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Praise for USA Today bestselling author Christina McDonald’s “compulsively readable” (Publishers Weekly) thrillers


DO NO HARM




“Gripping and unflinching, Do No Harm explores the ferocity of a mother’s love—and shows, in heartbreaking detail, how she’ll risk everything to save her child.”


—Sarah Pekkanen, New York Times bestselling author of The Wife Between Us


“The stakes couldn’t be higher in this smart, breathlessly paced, and emotional novel about love, family, and how far we’ll go when our child’s life hangs in the balance. Riveting, ripped from the headlines, and not to be missed.”


—Lisa Unger, New York Times bestselling author of Confessions on the 7:45


“Tense, taut, and absolutely unmissable. You’ll find yourself wondering how far YOU would go to save your child’s life.”


—J.T. Ellison, New York Times bestselling author of Lie to Me


“McDonald takes the heart-wrenching premise that has become her trademark and ratchets it up a notch in Do No Harm, blurring the lines between good and evil in a doctor desperate to save her sick child. A gripping, emotional roller coaster with a sting in the tail.”


—Kimberly Belle, internationally bestselling author of The Marriage Lie


“Christina McDonald knows how to pack an emotional punch! Do No Harm is a riveting, thought-provoking novel that keeps you reading even as it breaks your heart. This might be my favorite book by McDonald yet.”


—Samantha Downing, USA Today bestselling author of My Lovely Wife


“A page-turner with a heart-wrenching moral quandary at its core. Do No Harm is tense, moving, and disturbingly relevant.”


—Robyn Harding, internationally bestselling author of The Swap and The Party


“Devastating, heartbreaking, and incredibly timely—this risky and brilliant examination of when the ends justify the means will captivate you from moment one. As a doctor’s vow of ‘do no harm’ twists into ‘do whatever it takes,’ you’ll be riveted.”


—Hank Phillippi Ryan, USA Today bestselling author of The Murder List


“With her outstanding writing, Christina McDonald tackles the moral lines crossed by a doctor desperate to save her child. A stunning gut punch of a suspense novel, Do No Harm expertly merges the dangers of the opioid crisis with a mother’s love, leaving readers gasping for more. A breathtaking read.”


—Samantha M. Bailey, #1 bestselling author of Woman on the Edge


“Christina McDonald demands an answer to the ultimate question: How far would you go to save your child? One thing is for sure: your heart will be ripped out as you whip through each page to discover the answer. Highly recommend!”


—Liz Fenton and Lisa Steinke, authors of How to Save a Life


“Nobody writes motherhood like Christina McDonald. Do No Harm is a riveting thriller that braids the complexities of modern parenting with the pressures of finding a moral center in a devastating opioid crisis. Heartrending, heart-pounding, and fearless to the last word.”


—Amber Cowie, author of Loss Lake





BEHIND EVERY LIE




“Behind Every Lie is a deep, suspenseful novel packed with family secrets. Christina McDonald has a true gift for creating characters that are so well developed, it feels like you know them. An outstanding achievement!”


—Samantha Downing, #1 internationally bestselling author of My Lovely Wife


“In Behind Every Lie, Christina McDonald brilliantly intertwines page-turning suspense with jaw-dropping family secrets. An emotionally charged domestic thriller that is sure to please!”


—Wendy Walker, internationally bestselling author of The Night Before


“A clever, tense, and absorbing novel—this tale of family secrets had me racing toward the final pages.”


—Emma Rous, bestselling author of The Au Pair


“Told in alternating narratives from Eva’s traumatic life and her mother’s mysterious past, the story twists and turns with one shocking revelation after another until it threatens to careen out of control. But behind every lie there is always a reason, and there is a satisfying ending once everyone’s hand is played out.”


—Booklist


“McDonald starts with a bang, then builds the action steadily, a gradual unfolding of secrets and lies that will have you constantly switching alliances. Read it like I did, in one sitting and straight through to the end, because you won’t want to put this one down.”


—Kimberly Belle, internationally bestselling author of Dear Wife


“A layered, gut-wrenching domestic thriller that explores the complexities of mothers and daughters and the secrets families keep. McDonald’s beautiful, emotional storytelling will leave you breathless. I don’t think I exhaled until the end.”


—Jennifer Hillier, award-winning author of Jar of Hearts


“An engrossing and utterly addictive thriller. I couldn’t turn the pages fast enough!”


—Kathleen Barber, author of Follow Me and Truth Be Told


“[A] fast-paced yarn that explores the lingering effects of trauma and abuse as well as the complex bonds between mothers and daughters. Readers who enjoy character-driven thrillers will be pleased.”


—Publishers Weekly





THE NIGHT OLIVIA FELL




“McDonald ratchets up the suspense with every chapter, including plenty of gasp-worthy twists and turns. The suspense is supplemented by relationships of surprising depth and tenderness, providing balance and nuance. A worthy debut from an up-and-coming domestic-suspense author; readers who enjoy mother-daughter stories in the genre should line up for this one.”


—Booklist (starred review)


“A stunning thriller that instantly grabbed me by the throat and wouldn’t let go until the final, poignant sentence. McDonald artfully brings to the page the emotionally fraught, complex relationship between mother and daughter in this atmospheric, absorbing page-turner. The Night Olivia Fell cracked my heart into a million pieces and then slowly pieced it back together again.”


—Heather Gudenkauf, New York Times bestselling author of Before She Was Found


“I was absolutely hooked, it was such an emotional read that I was broken by the end. Heartbreaking and thrilling at the same time.”


—Jenny Blackhurst, bestselling author of How I Lost You


“This book is a tearjerker, so have tissues at hand. A well-structured story of how lying corrupts from the start that will keep pages turning.”


—Library Journal


“An emotionally charged mystery that will leave readers equally gut-wrenched and gripped. The Night Olivia Fell welcomes a talented new addition to the world of domestic suspense.”


—Mary Kubica, New York Times bestselling author of The Other Mrs. and The Good Girl


“The Night Olivia Fell takes a mother’s worst nightmare to a whole new level. This is an intense, twisting, heartbreaking thriller that explores in painful detail the consequences of family secrets. The reader will be riveted until the final page… and may even feel a bit of hope when all is said and done. Don’t miss this one!”


—David Bell, bestselling author of Somebody’s Daughter
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For my brother, Daniel McDonald.


For beating the odds.


For being strong.


I love you.










PROLOGUE


THE KNIFE BURROWED INTO my side with a moist thwump.


I looked down, confused. The blade was buried so deep that the hand holding it was pressed almost flat against my stomach. My pulse hammered against the steel.


And then I felt the fire. My mouth dropped open. The blood was rushing out of me too fast, I knew, soaking my shirt, turning it from white to red in seconds. It was too late. Too late to save myself.


I looked into those familiar eyes, mouthed a single word.


You.


The knife slid out of me, a sickening, wet sound. Blood pooled at the bottom of my throat. And then I fell, an abrupt, uninterrupted drop.


I blinked, my brain softening, dulling. Images clicked by, one by one.


Polished black shoes.


The blur of snow as it tumbled past the open door.


The two-by-fours standing against the wall.


My body felt like it was composed of nothing but air. I had failed.










CHAPTER 1


MY BODY ACHED AND my head thudded fiercely after twelve hours of being run off my feet at the clinic. But all that disappeared as soon as I got home and heard Josh call out for me.


“Mommy, come upstairs!” he shouted.


“I’m coming!” I called. I’d never expected to work so much after I finished my residency. But here I was, bone-tired and depleted.


I shut the front door and dropped my purse onto the entry table. Upstairs, I could hear Nate whistling “Don’t Worry, Be Happy” off-key and Josh giggling. The house smelled of the rich, homey scents of Nate’s famous chili con carne. A ribbonlike thread of happiness wound around my heart, a gentle serenity easing over me.


Josh’s room was an explosion of Star Wars fabrics, posters, and action figures. Nate was kneeling next to him. He was wearing the blue sweater I’d given him last Christmas, which of course made me think of this Christmas. Now that Thanksgiving was over, I needed to start shopping, decorating, planning. The only problem was finding the time.


“Hey, Emma,” Nate greeted me, his blue eyes soft with love. I kissed my husband on the lips, thinking, as usual, how lucky I was. So many people call us by name, but very few make it sound special. Nate made mine feel special.


Nate tugged Josh’s shirt off, revealing a handful of purple marks on his back. We both gasped.


“Joshy, what happened!” I dropped to my knees and ran a hand down my son’s back.


The bruises were faint but distinct, a gruesome grayish purple. They looked like a trail of stepping-stones marching up the knobs of his spine.


“George slide-tackled me in soccer.”


“Was it an accident?”


“No.” Josh poked out his bottom lip. “He’s a poo-poo head.”


“A poo-poo head, huh?” I tried to maintain my most solemn expression. “Why’d he do that?”


“George kicked Ellie in the shin when she scored, so I told Mrs. Morrow and she took away our point. George said we would’ve won if I hadn’t blabbed. And then he slide-tackled me!” Josh looked at Nate earnestly. “But if we won, it wouldn’t be fair because we cheated. Right?”


“That’s right, Joshy,” Nate replied seriously. “We have to do the right thing, even if it’s the hard thing.”


I helped Josh pull on his pj’s, then lifted him into bed. He smelled of mango-scented shampoo and fruity toothpaste. I scooched in next to him, and Nate climbed in on the other side so Josh was nestled between us.


“Pimple squish!” Josh giggled, that lovely childish giggle that made my heart melt. “I like pimple squishes. They make my heart happy.”


Nate and I burst out laughing. Josh was a goofball. During last year’s holiday pageant, he’d put his shoes on his hands, stretched his arms above his head, and told the audience he was upside down, just to make them laugh.


Nate drew Josh tight against him, and Josh leaned against his chest. I leaned against them both and closed my eyes with gratitude, just breathing them in.


I never thought I’d get a chance to have a normal life. Before I met Nate, I hadn’t really belonged anywhere. I’d been an outsider. An orphan. Until I unexpectedly found out I was pregnant shortly after we’d started dating. But I got lucky with Nate. Marrying him, being a mom, had given me a chance to belong to a real family.


I kissed Nate’s fingers where they were wrapped around Josh’s shoulders. He was telling Josh a bedtime story, speaking in that soft drawl I loved, every word a lullaby.


“Once upon a time, a Native American chief and his wife had a beautiful daughter, who they were very proud of. For her thirteenth birthday, they planned a huge celebration. Swimming races and canoe races and bow-and-arrow contests. But a few days before her birthday, the girl became very sick.”


“If she had Mommy, she wouldn’t have been sick,” Josh interrupted. “Because Mommy’s the best doctor in the world.”


Nate nodded, and Josh grinned at me, toothy and wide. They were always so certain I could fix anything. The truth was, I was trained to show a reassuring level of confidence, but most of the time I was as helpless as the next person. I was just better at hiding it.


Nate continued in a faux-thundery voice: “ ‘The Great Spirit is angry with us,’ the chief said. He asked his wisest men, ‘What can we do to ease his anger?’ One stepped forward and said, ‘To stop the great sickness, one must sacrifice for all.’ ”


This was the point where I always jumped in. “Nate, the nice version, please.”


“The chief’s wife knew her daughter would die if she didn’t do something. So that night she followed the trail through the forest to the Great River until she reached the highest cliff. She looked at the rocks below and said to the Great Spirit, ‘Give me a sign that you’ll accept me as a sacrifice.’ ”


Josh gazed at Nate in blue-eyed wonder, sucking loudly on his middle and pointer fingers. I should’ve made him stop before the habit affected his teeth but couldn’t bear to take away the last traces of babyhood. At five, he was already growing up too fast.


“Just then, the moon rose over the trees, bright and yellow as a wedge of cheese. The chief’s wife knew it was the sign she’d asked for, so she closed her eyes and jumped—”


“—and turned into a beautiful white bird,” I interrupted.


“That’s right.” Nate nodded. “And her daughter was saved.”


“And they all lived happily ever after.” Josh yawned sleepily.


“Exactly.”


Nate pulled the covers to Josh’s chin, and I kissed his forehead. He felt a little warm to me. He’d been suffering on and off with a cold the last few weeks.


“Mommy, my throat hurts. Will you stay with me?”


In my peripheral vision, I caught Nate rolling his eyes. He thought I was too permissive.


“You need him as much as he needs you,” Nate had said once, not exactly in a nice way.


Nate drew an X over his heart, then pointed at me before heading downstairs. It was our shorthand for I love you. I smiled.


“Course I’ll stay.” I lay next to Josh so we were nose-to-nose. The sight of his innocent little face on the pillow beside me cracked my heart wide open. I loved him so much.


Josh laced his fingers through mine, his tiny hands impossibly soft. “I wish we could get married when I grow up.”


I smiled. Little boys loved their mamas so much. That love had changed me, made me a better person, a stronger person. “We have something even better than being married: we’re mommy and son. We share the same blood and the same DNA. That’s closer than friends or even mommies and daddies. We’re family forever.”


He pondered that for a minute. “Would you turn into a bird for me?” he asked.


I gazed into his sapphire eyes. He was so perfect. The best thing in my life. So when I answered, I was 100 percent truthful.


“Of course,” I said. “I would do anything for you.”





DOWNSTAIRS, NATE was sprawled across the couch, his floppy brown hair still wet from a shower. Charlie, our elderly basset hound, wagged his tail at me from his bed next to the fireplace. I stroked his long ears, splayed like wings. Around me, the living room walls and fireplace mantel were covered with photos that narrated the family life we’d built together.


I handed Nate a bag of cookies. “I got you these on the way home.”


“Snickerdoodles! My favorite.” He grabbed the bag and pulled me onto his lap, kissing me hard. “Thanks, babe. Want one?”


I gave him a look. He knew I didn’t allow myself sugar.


I leaned over Nate and wiped at a new stain on the arm of our dingy brown couch. “Ugh. When are we going to get rid of this thing?”


“No sense wasting money on a new one,” Nate replied cheerfully.


The seams were tattered, the fabric stained, but I was wasting my breath. Nate had bought the couch before we met and was strangely attached to it. He preferred easy and comfortable over new and nice. And he was right: we couldn’t afford a new one. Everything we owned was a little threadbare, a little shabby and overused.


You’d think we’d be doing well financially. Nate earned a respectable government salary as a detective, and I was a doctor. I certainly thought I’d be doing better by now. But becoming a doctor wasn’t exactly cheap. Thank God we were able to rent our house from Nate’s mother. We couldn’t afford anything else.


Nate folded me in his arms, and I laid my head against his chest. A blanket of warmth settled over me, loosening the knots in my shoulders. We didn’t have a fancy couch, but we had each other. That was what mattered.


Nate munched a snickerdoodle, his eyes on the TV, where a reporter was speaking about two Seattle policemen who’d fabricated evidence in order to win a murder conviction.


I waved at the TV. “Can you believe this?”


Nate shrugged. The washed-denim pools of his eyes were layered: sunny on the surface with dark, distant shadows underneath. “They wanted to make sure justice was served. I get it.”


I was a little surprised. I’d always thought of Nate as the upholder of all that was good and right in the world. He was one of the good guys.


But I guess even good guys have their limits.


“My mom told me about Mabel.” Nate’s eyes swept the planes of my face.


I froze. For a moment I wanted to tell him everything. To unload about the crush of patients, the child who’d vomited on my shoes, and then Mabel’s death after I’d unsuccessfully tried to manage her asthma attack with oral corticosteroids. I’d admitted her to the hospital but had received a call later from the ER. Mabel had died.


I knew Nate would be sweet and empathetic. He’d pour me a glass of wine, draw me a bath, and let me just relax. And he’d listen. But I couldn’t tell him about any of it.


Sometimes the intricate and complicated nature of belonging to a family still felt unfamiliar to me. I knew I should open up. Nate was a good man, the kind of man whose heart was a home, who put his family first and gave more than he took.


Yet I couldn’t get my feelings to move from my heart to my tongue.


“How’d she know?” I asked.


“Mabel went to her church. She was eighty-seven years old. There was nothing you could do.”


He was saying it to make me feel better, but the words stung anyway.


Nothing you could do.


I turned my face into Nate’s neck, letting the reassuring thump of his pulse flutter against my cheek. I didn’t want him to see the tears scratching behind my eyelids, the feeling that I’d failed glowing in their sheen. I didn’t cry, as a rule. I’d learned long ago that nothing good came from crying. Nothing but waves of helplessness, which I hated, and a throbbing headache, which I also hated.


Nate said I felt too much as a doctor. That I was too compassionate and needed better boundaries. But I didn’t agree. My compassion for my patients was like a superpower. It made me a better doctor, a better human. Shouldn’t we all care a little more?


I didn’t want to talk about Mabel, so I stood, moving toward the kitchen to start the never-ending chores of a full-time working mother.


“You took Charlie for a walk, right?”


Charlie heard the word walk and stood, his tail wagging. Charlie had turned up on our front porch one day out of the blue. We hadn’t planned to keep him. We both had demanding jobs and a small child; we didn’t have time for a dog. But by the time we’d realized no one was responding to our LOST DOG posters around town, it was too late. He was family.


“Yep.”


“Did you do laundry? Josh needs a clean school uniform tomorrow.”


“Of course.”


“Did you empty—”


“The garbage? Yep.”


“Sorry. You know me.”


Nate grinned, his eyes bright, his smile teasing. “You mean an overly responsible, incredibly anal control freak?”


I laughed. He was right: I got shit done. “No, a loving mother and a dependable, well-respected doctor.”


I slipped a sweater on and searched for my fuzzy slippers under the table. “Have you seen my slippers?”


“I dunno. Bedroom?”


I found them in the bathroom, slipped them on, and returned to the living room. “You were wearing my slippers again, weren’t you,” I teased.


“I prefer your heels, dahling.” Nate struck a pose, one hand behind his head, before grabbing my hand and pulling me back down onto the couch. He was looking at me that way he did, like he was hypnotized by me. He nuzzled my neck, and when his lips touched mine, shivers dusted my spine. Even now, married five years and with our son sleeping upstairs, my husband still made me feel like this. Content. Like I belonged. Just being with Nate lit me up from the inside.


Nate and I met when I was in my first year of residency. He’d arrested a guy who hadn’t wanted to be arrested, and he’d been stabbed through the metacarpal bones of his palm for his effort.


I don’t know if I believe in love at first sight, but when I saw him it was, as the Italians say, il colpo di fulmine. The thunderbolt. Holding his hand in mine as I stitched the gaping skin together, I felt electric.


“You’re lucky you missed any major veins,” I’d said.


“I’m lucky, all right.”


My stomach had twisted as I met his gaze. I snipped the ends of the last stitch and wrapped his hand in gauze, declaring him fit to leave.


“Let me take you to dinner,” he’d said.


He was drinking me in with his eyes, and when I spoke it was with less conviction than it should’ve been.


“Absolutely not.” It didn’t matter that my hand was still warm from his or that his gaze made my stomach feel like it had touched a live wire. “I don’t date patients.”


I didn’t think I’d see him again, but a few weeks later I ran into him at a Christmas party my roommate had dragged me to. I’d been adrift and alone, and then there was Nate, and I chose not to be alone anymore.


Nate was different from other guys I’d dated. He cooked me dinner, showed me pictures of his family, listened when I spoke, and asked thoughtful questions. And he made me laugh. He always made me laugh. We’d moved in together after just a month, joining our lives the way soul mates and best friends do. And when I found out I was pregnant, it seemed the most natural thing in the world to say yes when he proposed.


“I have a million things to do,” I murmured against Nate’s mouth.


“I could arrest you, you know.” Nate wiggled his eyebrows suggestively. “I have handcuffs.”


I burst out laughing. “Maybe I have just a little time.”


“Ooh-la-la!” Nate lifted my sweater over my head and unbuttoned my pants, rolling them down over my ankles and gazing at my body in admiration. He smiled, the left side of his mouth curving up just a little bit more than the right, and ran his fingers lightly over my bare shoulders as he bent to kiss my neck.


I kicked my pants off so I was only wearing my bra and underwear. “Now, what was that you said about handcuffs?”










CHAPTER 2


THE FIRST OVERDOSE CALL came at 8:20 a.m., just as Detective Nate Sweeney was dropping his son off at school in Skamania, a small town pressed up against the Cascade mountain range about forty-five minutes outside of Seattle. His mind was crowded with worry as he watched Josh walk down the covered corridor toward his classroom.


He knew he hadn’t been fooling Josh earlier. The cross on the eastern side of the bridge that spanned the Skamania River had been freshly painted, startling Nate more than it should’ve. He’d slowed the Crown Vic and stared at it, wondering who’d painted it. Robbie’s mom and dad had left town years ago.


“What’s wrong, Daddy?” Josh had asked from his booster seat in the back.


Loosening his grip on the steering wheel, Nate had flashed his son a grin. He was good at hiding his darker feelings. But Josh was a sensitive kid. “Nothing, buddy. You ready to fly?”


Josh nodded.


“Here we go!” Nate pulled onto the highway and hit the gas. He flashed the cruiser’s lights, the car surging forward with a low growl. The engine thrummed as he accelerated to forty, then fifty, then sixty miles an hour.


Josh laughed and Nate laughed with him, twin bursts of relief and happiness expanding in his chest. Nate felt like a god when he made his son laugh. He remembered when his own father used to do this for him, the whir of the siren in his ears, the rush of adrenaline as the trees flew by.


“Faster! Faster!” Josh crowed.


But they’d reached sixty, and Nate was already easing off the gas. “We’ve reached the speed limit, Josh. I can’t go any faster—it’s against the law.”


Soon Nate was pulling into the school drop-off lane. He turned to face Josh, surprised to see that he looked like he was about to cry.


“Hey, what’s wrong, Josh?”


“I don’t feel so good.”


Josh had been complaining he wasn’t feeling well a lot lately, but he didn’t have a temperature. At first Nate thought his reluctance was over going back to school after the long Thanksgiving weekend. Then he remembered the bruises on Josh’s back.


“Is there something going on at school you want to talk about?” he asked.


“No. I just wanna stay with you.”


Nate made a mental note to talk to Josh’s teacher later. “Mommy will be here to pick you up before you know it.”


Nate had helped Josh put his backpack on, handing him over to the school warden who was waiting to take him to his kindergarten classroom. He watched his son drag his shoes across the pavement in the way only a five-year-old boy could. Josh was smaller than the other kids, and now, his shoulders sagging under his backpack, he seemed tinier, more vulnerable than ever.


For a moment Nate had debated going inside to talk to Josh’s teacher, but he’d heard the radio crackling in the cruiser and knew he had to go. Josh peeked over his shoulder one last time, his sad eyes meeting Nate’s. Nate lifted a hand good-bye.


And a second later, Josh was gone.





NATE WAS closest to the overdose, so he flipped his lights on and flew up the main street of Skamania, named after the nearby waterfall of the same name, and headed past the hospital where Emma worked. If he drove another twenty miles up he’d hit the pass, which cut the state in half, but instead he turned abruptly into the Mill Creek neighborhood at the edge of town.


The neighborhood had an air of quiet desperation about it, a mix of run-down houses with cracked windows and rusted mobile homes, the siding peeling in ugly, jagged strips. The yards were overgrown and neglected, choked with weeds, the faint scent of garbage filling the air.


Nate had been called here for domestic assaults, drug busts, and once a murder. But increasingly, the calls were about opioid overdoses. As such, the lieutenant had recently told his detectives to investigate both fatal and nonfatal overdoses in an effort to trace the drugs back to the dealers.


The overdose was a young woman of about twenty-five. She’d passed out as she was driving, the car coming to rest in the middle of the cul-de-sac, her little girl in the backseat. The paramedics were giving her naloxone when Nate arrived.


“Witness is over there,” said Bill Petty, one of the paramedics. He jerked his chin toward a scrawny woman with dark, unwashed hair standing next to a squirming four-year-old.


“I live there,” the witness told Nate, pointing across the street to a rusty mobile home. Her voice was scratchy, like she’d smoked too many cigarettes. “I was doin’ dishes when I saw the car sorta driftin’. She was slumped over the wheel.”


Nate took a few notes and thanked the woman before calling social services to get the girl. He noticed a familiar figure in the crowd gathering near the ambulance.


“Stevie McGraw,” he growled under his breath. The local teenage scumbag watched the events, smoking a hand-rolled cigarette. His black hair hung in greasy sheets, gaze sharp behind horn-rimmed glasses.


By now Bill and the other paramedics had revived the mother.


“I have a headache,” she mumbled, her eyes bloodshot.


“Well, of course you do,” Bill replied briskly. “You weren’t breathing for a while. Your brain didn’t have any oxygen.”


“Why don’t you tell me where your dime baggie is?” Nate asked her.


Still dazed, she pointed at the glove compartment. Nate snapped on a pair of latex gloves and reached into the compartment, extracting a baggie with a couple of white pills and a lot of residual powder. He held up the pills and examined them, surprised there were any left.


“Oxy?”


She nodded.


“You could have killed your daughter.”


The woman burst into tears then. Her arms, bloody from raking broken nails down them, came up to cover her face. Bill bundled her into the ambulance and closed the back door. He caught Nate’s eye and shook his head. They’d known each other since elementary school, and Nate could see the stamp of exhaustion in his sunken eyes, his sloped shoulders.


“We had four overdose calls yesterday,” Bill said. “This one will check herself out of the hospital as soon as she can. When will it stop?”


Nate had no answer. Most overdose patients refused further treatment. Even a brush with death was rarely a turning point for an addict.


“Get some rest tonight, Bill.” He clapped his old friend on the shoulder, then waved as the ambulance whooped and headed for the hospital.


Nate sat in his cruiser and jotted a few more notes as he waited for social services to arrive.


Nate hadn’t always wanted to be a cop. Just the opposite, in fact. He’d seen how hard his dad had worked for their small town, how much being a cop had taken out of him. The constant stress and resulting high blood pressure had caused the stroke that eventually cut him down in his prime. He’d worked his whole life to make Skamania a safer place. Nate couldn’t appreciate that when he was young. He did now.


One night his childhood friend Robbie Sadler had gotten out of bed, written a suicide note to his parents, stolen his father’s gun, walked to the bridge that spanned the Skamania River, and shot himself in the head. His body was found downstream three days later. So when Nate finished high school, he’d signed up at the police academy, determined to save lives and stop others from taking them.


From his cruiser, Nate watched Stevie through narrowed eyes. The young man exhaled, a gray cloud of smoke swirling around him as he talked to one of the neighbors. Is it possible that Stevie dealt the oxy to that woman? Stevie was bad news. He’d been caught hacking the school system to change his grades last year and had been picked up for dealing weed to younger kids.


Nate groaned. If he arrested Stevie, the paperwork would take him all morning. But then he remembered that white cross. Pain expanded inside him like a balloon, so tight, so intense, he wanted to slice it open to relieve the pressure.


Nate pulled out a tin of toothpicks he kept in his slacks pocket. He placed one between his pinky fingernail and the nail bed, and then slowly, excruciatingly, pushed the toothpick into the tender skin.


Searing pain burst through his fingertip, jarring and brutal. Nate gasped. He squeezed his eyes shut and let the pain remind him what he had to do.





AN HOUR LATER, Nate hurried toward the police department, a two-story brick-and-glass building in the center of town. An American flag flapped above the glass entry doors.


He’d missed roll call, but knew Lieutenant Dyson wouldn’t mind. This was Skamania. There were fewer than six thousand emergency calls and criminal cases a year. It was one of the best, and worst, things about taking the detective job here after the chaos of patrolling in Seattle.


Stevie hadn’t been carrying any oxycodone. But he did have an ounce of marijuana in his back pocket. Since he was underage, Nate had booked him for possession. He’d even seized the $4.92 Stevie had in his wallet for good measure.


Nate shoved a bite of a glazed donut into his mouth as he entered the station, all he’d had time to grab for breakfast this morning.


“Don’t worry, Ma,” he said into his cell phone, still chewing. He nodded at Thompson, who was on duty at the front desk, and moved toward the detectives’ area. He thumped Sanchez on the back and raised a hand good-bye to McManus, who was leaving. “I’ll visit him later.… I will, promise. I gotta go.… Yeah.… Yeah. Love you too.”


The police department was busy. Phones were ringing, keyboards clattering, papers shuffling. The smell of burnt coffee drifted in the air. The cubicles in the detectives’ area were squished at the back of the room.


Nate crossed to his cubicle, which was decorated with the traditional swag of a detective: pictures of his family, police awards he’d won, a trophy he’d brought from Seattle. He sat down to file his report about the overdose.


“You’re gonna get fat.” One of the other detectives, Kia Sharpe, nodded at the donut in his hand.


Nate patted his abs and grinned, his blue eyes sparkling. “Never.”


“Life is not fair,” she complained.


Kia was the yin to Nate’s yang: a cynical pessimist with a fractious, snappy attitude. She had bitten-down nails, shaggy hair, and a jaw so square you could park a car in it. But beneath her dark eyes and black leather jacket, she was quick-minded and wily as a snake.


Before Nate could reply, Lieutenant Sam Dyson poked his head out of his office. “Sweeney!”


Nate hustled into Dyson’s office. The walls were covered with pictures: Dyson with the mayor, with his officers and detectives, riding horses with his children, holding his grandkids, a wedding photo with his wife. Medals hung on the spaces in between.


A photo on his desk showed Dyson and Nate’s dad, Matt Sweeney, back when they were partners, looking young and virile, both in full uniform standing in front of their patrol car. These days Dyson looked more like a cowboy than a cop, with a gray handlebar mustache, craggy eyebrows, and a face so creased he looked like he’d slept facedown.


“Hiya, Nate. How’s Emma?”


Dyson had always had a soft spot for Nate’s wife, ever since she’d caught his granddaughter’s diabetes and probably saved her life.


Nate smiled, thinking of Emma this morning, the way her dark hair swirled around her shoulders, her thighs peeking out from the hem of the T-shirt she’d borrowed from him. He’d never loved anyone as much as he loved Emma. And now Josh, of course. This morning he’d watched as she rinsed their son’s cereal bowl in the sink and been completely hypnotized. Even doing the most mundane things, his wife was exquisite. She’d turned and caught him staring and had bent for a lingering kiss, filling him with warmth. He didn’t know what he’d done to deserve a love like this, but he sure as shit was grateful.


“She’s good,” Nate replied.


“Good. Listen, I got a call from Seattle this morning.” Dyson smoothed nicotine-stained fingers down his mustache. “One of their informants was making noises about a fentanyl deal going down out here, but he’s gone quiet. They asked us to do a welfare check.” Dyson tossed a file at Nate. “Name and address are there. Let me know what you find.”


“No problem.” Nate picked up the folder and handed Dyson the baggie of pills. “I need this filed from an overdose earlier. I’ll get you the report later.”


“Sure. Tell Kia to come in. I need her to give the D.A.R.E. talk at the elementary school.”


Nate strode out of the office, smirking as he told Kia what Dyson had planned for her day, and headed for his cruiser. He drove past the library, the flower shop, the bank, and the hospital, turning into the Mill Creek neighborhood for the second time today.


The gloomy, tattered building before him was the worst excuse for a house he’d ever seen. Cracked windows, chipped and peeling paint, white long since dulled to gray. Overgrown bushes choked with weeds almost obscured the sagging front porch.


The wooden steps groaned under Nate’s weight. He shielded his eyes to peer through the cracked front window, but it was too dark to see inside.


Nate knocked on the door. “Hello?” he called. “Mr. Martinez?”


No answer.


Nate knocked again. “I’m Detective Sweeney from the Skamania Police Department. Can you come outside for a moment?”


Nate waited, listening. Silence. He glanced over his shoulder, feeling eyes crawling over his back. He knew he shouldn’t try the handle, but he wasn’t going back to Dyson with no news. He was surprised to find the door unlatched. He nudged it open with his boot, convincing himself he had probable cause to enter. Besides, his Spidey sense was going all kinds of crazy.


“Hello?” The door creaked open, an inch at a time. Nate peered inside. In front of him was a living room decorated in shades of brown and yellow. The ceiling bulged with damp, the plaster cracked down the middle.


Somebody was sitting on the couch, facing away from Nate, a TV flickering quietly in front of them.


“Mr. Martinez?”


He pushed the door open a little more. A sudden prickling oozed over his neck and back, a headlong rush of fiery adrenaline kicking inside his veins.


That’s when the smell hit him.










CHAPTER 3


TUESDAY WAS GRAY AND DAMP. By afternoon a soft fall rain had settled outside, making the clinic look tired and dirty. Sagging chairs leaned against murky beige walls. A garbage can overflowed with empty paper cups. Wet jackets were hung on the coatrack, dripping onto the grimy linoleum. Reception was a crush of damp bodies that smelled of urine and feet and unwashed hair.


Some of my patients were from the eastern side of Skamania, where the yards were cut into neat squares of green, the bushes professionally trimmed. But most were poverty-stricken, immigrants, homeless, addicts, or all of the above. They had little or no access to health insurance, suffering agonizing pain instead of seeing a doctor because they couldn’t afford it. These were the people I’d gone to medical school to help.


The more cynical accused us at the clinic of having a savior complex, but I knew we were making a difference in these people’s lives. We were helping.


I yawned as I walked toward the shared medical-staff office. It had been a busy day with patients, doing wellness exams, checking X-rays and lab results. And all on very little sleep. Josh had come into our bedroom too many times to count last night. When we’d first woken this morning, his fever had been too high to send him to school, so I’d called Nate’s mother and she’d agreed to stay with him. Fortunately, I was good on very little sleep. It was sort of a prerequisite to being a doctor.


I dug my cell phone out of the closet where I stashed my purse. Nate had texted me an X. I smiled and shot an X back to him, loving that he thought about me during his day. I then dialed Moira before my next appointment.


“Hello, Emma.” Moira’s voice was brisk, the tone she always used with me. I could hear the pursed-mouth exhale of the cigarette she thought nobody knew about. I imagined her draped in her cashmere and pearls, slate-gray hair smoothed perfectly into place, a cigarette dangling out the window in secret. I gritted my teeth but kept quiet. It wasn’t like we had a lot of choice of babysitters.


“Hi, Moira. How’s Josh?”


“He’s sleeping now. I gave him some ibuprofen.”


“If he wakes up—”


“I’ve raised four children, and I stayed home with all of them. I know how to take care of a sick child.”


I swallowed a sharp retort, resenting the insinuation that I was a lesser mother than her because I worked. I tried hard to be grateful for my mother-in-law. She was a wonderful grandma to Josh, and she and Nate were very close. I didn’t understand why she didn’t like me, although I suspected she was unhappy Nate and my relationship had moved so fast.


“Sure, of course. Sorry, um…”


Julia, a nurse practitioner I’d become friends with, tapped me on the shoulder. “Sorry!” she whispered when she saw I was on the phone. She held a cup of black coffee out to me. “Your four o’clock is in room four.”


Thank you! I mouthed. “Sorry, Moira, I’ve gotta run. Tell Josh I love him.”


I grabbed the coffee and swallowed a giant gulp before hurrying to the exam room. I scanned the patient’s chart as I walked. She was a new patient. Fifty-four years old. Normal temperature. Slightly elevated BP. I rapped gently on the exam room door and entered.


“Mrs. Jones?”


“Yes.” Alice Jones was small and frail. Her pale hair was threaded with gray and tied into a messy ponytail. Spiderweb wrinkles framed the corners of brown eyes clouded with pain. Her clothes were threadbare, a faded sweatshirt over ripped jeans, scuffed canvas tennis shoes with no socks.


Her husband, or who I assumed was her husband, sat next to her, a short, burly-chested man with shiny red cheeks, oily dark-gray hair, and a pair of round glasses on a bulbous nose.


“Her back’s hurting,” he said, his voice too loud in the small space. “It’s been going on a long time now. It’s from all that damned gardening.”


I sat at my desk and turned to Alice. “I’m so sorry to hear that. I like gardening too. I have a whole freezer of vegetables I grew this summer. It’s pretty tough on our back and knees, though, isn’t it?”


I opened Alice’s patient file on my computer and typed notes as her husband explained her symptoms.


“I need to examine you now, Alice. Can you show me where the pain is?”


Alice struggled to stand, her husband holding her elbow firmly. She bent forward at the hips and touched a hand to her lower back.


“Sometimes my legs go a little numb,” she whispered.


I felt a heavy tug of pity in my stomach, the kind you’d feel for an injured bird. I examined her spine, assessed her ability to sit, stand, and walk. There was no redness or obvious swelling. The erector spinae muscles were smooth and strong, her reflexes normal. She wasn’t moving with enough pain to indicate a tear in the disc or enough restriction to show sciatica. But the numbness concerned me.


Doctors are scientists who work in an uncertain world. We use statistics, odds, and probability to diagnose and treat. Good or bad, we make the best-informed decisions we can.


“I’m going to order an MRI.” I typed more notes in her file.


“Can you give me something for the pain?” she asked. “I’ve heard OxyContin is good for back pain.”


I kept my face neutral. The opioid crisis had made it difficult for doctors to know where the line was, when to prescribe pain medicine and when not to. It was a doctor’s job to help people, to assuage their pain, and yet I’d watched other doctors’ patients succumb to addiction. I knew about addiction firsthand, from my brother. I refused to let my patients become another statistic.


“I’ll write a prescription for naproxen to help the pain.” I smiled gently at Alice. “Once we get the MRI results, we’ll know better how to treat it. In the meantime, ice it, and stay off your feet for the next few days, okay?”


I handed Alice a leaflet with advice on how to treat back pain, gave her arm a compassionate squeeze, and left to see my next patient.





AFTER MY last patient of the day had left, I went to find Julia. She was clearing up one of the exam rooms after seeing a patient. Tendrils of dark hair were falling out of her ponytail. Julia was conventionally pretty, with sea-glass eyes and a slight overbite that somehow made her look even more adorable. She smiled faintly, and I noticed her wrist was bandaged, her movements slow, a little delicate.


“You all right?” I nodded at her wrist.


“Oh, carpal tunnel syndrome. Lucky me.” She laughed wryly. Julia was lively and cheery, a nurse practitioner who somehow did more work than all the doctors combined.


I told her about Alice Jones, and she scowled, her freckled nose crinkling. “The husband was here last week. Said he’d sprained his wrist.”


“He wasn’t wearing a wrist wrap.”


“I think Dr. Watson saw him. She might’ve prescribed some OxyContin, although check his chart to be sure. Maybe he was back for more? I seem to remember he was pretty aggressive. She was glad to see the back of him, I know that.”


I’d come across my fair share of angry men in the ER during my residency at Harborview in Seattle. I could still remember stitching open wounds with shaking hands, dodging drunken fists, standing near the exit to make sure I had a quick escape route.


I pulled a fresh sheet of medical exam paper over the table while Julia swiped the edges with an antibacterial wipe. We headed down the hall to the staff office. The rectangular area was bisected by a long desk with multiple charging points; on one side was a wall of cupboard space, and on the other a coffee-making station. Dr. Wallington was writing reports into a file while two of the other doctors were speaking earnestly about a patient. I pulled my coat out of the closet and turned to Julia.


“I’m glad I didn’t prescribe any oxy, then.”


I’d learned that what healed wasn’t always in a doctor’s drugs or a surgeon’s blade. Sometimes it was the quieter things, like compassion, being heard and shown you mattered. I was confident I’d made the right decision with Alice. We’d wait and see what her MRI said.


“It’s a tough call these days,” Julia agreed. She lowered her voice and glanced around. “Speaking of oxy, watch out for Marjorie. She’s on the warpath right now.”


Marjorie was the medical administrator of the clinic, which was situated within the auspices of Cascade Regional Hospital. She’d worked here forever and was unnecessarily crotchety as a result. I’d only worked here for three years, after taking over for a doctor who’d decided to partially retire, so she basically scared the crap out of me.


“What’s wrong now?”


“People keep leaving the medical supply room unlocked. She keeps all the samples from our pharma reps in there.”


“Yikes. I’ll keep an eye out.”


“Hey, wanna grab a drink?” Julia slid her coat on. “It’s happy hour. We can get one of those derby thingies you like.”


I laughed. Sometimes I was still surprised by the collegial nature of my job. “It’s a Brown Derby. Wish I could, but Josh has been sick. Rain check?”


Her reply was cut off as our receptionist, Brittany, burst through the door, her eyes almost comically wide.


“Dr. Sweeney! You need to get downstairs! Josh’s been admitted to the ER!”










CHAPTER 4


IT WAS PAST TIME to go home when Nate finally finished his report. Skamania was a small town, but it still had its share of domestic assaults, breaking and entering, and drug offenders. Murder was less common, however. The office was still buzzing with the news a day after it happened.


Two detectives were standing near Nate’s cubicle gossiping like a pair of old fishwives about the murder, about the vacation to Toronto Mike Spillane was planning, about how Harry Chen had done on the sergeant’s exam, and about one of the many addicts who’d been booked earlier today.


“He was so fucking on the nod it took him a full minute to realize I was shouting at him!” Chen spluttered into his coffee. “I went over and shook him to see if he had any dope. Sure ’nough…”


Nate usually loved the joviality of his fellow cops, but now he tried to block them out. A murder in his town. It was on. Nate had been exposed to all the terrible things people did to each other. He sure as shit wasn’t letting a murderer walk the streets of his town.


He stared at a Post-it Note he’d stuck to his computer monitor. The numbers had been written on a scrap of paper that was tacked to Santiago Martinez’s refrigerator. Nate had jotted them down, thinking they might be important to his investigation.




323 454





What were they for? Did they mean anything?


He rubbed his jaw thoughtfully, no closer to the answer. It couldn’t be a phone number, which was seven digits, or a bank card’s PIN, which was four. What was six digits?


If only he had some news, a break in the case, but after the last twenty-four hours processing the scene and interviewing potential witnesses, he was at a dead end. He chuckled at his own pun. Ah, good ol’ detective humor.


Nate pulled a Snickers from his desk drawer and popped the top on a warm can of Coke. He’d texted Emma earlier to say he’d be home late again, but he hadn’t had a chance to check if she’d replied. He reached for his phone just as Lieutenant Dyson came out of his office, forcing him to leave it in his pocket.


“You still here, kid?”


“Yup.” Nate tried not to care that Dyson still thought of him as a kid. Years as a beat cop in Seattle, then promoted to detective here, and he was still just Matt Sweeney’s kid. He peeled the wrapper off his Snickers and took a huge bite. “Just finishing up these reports.”


“Tell me what we know.” Dyson leaned against the desk next to him. He was a good lieutenant, always willing to talk out a case or jump in when needed. The way Nate’s dad used to be before the stroke fifteen years ago.


Nate put his hands behind his head and leaned back in his chair. “Okay. Name was Santiago Martinez. Alias El Pulgar, the Thumb, because years ago he got his thumb cut off. Damned if I know how that happened, but he moved oxy, cocaine, and fentanyl around Seattle, so probably one of his associates took it for him. He was running fentanyl and heroin for one of the cartels, working the supply chain from Mexico up I-5 and east to Yakima, Spokane, and beyond. He got caught selling in Seattle, did a few years in jail, and when he was released two years ago he moved out here. No sign of him dealing since then. Seattle PD are coming out tomorrow, although they haven’t been super specific about what time.”


“The crime guys definitely saying it was murder?” Dyson asked.


“They found a puncture at the back of his neck. Tox screen will show what killed him, but I expect it’ll be an overdose of some sort of drug. And nobody injects themselves in the back of the neck.”


“So somebody else did it?”


“Maybe. We found a baggie of a white substance on the floor in the laundry room. There were also digital scales, a pill press, and those little orange prescription bottles in there. A whole fucking drug factory, just without the drugs.”


Dyson tapped his finger on his teeth. “Maybe the drugs were the motive for the murder.”


“It’s one theory so far. The back door was unlocked. Maybe someone came in, killed Santiago, grabbed the drugs, and took off.”


“The guys get any useful evidence?”


“Lots of prints. We’re running them now. There were a few women’s things there, no clothes in the closet, but a bottle of shampoo in the bathroom, a pink toothbrush, that sort of thing.”


“Girlfriend?”


Nate gulped some Coke and set the can on his desk. “Neighbors said they’d seen a woman there. We’re looking for her.”


Dyson rubbed his mustache, bushy eyebrows drawn tight. “What about hair and fiber analysis?”


“Working on it. No blood at the scene to analyze. Just the puncture mark in his neck. He didn’t fight it.”


“Maybe he knew his attacker.”


“Or he was ambushed, didn’t expect it. Maybe the girlfriend—”


“Excuse me.” A woman’s voice, shrill and nasal, cut into their conversation. “Is one of you Detective Nate Sweeney?”


Nate and Dyson whirled around. All the other cops’ heads swiveled, the bustle in the place suddenly stopped. A woman and man were standing just outside the detectives’ area. Cops, Nate could tell.


The woman, clad in a black pantsuit and crisp white shirt, was about Nate’s age, midforties, sharp features, thin lips. Her blond hair was pulled into a tight bun, and she had the downturned mouth of an angry carp. The man was a tall, broad-chested black guy with a military-style buzz cut. The tailored navy suit he wore looked like it cost more than Nate’s annual salary.


“I’m Detective Sweeney.”


The woman shook first Nate’s then Lieutenant Dyson’s hand. “I’m Special Agent Lisa Hamilton. This is Special Agent Phil Greene. We’re from the Seattle division of the Drug Enforcement Administration. You’ve been in contact with some of our colleagues at the Seattle PD. Sorry it took so long for us to get in touch. There were some… politics that needed to be sorted out.”


“Why don’t we talk in my office?” Dyson led the agents across the room, his lopsided swagger more pronounced than ever. Nate followed.


Dyson closed the door. Agent Hamilton sat in one of the small plastic chairs, but Agent Greene leaned against the door, his arms crossed.


“How can we help you?” Dyson asked.


Hamilton tossed a thick file on Dyson’s desk. “With oxycodone use and mortality rates at an all-time high, we’ve been using local informants to try to find the dealers responsible. Your guy, Santiago Martinez, was one of our confidential informants. He turned state’s witness a few months back to avoid jail time, and we were getting information from him until he dropped out of contact a few days ago.”


Nate flipped through the file. There were police reports, news articles, a few pages detailing Santiago Martinez’s past convictions. Crime scene reports, handwritten notes, printed emails. Evidence.


“A few months back he pleaded guilty in federal court to smuggling fifteen hundred grams of fentanyl and selling to an undercover agent,” Hamilton continued. “He transported the fentanyl from Seattle around western Washington. After we arrested him, he agreed to help us go after a larger supplier in the chain, so we sealed the case.”


Nate glanced at Dyson. “A larger supplier?”


“He told us about this gang he works with out here. Said they got themselves a bunch of fentanyl and oxy. The black-market oxy business is booming, right? And fentanyl is cheap. So this gang, they decided to take advantage and sell both. But they’re smart. They’ve kept it small, so they’ve stayed off the radar. They don’t get involved in land wars or killings or any of that cartel shit.”


“Did he tell you who it was?” Nate asked.


“Nope. He died first,” Hamilton said. Her partner leaned against the wall, hulking and silent. “We figure somebody found out he’d been talking to us.”


Nate’s phone buzzed against his leg, but he ignored it. He closed the folder and set it down, then leaned his butt against Dyson’s desk. He studied Hamilton and Greene. They were holding something back. Their posture, as if they were waiting on a knife’s edge, gave it away.


“Why me? There are four other detectives here, but you asked for me by name. What aren’t you telling me?”


Hamilton crossed her arms. “Do you know much about your wife’s brother?”


Nate straightened, suddenly alert. “Ben? Ben’s been in and out of jail for drug dealing, petty theft, did a few years for assault. Emma hasn’t heard from him in years.”
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