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			For my dad

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			COURTNEY FRANCESCI took a sip from her water glass and grimaced. Her father had personally refilled their glasses with a flourish moments earlier, and the water had diluted the vodka she’d discreetly added to their drinks from the bottle in her purse. No matter; she and Ashley would be out of here as soon as all of the guests moved into the country club’s dining room, which shouldn’t be much longer.

			“Nineteen-sixty,” Ashley murmured, languidly twisting the ends of her long hair around her fingers. Courtney followed her best friend’s gaze, watching the slender woman make her way a bit unsteadily out of the ballroom into the private dining room, where dinner would soon be served.

			“I don’t think so,” she said. Ashley had a special contempt for older women who dressed young—appearing nineteen from the back, sixty when they turned around. “She’s forty-five, tops.”

			“Seriously?” Ashley exhaled impatiently, grabbed her cell phone off the table, and pushed back her chair. “Excuse me? Excuse me, ma’am?” she called, her voice shifting effortlessly into the cadence she and Courtney used with adults—the “make-’em-happy” voice, as they’d been calling it since middle school, the one that convinced teachers and coaches and perfect strangers that they were nice girls, good girls.

			The woman turned, a brittle smile on her lips. “Yes, honey?”

			“I’m sorry to bother you, but is this yours?” Ashley said, holding up her cell phone. Its case featured a graphic of a naked pinup girl; Ashley held her hand strategically over the cartoon breasts, whose nipples, if you looked closely, were pierced with tiny gold rings. “I think you dropped it when you went by.”

			The woman retraced her steps, bringing with her a faint cloud of expensive perfume. Up close you could see that her pale blond hair was stiff and unnaturally shiny. Her eyes were expressionless, her forehead Botox-smooth, and there were tiny fissures along her lips. A closet smoker, probably. And yes—Ashley had been right: the woman was around sixty years old, trying to look much younger, with her bleached hair and careful makeup, her Bebe dress and platform heels.

			“Not mine,” she said, pleasantly enough.

			“Oh,” Ashley said, faking disappointment. “I’ll give it to Mr. Francesci. He’ll be able to find out whose it is, I bet. I hope you have a nice evening.”

			“You girls did such a nice job.” The woman was slurring her words slightly, speaking with the exaggerated care of someone who was well on her way to intoxicated, but still self-aware enough to want to hide it. “All of your parents should be proud.”

			Courtney waited until the woman had wandered into the dining room, which was beautifully lit with candles and the soft glow of the crystal chandeliers turned down low. Missa, one of her father’s employees, who had been tasked with keeping an eye on them while they poured the ’09 Merlot for anyone who wanted a taste, was over by the pinot table counting the remaining bottles. Courtney’s parents were standing in the doorway between the rooms, greeting their guests as they wandered in to dinner. Her mother offered her limp, cool hand and once-dazzling smile to the men and kissed the women’s cheeks, while her father clamped the arms of the men he liked and clamped harder the arms of those he didn’t.

			“Proud,” she echoed softly. “Sure. Let’s go while we can.”

			She slipped in front of a slow-moving elderly couple, catching her mother’s thin smile of disapproval, and kissed both her parents quickly. “I know, I know, home by midnight,” she said, and then she and Ashley were out of there, leaving her parents’ silent protests behind them.

			Courtney remembered the boy who went to get the car. He’d been in her English class freshman year, before the Francescis left the Foothills and moved to Sonoma. He’d had acne then; he had faint scars now. An improvement, but not enough to merit acknowledging him. If he recognized Courtney, he didn’t let on; he undoubtedly recognized Ashley, but wisely pretended not to.

			Ashley could be brutal. But so could Courtney—at least, before she’d had to move away and start over. Now, after a year and a half at a new high school, she was still the new girl, and in the spring she’d graduate without ever having fought her way to the top. In Sonoma, she’d endured the snubs and offhand cruelty of the popular girls, the same treatment she’d once dished out without a second thought. That was why these trips back to the Foothills were so important: they reminded her what it was like not just to be someone who mattered, but to be untouchable, riding the wave that crushed everyone else beneath it. Only now it was Ashley and Sienna’s wave, and Courtney was just along for the ride.

			“Henry’s?” she asked, slicking on another layer of lip gloss.

			“Change of plans. His parents came back to town early, so we’re going to meet by the SaveMore.” Ashley turned her long-lashed eyes to Courtney and smiled with a faint trace of genuine happiness that caused something inside Courtney to turn over. She remembered that expression, sort of—the way they both used to look, happy and kind of goofy, before they grew up. But it had been a long time. “I brought sparklers.”

			The SaveMore was a convenience store that anchored a strip mall less than a mile from the gates of the Foothills. It had been wedged into the twisting road before Montair had managed to get the zoning straightened out. Now there was nothing else along that road but million-dollar homes on two-acre lots.

			Across the street from the SaveMore was a footpath that took a wandering route up the steep hillside to an abandoned farmhouse that dated back to when Montair was ranch land. There was little left but the foundation and the remains of a few crumbling walls, and a blackened pit in the center where a couple of generations of kids had built fires around which to drink and get high. The site had a couple of things to recommend it: because of the slope of the land, you couldn’t see it from the road, or from any of the neighboring estates; and the view was nice, the flatlands of Montair laid out below. At night, Ashley liked to light sparklers and make dizzy loops in the darkness.

			“I didn’t really dress for that,” Courtney said, keeping her expression carefully neutral. She was wearing boots with high wedge heels. The weather had been warm for the last week, climbing into the high fifties each day, and the path wasn’t steep, since it zigzagged up the hill. But she had been looking forward to Henry Jasper’s house, where back in freshman year she’d once danced to G. Dep’s “Let’s Get It” and everyone stopped what they were doing and watched, just watched her, and it was like she got all the way out of her body for a few minutes. What that felt like—if it wasn’t joy, it was close, and she wanted to see if any of the feeling was still there, in the Jaspers’ great room with the lights down low.

			“Well, if you want, I could call Jack, we could go to his place . . .”

			Ashley didn’t finish the sentence, but Courtney saw the choice she was being offered: Sophomore year, they’d partied with some older kids. Jack Lee was a senior back then. He’d gone to Santa Cruz and flunked out, and now he lived in an apartment building his parents owned and folded towels at a gym. Jack and his friends—ever changing, all strangely similar; the evening would end in the party room, not unpleasantly, because there would be a rainbow of pearly little pills on offer, not to mention liquor and the hot tub. She would strip to her underwear and slip into the warm nothing of the hot tub, or not. She would let some boy find the clasp to her bra, or not. She’d go chasing numb, and she would find it.

			Or, wait in the parking lot in front of the SaveMore convenience store, squint at the Pinky’s Pizza sign, and pretend it was fifth grade after a softball game, and Coach Joan was buying because they made the championships. Let that memory fade away as the cars pulled up and the girls who had been her friends spilled out, perfumed hugs and breath laced with liquor like her own, boys she’d known when they were far from grown. Everyone would pretend to be so excited to see her and she would be grateful, and they’d cross the road and climb the hill and gather around the fire fed with broken branches that the boys dragged over, and she would spend the evening clinging to the edges of the conversation, content to be silent, drinking up the dregs of what they’d once meant to her, like medicine. Ashley would flit about, lacing everyone together with her words and laughter until they made a tangled knot—Ashley was outrageous and Ashley could be cruel, but with her real friends, the ones she chose to love, she could be surprisingly generous. She’d fan up the party into full flame and then, when it got late, she’d find Courtney and they’d leave without saying goodbye, and people would remember that everything had been best when they were there, and they’d still be home by midnight.

			That was one of the only rules: home by midnight, which in this case meant Ashley’s house, since Courtney was staying over. In the old days, her dad would insist on talking to Mr. Cole to be sure they were really in the house. Now, with Mr. Cole gone and Mrs. Cole’s boyfriend living there, everything was different. They could probably stay out as late as they wanted. Who would ever know? More importantly—who would care?

			“Let’s go to the SaveMore,” she said suddenly. “Not Jack’s. I mean, if you don’t mind. I haven’t seen Sienna in ages.”

			Ashley narrowed her eyes, her mouth tightening, and Courtney regretted mentioning Sienna. Maybe the two of them weren’t getting along again. It was like that sometimes, since Courtney had moved away. “I mean, and everyone else. I just—” Courtney let out a breath made cloudy by the cold. “I just want it to be us tonight, okay? Like it used to be . . .”

			Ashley nodded. If she was disappointed, which she probably was, she didn’t show it. Jack would be there tomorrow, the next day, the next; it wasn’t like Jack was going anywhere. And Courtney would be gone. By eleven tomorrow morning, when her parents pulled up in Ashley’s driveway, showered and shellacked, smug with the success of their kickoff Winemaker Series Dinner—because it had clearly been a success, even before the dinner was served, judging by the lines forming at the order station—Courtney would already be leaving, in bits and pieces. When it was tomorrow, even while she and Ashley lay in bed and talked, ate their raisin bagels, listened to music—the minute she woke up, Courtney would already be on her way to gone.

			It was always like that. Whenever she came back to the Foothills it hit her hard, her old home reclaiming her, reminding her of everything. And when she had to leave, she felt the loss all day long, dragging out the pain of saying goodbye again.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			“NEPAL, I SUPPOSE,” Joe Bashir said, aware that he’d taken too long to answer. He offered a smile to make up for it, pushed his wineglass in a slow circle. He appreciated that she was trying, and it was a perfectly fair question, after all—where one would choose to travel if time and money were no object—but it had caught him unawares nonetheless. Where would he go? Everywhere and nowhere. Besides, time and money were no object, not really, not when a person really wanted something. There was always a way. Always a path to bend the future to your will, at least the part that you could control, which Joe suspected was much larger than most people ever realized. “But I guess that’s a little predictable—sorry.”

			Monica Derawal laughed, a light and distinctly feminine peal. She was distinctly feminine, with her sculpted and curved eyebrows, her shimmering eye makeup and the perfume he caught faint notice of when he’d shaken her hand and again when he helped her off with her coat. She was small, maybe five one, five two, with elegant slim hands and a long neck. Sort of a pinup girl look, in her clingy knit dress and suede high heels, hair curled and pinned in a style that seemed both old-fashioned and seductive. Despite the fact that she’d been dragged into this whole evening just as he had, she was making an effort.

			Joe had only agreed to this date to satisfy his family and perhaps, if he was lucky, to shut them up, at least for a while. To show that he was cooperating. But his expectations had been low.

			Now he was experiencing a shift in perspective, and he was glad he made a habit of dressing with care. Other detectives went casual on the weekends, but Joe wore light wool trousers, a jacket he’d spent more on than he should have, and a shirt from the tailor on Sutter in the city where they still kept your measurements on file cards in an old tin box. Old school, in the most literal sense.

			“Predictable?” Monica said. “Sure, every thirty-something man I meet wants nothing more than to trek to within an inch of his life. I suppose you plan to tackle K2? Maybe explore some thousand-year-old ruins?”

			She was teasing him, and it was nice. Monica Derawal was, against all odds, everything his mother had promised: smart and funny and pretty. Hardly what he expected from a setup orchestrated none too subtly by Mumtaz Bashir and her friends from the women’s club.

			“Well, I thought every guy secretly wanted to . . . you know. Climb mountains. Jump out of planes. I mean, we’re all supposed to be in a state of arrested development, right?”

			Monica shook her head. “Most of the guys I date got that sort of thing out of the way before they got their MBAs. Now all they want to do is Vegas, Aspen . . . Bali, if they’re really adventurous.”

			Even her grimace was appealing.

			“I guess I’m cut from different cloth,” Joe said. Monica’s eyes darkened slightly, and her smile smoothed out into a thoughtful expression. He wondered what she knew about him. Of course the mothers would have prepared her as well. “I don’t have an advanced degree. In fact, I never got around to finishing my undergraduate degree, either.”

			“But you’re a detective now,” she said quietly, as if reading his thoughts. He liked that she didn’t change the subject, didn’t act like it was a topic to be avoided. “You do real things. I mean, you make a real difference in people’s lives.”

			Her admiration seemed genuine, but it made Joe uncomfortable nevertheless. It wasn’t that he was ashamed of what he did, despite the fact that his parents would have preferred he become a doctor, as he had once planned. But praise for what he did still felt alien to him. He’d bucked his family’s expectations and managed to find a job that felt like it was worth doing, but the peace he’d made with his choice was an uneasy one, even after all these years. It felt as though Monica was coming too close to his motives, a dark and murky subject that Joe generally avoided.

			“As do you, of course,” Joe said, taking a sip of his wine and giving the conversation a gentle but firm push in another direction. “The way my mom tells it, you’re the thread holding together the fragile lives of all the widows she knows.”

			Monica laughed again. “I’m a financial advisor, Joe, not a wizard. Widowhood terrifies my clients, but once they learn a few simple skills, many of them find that they enjoy taking care of their own finances. They frequently end up managing better than their husbands ever did. They’re the ones who change their lives—not me.”

			“I’m sure you’re being too modest.” Mumtaz Bashir had called Monica “brilliant,” citing her Coyote Valley College education and her accounting practice in downtown San Ramon as though she’d hung a diploma from Wharton in a penthouse office in San Francisco’s financial district. “Mom seems to feel that you saved Shazia Jahangiri from certain ruin.”

			“Oh, Joe.” Monica folded her hands on the white tablecloth in a gesture that was both prim and inviting. “Shazia came to me with a stack of statements that she’d been too frightened to open. I poured her a glass of sherry and we did it together. When I explained that Hamid left her almost two million dollars and a healthy income from high-yield bonds, and that she could go see her grandchildren in Phoenix every single weekend if she wanted, we both ended up crying.”

			They spent a while talking about people they both knew in the Pakistani community where Joe had grown up, and where Monica’s parents had settled in retirement, and then she paused and took a breath.

			“There’s something I want to say,” she said, her voice wavering. “I heard about your father. I just want to say how sorry I am that he, that your whole family had to go through something like that.”

			Joe felt his chest tighten the way it did whenever the subject came up, and attempted to give the same response he always gave, which was a vague sort of deflecting comment about how they all were so grateful for the support of the community and his father’s complete recovery, and that Osman was enjoying his retirement blah blah blah.

			But he found that he couldn’t speak.

			For a moment he felt both panic and intense embarrassment, caught in the grip of emotions he made a point of avoiding, in front of a woman he very much wanted to impress. And then Monica reached for his hand and laced her fingers through his, gave him a shy little half smile, and said, “It’s all right,” and—miraculously—it was.

			In the waning days of September 2001, when Joe was an undergraduate at Cal-Berkeley, his father went out to the neighborhood hardware store to buy a twenty-five-cent washer. Coming out of the store with his purchase, he was mistaken for a terrorist sympathizer by a couple of rednecks in a pickup truck who had driven in from the Central Valley to stir up trouble. An hour later Osman Bashir was lying in the emergency room with a tube down his throat, having been beaten within an inch of his life. His attackers had used a bat and a tire chain.

			“Sometimes . . .” Joe began, and then realized he didn’t have any idea what he was going to say.

			“Was the attack what made you decide to become a police officer?” Monica asked, her eyes never leaving his.

			He nodded. “As soon as we knew Dad was going to survive, I quit school and applied to the academy. It was the only thing I could think about. Nothing else seemed to make sense anymore.” After a moment he added, “Even after all these years, it still seems like . . . the only thing, sometimes. If that makes sense.”

			He held his breath, afraid he’d said too much. Ordinarily, he avoided the subject. The truth was that even before his father’s accident Joe had felt adrift. When he visited his parents—at least once a week—he had no trouble slipping back into the rhythms of family life. But when he was away, he felt profoundly distant, and content to keep it that way.

			Which was why he’d steadfastly resisted his family’s attempts to get him to date the women they found for him within the Pakistani community—until now. And he certainly hadn’t expected to feel this drawn in.

			“I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable,” Monica said. She gave his hand a final squeeze before releasing it. “I didn’t mean to. We can talk about something else. What do you like to do for fun?”

			“The usual, I guess. I spend a lot of time with my niece and nephew—they’re great. I like books where things get blown up. And movies with car chases and explosions. And I, uh . . .”

			“Yes? Don’t be shy,” Monica said.

			“I was going to say I work out a lot, but that just sounds like a line. But it’s true. I practice a form of martial arts that you’ve probably never heard of, and it saves my sanity when work gets too intense.”

			“What’s it called?”

			“Bajiquan.”

			“You’re right—I’ve never heard of it.”

			“It’s Chinese, it’s been around for centuries. I got into it after—” He was going to say, after my father’s injury. And probably, Monica knew about that, too. But he didn’t want to go in that direction, not now. “Back during a difficult phase in my life, when I needed a distraction.”

			“So, it’s a distracting martial art. Would you demonstrate it for me?”

			Joe laughed. “It would be hard to do that here. Things would get broken. There’s a lot of, well, force involved.”

			Monica raised an eyebrow. “How did you learn about it?”

			“I saw a guy doing it down in Chinatown. I was with friends, getting some dinner after a Giants game, and there was this middle-aged man down in St. Mary’s Square, barefoot, with a little crowd around him. He broke a terra-cotta planter with his fist. It was . . .”

			He tried to think of how to phrase it. He remembered the day well, how he’d gone out with his friends in an effort to take his mind off his father, who was in the hospital, still unresponsive a week after the attack. How it hadn’t worked, the game and the sunny day doing nothing to relieve the racing of his mind. But seeing the man in the square, seemingly oblivious to the small crowd, his movements almost balletic as he punched and kicked, had triggered something in Joe.

			“I found this old guy who agreed to give me lessons. What I like about it is that you can concentrate everything—your thoughts, your emotions—into a single controlled movement. You start out kind of flailing around, but the more you practice, it’s like all that energy gets packed into more and more condensed motions.” Joe knew his explanation was inadequate. “It’s definitely mental, though, too. You can’t do it if you don’t focus.”

			“Is it a good workout?”

			“Can be.” Joe didn’t tell her that on some days, practicing on his patio, he didn’t stop until he was exhausted. That the exhaustion was the reward sometimes, the sweat pouring from his body and stinging his eyes a relief. “Like everything, I guess you get out of it what you put into it.”

			“Have you ever used it on the job?”

			Joe hesitated. “No,” he lied. He wasn’t ready to reveal that part of himself to her. Or to anyone, really. That he’d felt disturbingly alive when he’d dropped a woman’s attacker to the ground, saving her life with a single zhen jiao wrist thrust that he executed almost without thinking. “I just mess around after work. The neighbors probably think I’m crazy.”

			“They probably envy you. I wish I had the discipline to get to the gym more often.”

			“I’d say you’re doing just fine,” Joe said, holding her gaze.

			She smiled. “What a nice thing to say. Were you always an athlete?”

			“No. My parents emphasized academics. They didn’t think much of team sports.”

			“So you were the skinny kid who always got picked on.”

			“Well . . . I did get picked on, some. Got called Paki a lot.” Joe wondered how much he should tell her. “But that, uh, ended.”

			“Oh?”

			“One day I got tired of it, so I followed the biggest bully in the school up to the top of the jungle gym and pushed him off. And then I climbed down and kept hitting him. I got suspended.” He grinned sheepishly. “It wasn’t the last time I got into a fight, but I won more than I lost.”

			“So you were a bad kid?” Monica raised one eyebrow; there was the barest hint of provocation in her expression. Joe let himself enjoy it for a moment before answering.

			“I guess that depends on your perspective,” he finally said.

			The waiter approached, carrying their dinner on plates topped with silver covers, which he removed with a flourish. Marchaud’s was not the kind of place Joe would ordinarily choose for a date, with its ostentatious silk-tasseled menus and surfeit of silverware, but he was well aware that this, like every other aspect of the date, would be commented on and dissected by his mother and her friends.

			“Thank you,” Monica murmured. Her lamb chops had been stacked artfully on a bed of shredded something, which in turn rested in a pool of blood-red puree. It looked more like sculpture than dinner. “It’s lovely.”

			The waiter was sliding Joe’s plate onto the table when Joe’s phone rang, the distinctive tone that signaled work, the only one he never silenced.

			“I’m so sorry,” he said, already rising. Monica shook her head and smiled; he’d warned her this might happen—though he couldn’t believe it had. “Please, start without me,” he added, and then he was striding through the gilded dining room, past the row of waitstaff, into the chill of the evening.

			“Joe here.”

			“This is bad.” Bertrise, in those three syllables, magnified his concern. His colleague and frequent partner prided herself on her composure, and it was rare to hear emotion in her voice when she was working. “Seventeen-year-old girl, student at Montair High. Dead an hour at least. Back behind the SaveMore. Gervais is on his way.”

			“How?”

			“Strangled, or throat cut—I can’t really tell which. I think her neck might be broken, and there’s a lot of blood. I want to see what Gervais thinks.”

			“Oh . . .” Joe was caught up short by the description—or more precisely by Bertrise’s tone. She had girls. Louise was seventeen now, Camille almost sixteen, and he could only imagine how difficult it was for her to see a victim who was their age. “Who’s there with you now?”

			“I’m fine,” she snapped, and Joe silently chastised himself. “Odell and Army have things pretty much under control. There’s—there were kids here, in the parking lot, you know the way they come here at night. So there’s all of them to process. And then once we got here with the flashers going . . .”

			“On a Saturday night,” Joe finished the thought. “I can imagine.” The SaveMore was only a block from the entrance to the Foothills, the huge gated community anchoring the base of Mount Diablo on the north edge of town. In the small strip mall were a sandwich shop, a dry cleaner and shoe repair, and a Chinese takeout joint, a few other businesses besides the SaveMore. Everyone passing by would see the flashing lights, and many of the local residents would consider it their duty to come see what was going on. “I’ll get there as soon as I can.”

			“Yes. I think that’s best,” Bertrise said coolly.

			Back inside, Joe flagged down the waiter and gave him his credit card while showing him his badge to impress on him the need for both speed and discretion. He could see Monica’s glossy hair cascading around her shoulders, her back to him, her untouched meal in front of her.

			She smiled when he returned to the table. “I suppose I’ll be eating alone, then?”

			“I’m so sorry.”

			“Don’t be! This way I can eat yours as well.” A dimple appeared at the corner of her mouth. Joe doubted whether she’d manage even her own dinner, given her figure.

			“Will you let me make it up to you?” he asked. “If you don’t, my mother will never speak to me again.”

			“I—I will, yes.” Whatever glib response Monica had prepared seemed to have left her. Joe bent to kiss her cheek and found himself in the inviting cloud of her perfume again.

			“I’ll call you tomorrow.”

			But he was already turning away, churning the gears so that his own impulses and desires went deep and silent, buried beneath the cold and analytical frame of mind he summoned for crime scenes. Gone were the faint scent of Monica’s perfume, his mother’s admonitions, the pleasant calculation of how the evening might end—by the time he drove the three miles of winding road that would take him from here to the foul patch of asphalt behind the convenience store, he would have emptied his mind of everything but the dead girl.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			BY THE TIME JOE ARRIVED, there were half a dozen departmental vehicles in the Stonegate Plaza parking lot, as well as the first of what would no doubt be a fleet of media vans before the night was over. The fire department was directing traffic. Montair PD had managed to secure the scene, and a few officers were blocking off the far end of the lot, where the SaveMore anchored the rightmost corner of the mall.

			Joe rolled down his window, spoke tersely to the young officer, and got himself waved through. He saw the crime scene van pulled up in front of the SaveMore; it was blocking the building at least partially from onlookers, the sliding doors on the other side, also out of sight. He parked near Bertrise’s tiny Toyota and made straight for the narrow sidewalk at the far edge of the strip mall that separated the convenience store from the deep culvert and overgrown shrubbery that edged the road. He looked for lights along the side of the building and saw none; the path would be ill-lit and easy to follow without being seen. Now it was lit up with the portable crime scene lamps that had been set up at either end.

			Joe waved at Army, who was keeping onlookers well away from the SaveMore, and got a nod in return. Army was dealing with parents, some of them trying to get past the barriers to the clump of kids Odell had herded onto the landscaped area in front of the stores. Girls sat pressed close together on the benches; most of the boys sat on the curb.

			When Joe got to the back of the building, the lights were practically blinding, a pair of tripod lamps trained on the dead girl. The lights had the effect of bleaching color from everything they illuminated, so that the people huddled over the body looked overexposed, while ten feet away, the back wall of the convenience store was murky with shadows. Gervais was talking into his handheld digital recorder, but when he saw Joe he snapped it off and shoved it in his pocket.

			“Glad you could join us,” he muttered, subdued for once. “This is fucked.”

			Marty Huntsucker, the coroner, was kneeling close to the body next to Paulette Huang, one of the crime scene techs. When he saw Joe, he got painfully to his knees, his joints popping audibly. Paulette didn’t look up, her face inches away from the dead girl’s neck, which was thick with blackening blood.

			“Girl’s name is Ashley Cole. Seventeen years old.” Gervais shook his head and glared at Paulette, who continued to ignore him.

			The area behind the store was around fifteen feet wide and ran the length of the building and beyond, along the rest of the strip mall—little more than a place to park the Dumpsters. The ground sloped down sharply behind the Dumpsters, a lucky break for Army and Odell, who wouldn’t have to contend with would-be looky-loos taking the long way around and hiking up the hill.

			Bertrise was sitting on an upturned dirty white plastic bucket, somehow managing to look dignified in her velour sweat suit. Whatever she’d been doing when she got the call, she still had her makeup on, her hair precisely styled. Crumpled butts on the ground around the bucket identified it as someone’s smoking spot.

			As Joe came closer, he saw that the girl’s legs were draped awkwardly over a short painted length of concrete, the kind of temporary barrier that could be dragged from one spot to another. If Joe had to guess, he’d say it had been pilfered from the parking lot an upgrade or two ago, to keep the Dumpster from rolling on the tilting earth. In the seven years that Joe had been with the Montair PD, this little strip mall had undergone a transformation—all new signage, fake stone facing slapped halfway up the walls, and landscaping in the newly paved parking lot. Before that it had an unfortunate mauve-and-teal paint scheme left over from the eighties, but it had begun life even more modestly, when the foothills of the Diablo Range remained undeveloped and Montair was home to more ranchers than commuters. Now that the Foothills—with a capital F—were home to bankers and CEOs who made the long trip to San Francisco or San Jose, the stores did a brisk business, and charged enough of a premium to pay for upgrades.

			The concrete barrier had once been painted yellow, but much of the paint had flaked off. Some of the concrete had crumbled from the end. Beyond it, the weed-choked ground sloped down, and Ashley’s head was tilted slightly to the left, her wide-open eyes seeming to gaze into Paulette’s shin. She was wearing a silvery jacket, puffy but cinched in at the waist, over tight narrow jeans and what looked like a thin camisole. On one foot was a shoe with a pointed toe and a big square buckle, the kind of thing Joe’s old girlfriend Amaris used to wear: not nearly attractive enough to justify its shocking price. The other shoe lay in the dirt eight or ten inches from Ashley’s pale foot—bare, despite the temperature, which would dip as low as the midforties before morning—tipped with scarlet toenails.

			“Marty’s thinking glottal crushing,” Bertrise said miserably. Not normally squeamish, she was directing her gaze away from the body. “There’s a puncture, but they’re still taking pictures, so . . .”

			“Something blunt but narrow,” Paulette said. “I can’t tell if there’s matter in there or if it’s cartilage.”

			Joe felt the pressure in his chest that signaled his reluctance, not entirely conscious, to get close to an especially difficult scene. He crouched next to Bertrise, giving himself another moment before he approached.

			“You talk to any of the kids?”

			“Yes. Odell’s taking statements. I spoke to the best friend, the girl who was staying with her,” Bertrise said. “Her name is Courtney Francesci. Courtney used to go to Montair High, but her family moved a year and a half ago. Her dad was in town for some business function, so she was staying over with Ashley.”

			“Where is she now?”

			“Army is with her. He’s going to take her in, but they were waiting for the parents. They were having a hard time getting ahold of them, so I told Army to put her in the car. She’s a quiet one, haven’t been able to get much out of her so far. I’d like to get her to the station as soon as we can.” She sighed. “Where are her damn parents, is what I’d like to know.”

			“Yeah . . . good question.” Joe wasn’t used to Bertrise cursing.

			She got to her feet, brushing off her pants. “Now that you’re here I’ll go back and see if Odell needs any help.” She headed along the path around the side of the building without looking back.

			Joe took a deep breath and approached the body. Paulette made room for him to crouch next to her. “Right here’s okay, we’ve cleared it. Ground’s kind of wet.”

			“Thanks. I’ll be careful.”

			Joe was a couple of feet away from Ashley Cole’s broken throat, but he could still see plenty, especially as Paulette had moved on to the hairline, probing carefully with a pair of tweezers to make sure they didn’t miss anything before they moved the body. The wound was a mess, the skin around it bruised and purple and smeared with blood and possibly dirt. In the middle was a torn hole crusted with blackening blood, from within which something whitish and sharp protruded. Having quit school before he learned much anatomy, Joe didn’t know if what he was seeing was bone or cartilage or something else.

			Joe moved his gaze to the girl’s face. Her mouth was slightly open, her lips pale, a faint trace of lip gloss staining the edges. Her staring eyes were smudged with makeup, shimmery shadow still sparkling on the lids. Twisted silver earrings were caught in her hair, but as Joe watched, Paulette gently untangled them with her tweezers. She tugged something out from among the glossy strands, but when she held it up to the light, it was only a dried and broken bit of leaf.

			Ashley Cole was a thin girl. Her silvery parka was unzipped, revealing a few inches of skin between her camisole and the top of her jeans, and Joe could see her jutting hipbones and the bottom of her rib cage. Her arms lay askew in the dirt, the pale undersides of her wrists nearly white in the harsh light.

			“What did you find on her?” Joe asked.

			“Her wristlet was right there,” Paulette said, pointing to the triangular plastic evidence marker in the dirt about eighteen inches from her left hand. “Had her school ID, driver’s license, some cash, makeup. Gervais bagged it already.”

			“That’s some kind of purse?”

			Paulette glanced at him. “Yeah. A real little one, just enough for the basics. You can loop it on your wrist. Which she probably did, but it fell off when she went down.”

			“How about a phone?”

			“No. Not yet, anyway.”

			Joe stared at the girl’s throat a moment longer. “I don’t see any scratching outside of the, ah, that area,” he said, pointing. The sides of her neck, the underside of her chin, were soiled and bloody, but Joe couldn’t see any evidence that Ashley had clawed at herself as her throat was being crushed. And her hands were comparatively clean, the nails unbroken.

			Paulette nodded. “Yeah, I noticed that. We’ll have to clean her up to be sure—but yeah.”

			Joe looked at the way the girl’s head rested on the barrier, as though the killer had wanted her head elevated.

			Or—

			“Paulette, can you turn her head for me?”

			“Give me a minute, I’m almost done with the hair.”

			It took more than a minute, Paulette painstakingly combing through all of it, before she carefully placed her gloved hands under Ashley’s head and lifted it. “Use my flashlight,” she offered.

			Joe directed the beam underneath. It was hard to be sure, but it seemed like the hair on the back of her skull was matted with more blood than could have leaked from her throat.

			“You see that?” Joe asked softly. “I think she might have been hit, or hit something, before they went after her throat.”

			Paulette nodded. “You’re thinking she was unconscious.”

			“Maybe. I mean, that would explain why she didn’t defend herself.”

			Paulette set the head down gently. “Might make sense.”

			Joe got up, his thighs cramped from crouching, and walked to the edge of the pavement where the hill sloped down. It would be a tough scramble down the hill, with only sparse weed growth to hold on to for fifteen or twenty feet. And trying it in the dark would likely mean a fall that would end only when you rolled to a stop at the bottom. Still, you’d be unlikely to suffer more than cuts and bruises; there were no large rocks or other obstacles.

			So whoever killed Ashley had three choices for leaving the scene: the sidewalk around the side of the building to the parking lot, the steep hill, or the culvert separating the building from the road.

			“Can I borrow the flashlight for a minute when you’re done?” Joe asked Paulette, who was now peering at the back side of the barrier.

			“Take one off the truck,” she murmured.

			Joe walked rapidly around the building. He conferred with the crime scene tech stationed at the van, and had talked him out of a flashlight when he heard Odell’s voice, mired deep in the southern accent of his childhood, a sure sign he was perturbed.
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