed hard, forced her vocal cords to work. ‘He’s dead.’

The keyboard keys clacked on the other end of the line. ‘Do you know his name?’

She knew his name all too well. She’d seen his face in her nightmares for the last twelve years. ‘Yes. His name is Jason Donaldson.’

The man who’d almost killed her.



‘What do we have?’ Detective Eliot Nolan directed his question to the first officer on the scene, Jarod London. Eliot surveyed the small living room at the front of the small Cape Cod style home. A woman lay on the living room floor, her arms spread out at her side, her right leg bent awkwardly beneath her.

‘Grace Tomayo,’ London answered. ‘There’s significant bruising around her neck. Strangulation is most likely the cause of death.’

Eliot nodded towards a woman in a black suit, the jacket a size too big, sitting in the small kitchen at the back of the house. ‘The 911 caller?’

‘Yeah, Sandra Leandro,’ London said. ‘Ms. Leandro got concerned when she couldn’t get in touch with her friend Grace at all tonight.’

Eliot’s brow knitted. ‘Did she have a specific reason to be concerned?’

Sandra held large wads of tissue in each hand. She blew her nose, her shoulders shaking with silent sobs.

‘Grace’s ex, Will Chabert, was supposed to come over to get his things from the house last night. According to Ms. Leandro, Will was abusive.’ London’s expression darkened. ‘Ms. Leandro tried to call Grace several times last night and this morning, but Grace wouldn’t answer her phone. Ms. Leandro got worried and came to check on her friend before work this morning.’

Eliot scanned over the rest of the room. Papers littered the beige carpet. A glass end table lay broken on its side, a porcelain lamp shattered around it. Grace had fought for her life.

‘It looks like she had his stuff waiting for him.’ London pointed to a cardboard box with a couple of magazines lying on top of a sweatshirt and a trophy sticking up over the sides. ‘They get into an argument, things get physical, and he kills her.’

Eliot watched a second tech from the medical examiner’s office navigate a stretcher through the home’s narrow front door. ‘If it’s the ex, why wouldn’t he have taken his stuff when he fled?’

London shrugged. ‘Maybe he didn’t mean to kill her. He got spooked, ran out without his stuff. Heat of the moment.’

‘Maybe.’ Eliot rubbed the back of his neck.

He’d had worked several crime scenes with London, a solid officer who’d one day have a detective shield. London still had a lot to learn though, first and foremost, never jump to conclusions.

Eliot let his eyes roam the scene again. Something was off, but he couldn’t put his finger on it yet.

‘I want to talk to Ms. Leandro.’ Eliot glanced at Grace one more time before starting towards the kitchen where Sandra Leandro cried silently while an officer looked on.

‘Ms. Leandro, I’m Detective Nolan. I’m sorry for your loss, but I need to ask you some questions so we can find whoever did this to Grace.’

Sandra raised her red-rimmed eyes to his. ‘I’ll do whatever I can to help.’

‘Walk me through how you came to find Grace this morning.’

Eliot listened as Sandra explained that she and Grace worked together at a marketing firm. The women had been friends for years, and for most of that time, Grace had had an on-again-off-again relationship with Will Chabert.

‘Grace finally ended things with Will about a month ago, and he was supposed to pick up the last of his things last night,’ Sandra said.

‘Do you know if he did?’ Eliot asked.

Sandra shook her head. ‘No. Will has a nasty temper so I called Grace last night, just to make sure she was okay.’

‘And was she okay?’

‘I don’t know. She didn’t answer my call. God, forgive me, I got mad.’ Sandra chocked back a sob. ‘I figured Will had sweet-talked her and they were busy… you know. But when Grace didn’t answer this morning either, I got worried. Her house is on my way to work so I stopped by and I found her.’

Eliot’s eyes skimmed over Sandra as she spoke. Her grief was real enough, but her eyes bounced around the room as she spoke. Nervousness or anxiety after having just found her friend, possibly. But what he really wondered about was her outfit. The black suit jacket she wore matched the black pants in colour, but the shoulders hung down her forearms and cuffs almost reached her fingertips.

‘Do you have a key?’ Eliot watched the woman closely.

Sandra’s brow furrowed in confusion. ‘No.’

Eliot smiled, hoping to keep her at ease for as long as possible. ‘How did you get in then?’

‘Oh, I…’ Sandra raised her tissue stuffed hands to her chest. ‘The door must have been unlocked. I don’t remember.’

‘Whose jacket are you wearing, Ms. Leandro?’

Sandra blinked rapidly. ‘What?’

‘It’s quite big, so I wondered if maybe you’d borrowed it from someone. Maybe Grace.’

Even from her position on the floor of her living room, Eliot could tell that Grace Tomayo had been at least a half-foot taller and two sizes larger than Sandra.

‘No. It’s my jacket. I like to be comfortable.’

‘Would you mind taking it off for me, please?’

Sandra straightened in her chair. ‘I would mind. It’s chilly in here.’

He didn’t bother pointing out that the temperature was already in the low sixties and slated to reach the eighties before the end of the day. He asked Sandra to wait and strode back to the living room.

‘London,’ Eliot said, catching the officer’s attention. He turned his back to the kitchen and pitched his voice low. ‘Have the entire contents of Ms. Tomayo’s closet inventoried and taken in as evidence. Look to see if there’s a black jacket missing from one of her suits.’

‘Sir?’

Eliot ignored the inquiry in London’s voice. ‘And have Ms. Tomayo taken to the station for a formal interview.’

‘You suspect the lady killed her friend?’ London shot a glance over his shoulder. ‘Why? If you don’t mind my asking?’

‘I’m pretty sure she’s wearing our victim’s suit jacket and I have to ask myself why? Maybe to cover up the scratches Grace inflicted when she was fighting for her life.’

London shook his head. ‘But why call the police if she’d killed Grace?’

‘Panic. Fear.’ Eliot shrugged. ‘Maybe she’s genuinely sorry. Lots of killers are after the fact. But then she realized how much trouble she’d be in…’ Eliot shrugged. ‘Our human instinct is to save ourselves, London. Just take Ms. Leandro to the station, okay?’

‘You got it.’

London marched towards the kitchen while Eliot headed out the front door to his car. He wanted to get a warrant for Grace and Sandra’s phones and he needed an address for Will Chabert.

Eliot pulled his phone from his pocket to call in the request for a warrant and started when it rang in his hand. Captain Michael Kimura’s number scrolled across the screen.

‘Where are you with the case you just caught?’ Kimura barked in the raspy growl of a longtime smoker.

Eliot fought back irritation.

‘At the beginning. I’m having the 911 caller brought in for further questioning and getting a warrant for her phone and the victim’s. Then I have to track down the ex-boyfriend.’ He frowned. He also had to track down his partner, Detective Cooper Erickson. Dispatch would have called Cooper about this crime scene when they’d called Eliot. Coop should have been here by now.

‘You think our 911 caller could be the suspect?’ Kimura’s voice pulled Eliot from his thoughts.

‘I don’t think anything, yet. We’re only a couple hours in, but there are enough flags that I want to talk with her further.’

‘Okay.’ Eliot imagined Kimura’s brisk nod at the other end of the line. ‘I’m reassigning the case to Gregory and Mehta. I’ve got another case for you and Erickson. Body at Serenity Woods Recovery Centre.’

The rest of what Kimura said got lost in the sound of blood pounding through his veins. His heart rocked in his chest.

Zenyia.

She was a therapist at Serenity Woods. He’d picked up that piece of information at Blue’s Bar and Grill, where she played violin.

‘I want you and Erickson to take the lead. I need detectives with experience on this one. Our victim is Jason Donaldson.’ Kimura said, forcing Eliot to focus on what his boss was saying.

For the second time in minutes, Eliot’s blood pressure spiked, this time with a mixture of fear and anger. Jason Donaldson, CEO of Midland Bankcorp, one of the largest banks in the country. Twelve years ago, the same Jason Donaldson almost killed Zenyia in a hit and run.

And now Donaldson was dead on the grounds of the facility where she worked. This was bound to turn into a shit storm.

He should tell Kimura about his connection. They’d have to look at Zenyia hard given the circumstances. He should pass the case on to other detectives. He should, but he wouldn’t.

Kimura ended the call, and Eliot left a message for Cooper updating him on the status of the cases. His thoughts stayed on Zenyia as he made his way to Serenity Woods.

Two months ago, he’d been at Blue’s Bar with friends when Zenyia walked onto the bar’s stage. Asked about his relationship with Zenyia eight weeks ago, he’d have answered that he’d long since moved on. But seeing her, hearing her play again, had been like being thrust back in time. He’d made his excuses and left his friends at the bar with no intentions of ever going back.

But the urge to see her had grown in the following weeks. He’d gone back to the bar once since that first time, memorizing the new, unfamiliar lines in Zenyia’s face, enthralled all over again by the depth and the passion she teased from the violin on her shoulder. Amazed at the strength it must have taken her to learn to play again.

Both times he’d thought about approaching her but ultimately hadn’t mustered the courage. Zenyia had been clear twelve years ago when she told him they were through.

Until today.

He’d have to face her today. Talk to her.

Protect her.

Eliot shook the last thought away. His job was to bring the murderer to justice, not protect Zenyia.

You can do both. Like you didn’t twelve years ago.

And if she’s involved in Donaldson’s death?

He shook his head. ‘No way.’ Twelve years was a long time, but not long enough to turn the woman he’d known into a murderer.

He rounded a curve and the sign for Serenity Woods came into view.

On the outskirts of Montgomery County, Maryland, Serenity Woods drug and alcohol treatment centre was a white two-story plantation-style structure. It sat on ten acres of land, much of which was, as the name suggested, wooded. In the thirty-plus years the centre had been in operation, the police department had responded to a handful of calls from them, although nothing as significant as a murder. They rarely received calls for police assistance from the centre.

Eliot pulled around the circular driveway in front of the main structure and parked behind several police cruisers.

A uniformed officer pointed him towards a winding asphalt path leading from the main grounds of the treatment centre. Eliot went to his trunk, took gloves from his kit, and covered his hands before making his way to the crime scene. A second female officer waited where the path curved and opened onto a picturesque lake.

Eliot glanced at the nameplate on the officer’s chest. ‘Officer Okioke, you were first on scene?’

The officer straightened and pushed a loose strand of hair out of her eyes. ‘Yes, sir. I arrived at 8:47 this morning. Ascertained the victim was deceased and secured the premises.’

Eliot let his eyes roam over the scene as she spoke.

The area was far too small to call it a forest, but combing through the trees and brush for evidence would be time-consuming. This part of the grounds would be off-limits for at least a few days, something the centre was sure not to appreciate. Overhead cover from the trees had kept the ground from drying out. Hopefully, the forensics team could find a footprint or two that would be of help to them. It was more likely that anything they found would belong to one of the centre’s many patients rather than their killer, but they’d check everything and they’d have to do it fast. Dark clouds loomed overhead, threatening a spring rain shower to ruin his crime scene.

‘You get a statement?’

‘Yes, sir. Employee discovered the body on her morning run.’ Okioke glanced up from her notebook. ‘Rounded the turn here and found the deceased. She was pretty shaken up. I have her waiting with the director of the facility in his office.’

Trepidation rose in Eliot’s chest, but he asked anyway. ‘What’s the name of the employee that found our vic?’

Okioke opened her notebook again. ‘Zenyia Washington.’

He took a moment to let the words settle, careful to keep any expression from his face.

‘All right. We’ll need more uniforms to question all the patients and staff of the facility. No one leaves without being interviewed.’

Officer Okioke marched off towards the facility, passing Robert Lyons, the senior forensic tech.

In his late fifties, Rob’s gray comb-over did nothing to hide the gleaming bald spot at the top of his head. He wore a white jumpsuit, booties over his shoes, and gloves over his hands.

‘Where’s your other half?’ Rob asked, setting the forensics kit he carried on the ground.

Eliot had called Cooper on the way to the scene, but gotten no response. He checked his phone again. Still no reply from Coop.

His jaw clenched. ‘On his way,’ Eliot replied, hoping he was telling the truth.

Rob crouched down next to Donaldson’s body. ‘This is quite a mess you got here.’

‘Tell me about it.’

Rob pointed to the bullet wound in the centre of Donaldson’s forehead. ‘Well, Vanessa will determine if the gunshot wound to the head is the cause of death,’ Rob said, referring to Dr. Vanessa Seth, the county medical examiner. ‘There’s also a bullet in his right kneecap.’

‘To incapacitate?’

Rob shrugged. ‘I’m telling you what I see. I’ll leave the theorizing to you.’

In the decade Rob had been with the department, he’d worked enough murders he could probably solve the case himself. Still, Rob never got ahead of the evidence.

‘His left index finger is also missing, as I’m sure you noticed,’ Rob continued. ‘Unless you boys have found it.’ Rob swung his right hand in a wide gesture towards the path.

Eliot recoiled. ‘No errant fingers. At least not yet. The shot to the knee… the missing finger. Could signal torture.’

Torture or not, Donaldson had definitely suffered. Eliot ignored the tiny part of himself that was okay with that.

Rob shrugged noncommittally. ‘Stains on the shirt indicate the deceased vomited at some point. No signs of it in the immediate area. Also, the severed finger should have been bloody, but again,’ Rob made another sweeping gesture with his hand, ‘No sign.’

‘This is a dumpsite, not the kill site,’ Eliot summarized.

‘No other obvious signs of bruising or trauma, but again Nessa will tell you more when she gets your vic on her table.’

Eliot took the older man’s hand and helped him to his feet.

‘I’ll send the boys back to collect the body,’ Rob said, turning and taking his camera from his toolkit.

A heavy breeze rustled the thick canopy above. The storm was getting closer.

Eliot scanned the trees again. How had the killer gotten the body onto the property with no one noticing? Dense woods surrounded the property.

More important than the how was the why? Why dump Donaldson here?

He wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that Donaldson had a drinking problem, given his history, but he doubted Donaldson would seek treatment here. Although Serenity Woods was a good facility, it wasn’t the elite ultra-private country-club type of rehab someone like Donaldson would insist on going to. Assuming he’d go to a rehabilitation facility at all.

Instinct told him Donaldson’s connection wasn’t to the facility, and that was terrifying. Because right now, the only connection he could see between Serenity Woods and Jason Donaldson was Zenyia.





Chapter 3

Tuesday 8 May, 9:30 a.m.

Zenyia paced the length of Daniel’s office while he sat at his desk, talking on the phone. She hadn’t seen Jason Donaldson in twelve years. Not since the day he’d stood up in court and pled guilty to reckless driving. Under the deal Donaldson’s high-priced lawyers wrangled out of the prosecutors, the judge sentenced him to pay her medical expenses and damages, and to complete a substance abuse program. With his vast wealth, Donaldson hadn’t even blinked at the five hundred thousand dollars in damages the judge had awarded. He’d walked out of court without acknowledging her presence.

There was no reason for Donaldson to be at Serenity Woods. So why was his dead body lying by the lake right now?

Would the police suspect her? At the very least, the cops were bound to have a lot of questions about a time she had put behind her.

Zenyia rubbed the scar on her hand. Mostly behind her.

She exhaled slowly. She’d answer the questions honestly. She wasn’t a fan of Jason Donaldson, but she hadn’t killed him.

You wanted to.

No one but her therapist knew that and no one else ever would. In those first gruelling rehab sessions after the accident, after losing the future she’d worked towards her entire life, she’d imagined killing Jason Donaldson. Taking his life like he’d taken hers. A revenge fantasy, normal, but potentially self-destructive, her therapist cautioned. As she’d regained strength and feeling in her left hand, the fantasy had faded. She’d never think of Jason Donaldson with anything except disgust, but regaining the ability to play, even with limitations, had chased away most of her loathing for the man.

A knock sounded on the door moments before it swung open and Selena Whitemon, Daniel’s executive assistant, pushed a cart carrying a pot of coffee into the room.

‘I figured we all needed something soothing,’ Selena said, stopping the cart next to Daniel’s desk. Selena pushed her rimless glasses up the bridge of her nose and poured coffee into a mug. She handed the coffee to Zenyia before pouring a second cup for Daniel.

Daniel ended his call and closed his eyes, massaging his left temple. Tall and wiry with thinning dishwater brown hair and a long nose, Daniel reminded her of a newly hatched bird.

‘As I’m sure you heard, the board is aware of the current circumstances, although it does not appear they know of your relationship to the victim.’ Daniel dropped his hands and locked his gaze on Zenyia. ‘Yet.’

Daniel’s ominous comment irritated her. She’d submitted to a full background check before Serenity Woods offered her the music therapist position, although a simple internet search would have revealed the details of the hit and run.

‘There is no relationship between Jason Donaldson and me. He was the drunk driver that hit me twelve years ago. He got a slap on the wrist, paid my medical expenses and damages, and I haven’t seen him since.’

Daniel folded his hands in front of him on his desk. His previous nervousness gone, he looked over the frame of his glasses at her. ‘The board is concerned.’

Zenyia drew a deep breath, fighting to control her temper. ‘I have nothing to do with this.’

Daniel continued to eye her.

‘Maybe we should take a step back.’ Selena wisely interjected, placing her cup on the saucer in her hand. ‘We need a plan to manage the situation.’

Daniel drew himself up in his chair. ‘You’re right, Selena. We have to think about what’s best for Serenity Woods.’ He shot another look at Zenyia before turning his focus back on Selena. ‘The dead guy isn’t a patient, which is good.’

Zenyia winced at Daniel’s callousness. He hadn’t been a patient, but a man was dead.

If Daniel noticed, he didn’t show it. ‘We’ll issue a statement offering our condolences to the family. We don’t know why the body was on facility property. We are cooperating with the authorities.’

Selena scribbled notes on the pad she’d brought into the office with her then hurried from the office to start a press release. Daniel’s phone rang again, and he answered, angling away from Zenyia.

Zenyia crossed to Daniel’s window, gazing out at the hostas and impatiens lining the brick pavement circling the massive fountain in the centre of the garden. Less than five hours ago she’d been on the back deck of the condo, perusing the real estate listings, sipping her morning cup of coffee, contemplating buying a small condo or a townhouse. Now, if Daniel’s dirty looks were any indication, she might not even have a job by the end of the day.

Beyond the garden, two men emerged from the path in the woods, one a tall Black man in a suit, the other a shorter, older white man in white coveralls. She was too far away to get a good look at them, but the badge that bounced against the Black man’s chest as he walked marked him as a candidate for the detective she waited for.

Zenyia crossed back to her seat and sipped coffee while she waited for Daniel to get off the phone. The liquid was still hot but bearable, although it did little to chase away the chill in her body.

A brisk knock sounded as Zenyia reached to set her coffee cup on the serving cart. Her eyes went to the opening door and she froze, her hand holding the cup suspended over the cart, like an icicle threatening to fall.

Eliot Nolan, the first man she’d ever loved, the only man she’d ever loved, strode into the office.

The years had been more than kind to him. She recognized the chiselled cheekbones and the full lips. She even recalled the slightly crooked line of the nose, broken by a hard tackle their junior year of college. His hair was shorter, shorn so only the barest hint of hair covered his scalp. The lean, agile body from college was gone, replaced by broad shoulders and powerful arms accentuated by a tailored suit.

‘Hello, Zenyia.’ Eliot’s face was devoid of expression.

A streak of electricity tore through Zenyia at the sound of his voice. It was deeper and rougher than she remembered, but with the same soothing timbre.

‘You two know each other?’ Daniel said, pulling her back into the present. Zenyia lowered the coffee cup with shaky hands while Daniel bounced a quizzical look between them.

‘Only a long time ago.’ Eliot’s eyes remained fixed on hers.

A voice in Zenyia’s head screamed at her to say something, anything, but it appeared she’d lost the ability to speak.

‘Detective Eliot Nolan.’ Eliot turned away, holding out his hand to Daniel.

Daniel shot her another dark look before taking Eliot’s hand briefly.

‘I have a few questions for you and your staff,’ Eliot said.

‘The entire staff at Serenity Woods will help you in any way we can. I can have Selena show you to an office you can use for your interviews,’ Daniel said, lifting the phone receiver from its place on his desk.

‘Thank you. I’d like to start with you if that’s okay, Miss Washington.’ Eliot turned back to Zenyia.

‘Of course,’ Zenyia answered, finally finding the switch that made her voice work.

Zenyia grabbed the violin case she’d retrieved from her locker after changing from her jogging clothes and into the grey slacks and royal blue blouse she now wore.

Eliot’s footsteps tapped behind Zenyia as they followed Selena down the hall. The spicy scent of his cologne swirled around her, sparking a memory of being in his arms. She pushed the memory away, stepping into the office and putting as much space between them as possible.

The office was a catch-all, home to excess administrative supplies while also serving as a quiet place for the staff to hold private meetings and do paperwork. Selena offered coffee before retreating from the room and sent Zenyia an encouraging smile as she closed the door.

Eliot waited for her to settle into one of the two chairs before seating himself in the other, notebook in hand. His eyes met hers, the intensity of his gaze causing her body to flush hot.

It had always been that way with them. At least for her. From the moment she’d met him, she was drawn to him like a magnet. That draw was there even on the day she’d broken up with him and left town.

‘Is it really Jason Donaldson out there?’ she asked.

Several moments passed in silence, and she thought he might not answer her. Then his face softened a fraction. ‘Yes. Take me through what happened this morning.’

Zenyia explained how she’d come upon the body at the end of her run and thought it could be a patient in need of help. She’d checked his pulse, finding none but noticing that the man was Jason Donaldson.

‘When was the last time you saw Mr. Donaldson?’

‘Twelve years ago. At his sentencing.’

She’d flown in from Boston to give a victim’s impact statement. Not that it had done much good. Donaldson’s fancy lawyers had already locked in his sweetheart plea deal.

‘Where were you between the hours of six last night and six this morning?’ Eliot asked.

‘Blue’s Bar and Grill.’

‘All night?’

‘Until eleven thirty. After that, I was at home.’

‘Were you with anyone?’

Zenyia felt her face heat. ‘No. The owner is a friend, and I play there a few times a week.’

Eliot’s eyes drifted to her hands in her lap before returning to her gaze, the question lingering between them unspoken.

‘Lots of therapy and hard work. And a great surgeon.’ She flexed her left hand, a small smile curving her lips.

‘I’m happy for you.’ Their gazes held for a long moment. ‘Looks like leaving was the right decision.’

Her smile dropped. When she’d broken up with him, she’d told him it was because she needed to focus on her recovery. And it was largely the truth. But she hadn’t sought him out once she’d regained the ability to play. She’d thought about it, especially since moving back to Maryland, but she hadn’t known what to say. She still didn’t.

‘What time did you arrive at Serenity Woods this morning?’

She shook her head, focusing on the present. ‘Around seven. Sometimes I like to take a run before starting work.’

‘Can anyone vouch for you being at home between eleven thirty and when you got here this morning?’

His tone held a casual insouciance, but her body tensed, the import of the question rankling her already frazzled nerves.

‘I have a roommate. She works at Blue’s. She usually gets home around one, one thirty but I was already in bed.’ She recited Eve’s name and contact information for him.

‘And you always run the path behind this building?’

‘Yes,’ she nodded. ‘The same trail, the same route, that way I know exactly how many miles I’ve run.’

His eyes raked down her body. When his eyes met hers again, he frowned. ‘I assume you’ve changed clothes. I’ll need to take the things you were wearing when you found the body for evidence.’

Zenyia frowned but nodded.

‘Do you own a gun?’ Eliot asked, his eyes trained on her face.

‘No,’ she said in a clipped tone. She understood he had to ask his questions. Had to consider her a suspect until he could clear her. But it still rankled.

‘Donaldson’s body was left on Serenity Woods’ property for a reason.’

‘That doesn’t mean I have anything to do with his death,’ She spat.

‘No. But I don’t believe in coincidence either.’ He held her gaze as if waiting for her to say something further. When she didn’t respond, he frowned. ‘Was Mr. Donaldson a patient at Serenity Woods?’ Eliot pressed.

‘I can’t answer that.’

Eliot’s frown deepened. ‘I’ll get a subpoena.’

There was nothing she could say to that. She had an ethical duty to safeguard her patients’ privacy and medical information. Even confirming that someone was or wasn’t a patient would be divulging information, given the services that Serenity Woods provided.

Donaldson couldn’t have been her patient for obvious reasons. Daniel would be in a better position to answer whether the man had ever been a patient at the centre, but she was reasonably sure he hadn’t been. Of course, Daniel would also decline to answer Eliot’s question unless he was forced to do so by a court.

‘Has there been any trouble at all at the centre lately?’ Eliot asked, thankfully moving on.

She shook her head. ‘Not that I know of. Certainly nothing approaching this level.’

‘No patients unhappy with their treatment and blaming a therapist or the facility for their relapse? No threatening phone calls, emails, or snail mail?’

She raised her hands. ‘Nothing. The safety of the patients at Serenity Woods is Daniel’s first priority. If we’d had anything of that nature happen, he would have called the authorities right away.’

‘What about you? Any threats from patients? Or anyone else?’

‘Me?’ Her pulse jumped, and she shook her head. ‘No. Nothing. I told you this has nothing to do with me.’

Eliot cocked an eyebrow. ‘You can’t really believe that.’ He let the comment sit for a moment. ‘Any enemies? Disgruntled co-workers? Angry exes?’

‘No.’

‘Have you ever seen Donaldson on the grounds before today? Maybe visiting a patient?’

Her eyes narrowed. ‘I’ve never seen him on the grounds, Detective. Not today or any other day.’

‘And you would have noticed him?’

Zenyia rolled her eyes at him, unable to help it. ‘Yes. I would have noticed the man that ruined my life.’

Eliot leaned forward, his large frame crowding the small space separating their chairs. ‘You seem to still have some animosity towards Donaldson.’

Her heart pinched. His words hurt even though she knew it shouldn’t. They didn’t know each other anymore, and he was doing his job. She had a reason to hate Donaldson, and she’d found his body on the grounds of her workplace.

She sat straighter in her chair. ‘Jason Donaldson almost killed me. For that, the justice system slapped him on the hand. I doubt he noticed the transfer from his account. I did not like the man, Detective Nolan, but I did not kill him.’

Eliot held her gaze a long moment. ‘If you remember anything, please let me know,’ he said finally, handing her his business card.

Zenyia took the card and rose, grabbing her violin from the ground. At the door, she shot one last glance at Eliot, hoping to see some sign he didn’t believe she could have murdered another human being, but her heart sank when his expression remained impassive.

She pulled open the door to the office.

‘Zenyia.’

His baritone rippled over her. She turned.

‘Don’t leave town.’





Chapter 4

Tuesday 8 May, 10:25 a.m.

Zenyia pulled into the car park of her second job almost a half-hour late. A sprawling six-hundred-plus acres, Greenfields Assisted Living complex provided its senior residents a range of lifestyle options from independent living to assisted living to end-of-life care.

She parked in the north lot near the building for residents who required round-the-clock care. Grabbing her purse, cardigan and violin from the backseat, she rushed from the car. A moment later, she turned back, opened the driver’s side door, and pulled the keys from the ignition.

Get it together. Easier said than done. She wasn’t sure which was the bigger shock of the morning: Donaldson’s death or seeing Eliot.

Her low-heeled boots clicked against the concrete as she quick-stepped towards the entrance to the complex. A horn blasted angrily and she turned in time to see a silver Mercedes cut off a box truck and race down the street. Just like Donaldson after he mowed her down.

Memories she’d thought long ago buried pushed to the forefront of her mind.

Twelve years ago, she’d been a twenty -year-old college junior majoring in music, dashing from her boyfriend’s dorm room, her violin on her back, late for rehearsal with her chamber music group. The night before had been one of the rare nights Eliot had come to hear her play. After her gig, they’d joined friends at a nearby club and danced until the wee hours of the morning. It had been a fantastic night, and she’d paid for it the next morning by oversleeping, and running late for her early morning rehearsal. She’d run across campus, hoping she wouldn’t be more than a few minutes late.

Almost to the crosswalk, the little white pedestrian signal gave way to the flashing orange palm warning her against crossing, and she scowled. For a moment, she considered defying the disembodied hand, but an SUV barrelled past her down Route 1, the whoosh of air pushing her back in warning.

Her phone beeped, and she dug it out of her cross-body purse.


Call me when you’re done. [image: Icon: Heart]



They hadn’t yet exchanged ‘I love yous’, but Eliot recently started ending all his texts with a heart. Every time, her own heart did a little dance. She knew she loved him, and she was almost positive he loved her.

Still, a little seed of doubt taunted her: what is the smart, gorgeous, star linebacker of the university football team doing with an orphaned scholarship student working twenty hours a week in the dining hall? She chased the voice away and tapped out a response.

Tires screeched. She turned in time to see a Porsche careening around the corner at the end of the block. A green minivan swerved, the driver laying on her horn. The near miss didn’t seem to faze the Porsche’s driver. The car picked up speed zigzagging through the cars in the two southbound lanes as it approached the intersection where she stood on the pavement.

The Porsche’s front passenger tire hit the curb and propelled it up.

Early morning sun glinted off the windshield, and a voice in her head screamed, RUN!, but the message reached her feet a moment too late.

She turned away a split second before the Porsche plowed into her back.

Her violin slammed against a telephone pole and she crashed onto the hard pavement.

Someone screamed.

Pain coursed down her spine and her ankle throbbed. But it wasn’t the pain that scared her; it was the absence of pain, of any feeling at all really, in her left hand. She turned her head, sending an electric bolt of agony through her body. Her left arm was bent at an angle, visibly broken. A deep gash on her palm laid bare veins and tissue and she couldn’t move her fingers. A man bent over her, promising help was on the way, coaxing her not to close her eyes, but the agony was too much and the darkness sucked her under.

A sneeze ricocheted through the Greenfields’ car park, pulling her out of the memory. She scanned the lot. All the vehicles appeared vacant, but the hairs on the back of her neck stood at attention.

She moved to the centre of the aisle between the parked cars and picked up her pace. Nothing moved. As she drew closer to the building, the tension in her body slid away and irritation rose.

Get it together, girl. You can’t be jumping at every car horn.

A fat raindrop landed on her shoulder. She entered the lobby of the building seconds before the sky opened up. She took a deep breath to settle her nerves and immediately regretted it as the astringent scent of industrial-strength cleanser singed her nose.

At the front desk, receptionist Latonya Jackson glanced up from a file. She’d twisted her long locks into an intricate updo, accentuating her long thin face. ‘Hey, baby. How are things?’

Latonya had no way of knowing how loaded the question was. Instead of answering, Zenyia evaded. ‘It was great to see you at Blue’s the other night.’

She had invited Latonya to several of her performances, but last week she’d finally come. It had been great to see the single mother out enjoying herself.

‘Girl, I knew you were good, but you were phenomenal. My friends and I are already planning to hold our next girls’ night out at Blue’s.’ Latonya slid a clipboard with a sign-in sheet over the top of the reception desk.

Zenyia smiled. ‘I’m glad you liked it. You’re welcome anytime.’

Latonya wagged her pencilled-in eyebrows. ‘I noticed Dr. Breyer at Blue’s too.’

‘Well, Blue’s has the best hot wings in town,’ Zenyia said, focusing intently on signing her name.

A smile tugged the edges of Latonya’s mouth. ‘Oh, the doctor was hot for something, but it weren’t no wings. He couldn’t take his eyes off you.’

The comment set Zenyia’s cheeks ablaze, drawing a hearty laugh from Latonya. ‘Girl, I’m just teasing you.’ Latonya could give Selena a run for her money with respect to nosiness.

She and Dr. Benjamin Breyer had been on three dates, a fact she had hoped to keep on the down-low for several reasons. She didn’t have a philosophical problem with dating in the workplace, but she was mindful of protecting her professional reputation. And she wasn’t sure how she felt about Ben. He was kind and thoughtful, but the spark simply wasn’t there. She didn’t expect love at first sight, but a flicker wasn’t too much to ask for, was it?

Something definitely flickered when you saw Eliot.
 
She squashed the thought before it could fully bloom. Shock and residual feelings, that’s all it was.

‘Maybe you should go out with Ben,’ Zenyia teased.

Latoya wiggled her eyebrows. ‘In a heartbeat if he asked.’

A minute later, the lift doors opened on the third floor and Zenyia stepped into a hallway she imagined was roughly the temperature of the Arctic Tundra. She shrugged into her cardigan as she walked the brightly lit hallway to Mr. Liu’s room.

Mr. Liu, a retired oboist with the Seattle Symphony, had moved to Maryland to live with his only daughter and her family after his dementia diagnosis. His daughter resisted putting him in an assisted living facility until it became obvious he needed more help than a working mother of three could provide. When Mr. Liu’s doctor suggested music therapy as part of her father’s treatment plan, his daughter hired her.

She was down the hall from Mr. Liu’s room when Ben stepped out of another resident’s room. She’d hoped to get in and out of the building without running into him. He’d hinted about another date, and she didn’t currently have the emotional energy to consider whether a fourth date might clarify her wishy-washy feelings or if it would simply lead him on.

She plastered a smile on her face and angled herself to walk past him. ‘Hi, Ben.’ She hoped her casual tone and steady footsteps would send the message she didn’t have the time to stop and talk but, if they did, Ben ignored it.

‘Zenyia, I’m so glad I ran into you.’ He touched a hand to her arm, stopping her.

A little too short for a career walking a runway, Dr. Benjamin Breyer certainly had the looks for it: with thick dark blonde hair going white above his ears, his angular features and blue eyes attracted admiration from a wide swath of humanity.

‘It’s good to see you, but I’m late for my session with Mr. Liu so I should get to him,’ she answered, pivoting around Ben.

He grabbed her wrist, stopping her and drawing a frown.

‘Hang on a minute. I need to give you an update on his condition,’ he said in a somber tone.

She pulled her arm from his grasp, dread welling inside her. Mr. Liu was one of her favourite patients, but he’d been less responsive to the music during their last several sessions.

‘He’s having a hard day. A series of hard days. The CDs of classical music we use to calm him on days you don’t see him haven’t been working. And yesterday he lashed out at one of our nurses. I’d suggest you have an orderly in the room with you…’ Ben held up a hand to stop the response he’d expected. ‘You will call for help if you need it?’

She frowned. ‘I can handle myself.’

Ben rubbed his hands up and down the length of her arms. ‘I know you can, but an angry patient with dementia doesn’t know what they’re doing, and they can be strong in a fit of agitation. Mr. Liu could hurt you or himself. Just… promise you’ll call for help, okay?’

It would be foolish to ignore Ben’s warning, even if it meant she needed help with her patient. Ben was looking out for her and their patient, and she wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize Mr. Liu’s safety or her own. ‘I should get going now.’

‘Sure.’ Ben smiled, his hands tightening around her upper arms. ‘Have dinner with me tonight?’

His smile faded as she shrugged from his grasp. ‘Ben.’

‘You have to eat.’

‘I don’t think so.’

He looked down at her, his blue eyes turned stormy. For a moment his gaze sent a chill down her spine, then he stepped back. A smile softened his face although it didn’t reach his eyes. ‘No problem. A raincheck.’

She smiled and hurried down the hall.

Mr. Liu sat in a wheelchair facing the small window that looked out on the street. The breeze from the open window fluttered the white hair against his forehead. He didn’t stir as Zenyia entered his room.

‘How are you today, Mr. Liu?’

Mr. Liu hadn’t responded to her greeting. He hadn’t interacted with her at all their last two sessions, but his daughter insisted Zenyia continue to come, sure on some level her father heard the music.

She placed her violin case on the bed and noticed the slight tremor in her hand. Whether the tremor was from the events of this morning, her talk with Ben, or the damage to the nerves in her hand, she wasn’t sure.

‘I was thinking about a little Bach today. What do you think?’

Mr. Liu remained silent. She tucked her violin under her chin; her shoulder only protesting mildly at the angle she asked of it, and began playing the Allemande from Bach’s Partita No.1, the rain a drizzly accompaniment.

Her fingers danced over the fingerboard somewhat stiffly, but with a grace developed over thousands of hours of practice. She caressed a crescendo from the violin, the tension in her body evaporating as she played. The music seeped into her every pore.

She’d felt that way since age four when her mother, a music teacher handed her a small violin. That instrument touching her shoulder was a discovery of self. The shy, skinny little Black girl that rarely spoke in class had found her voice. Even though the first squawks of her little violin were harsh and unpleasant, she’d heard the music in the notes, trying to break through. After losing her mother and later the ability to use her left hand, music had kept her going.
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