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AUTHOR’S NOTE

                                                                                                                                                                                                      

FANS OF THE
death penalty in Texas will notice an immediate discrepancy in my novel—that a man is sent to the electric chair in 1977. In fact, Old Sparky was retired in 1964 after the execution of 361 men, and the death penalty was not carried out again until 1982, when Texas got lethal injection. Never let it be said that historical accuracy got in the way of a writer.

For the record, the Huntsville Prison Museum does exist and is an excellent source of information on the colorful world of the Texas Department of Corrections. Bonnie and Clyde are among the most famous prisoners documented there, though I like to think that Russell Lee Holmes would be worthy of similar notoriety. The Captain Joe Byrd Cemetery also exists in real life, and, yes, the day I visited it, there was a freshly dug grave just waiting for the next recipient—I was told there was another execution planned that night.

And the owl did hoot while I was there, and there was one helluva thunderstorm, and I do so solemnly swear I will never commit a crime in the state of Texas.


 
PROLOGUE

                                                                                                                                                                                                      

September 1977

Huntsville, Texas

AT SIX A.M.
the Huntsville “Walls” Unit went to full lockdown. 

 Outside the redbrick walls, protesters were already gathering for Texas’s first execution in thirteen years. Inhumane, picket signs read. Cruel and unusual. The “Texas thunderbolt” should never have been brought out of retirement. The death penalty was capricious and irresponsible.

An equal-sized crowd begged to differ. Cruel and unusual was still too good for Russell Lee Holmes. Send him to the chair. Let him fry. Execution candidate number 362 was worth bringing back the electric chair—in fact, they should bring back hanging.

Inside the Death House, where he’d been brought just the night before, Russell Lee Holmes settled his sparse frame more comfortably on the lone bunk in his cell and ignored them all. He had watery blue eyes, a thin face, and a hunched, lean frame. After thirty years of chewing tobacco and drinking soda, his teeth were crooked, stained, and half-rotted. He liked to pick them with his thumbnail. He definitely wasn’t a pleasant man or a brilliant man. What he was was quiet and, for the most part, indifferent. Sometimes it was difficult to remember just what his small, finely boned hands had done.

In January, when Utah had ended the Supreme Court’s moratorium on executions by throwing Gilmore in front of the firing squad, there hadn’t been any doubt that Texas would reenter the death business. And there hadn’t been any doubt that Russell Lee Holmes would be the first man up to bat.

Maybe that’s because when the sentencing judge had asked him what he had to say about kidnapping, torturing, and murdering six small children, Russell Lee had said, “Well, sir, basically, I can’t wait to get me another.”

The warden arrived at Russell Lee’s cell. He was a fat, barrel-chested man, nicknamed Warden Cluck due to jowls that reddened and shook like a rooster’s when he was angry or upset. Russell Lee knew from experience that it didn’t take much to get Cluck upset. Now, however, the warden seemed kind, even benevolent, as he unrolled the warrant and cleared his throat so the other four men in the Death House could hear.

“Here’s your sentence, Russell Lee. I’m gonna read to you your sentence. You listenin’?”

“They’re gonna fry my ass,” he said casually.

“Now, Russell Lee, we’re all here to help you today. To get you through this with less fuss.”

“Go to hell.”

Warden Cluck shook his head and got to reading. “It is the mandate of this court, that you, Russell Lee Holmes, shall be executed for the following crimes.”

He ran down the list. Six counts of murder in the first degree. Kidnapping. Rape. Molestation. All-round sadistic bad ass deserving to die. Russell Lee nodded to each charge. Not a bad list for the kid his mama had simply called Trash, as in “filthy white trash,” as in, “no betta than yer father, that piece of no good, filthy white trash.”

“You understand the sentence, Russell Lee?”

“It’s a little late if I don’t.”

“Fine, then. The Father’s here to meet with you.”

“I only want to speak with you, my son,” Father Sanders said soothingly. “To be with you in this time of crisis. To allow you to unburden your soul and understand this journey you are about to take.”

Russell Lee, always cordial, said, “Fuck you. I don’t want to meet no pussy God. I’m looking forward to meetin’ Mr. Satan. I figure I can teach him a thing or two about how to make babies scream. Don’t you got a kid, Warden? A little girl . . .”

The warden’s pudgy face had suddenly turned beet red. He stabbed a thick finger in the air while his jowls started shaking. “Don’t start. We’re trying to help you—”

“Help fry my ass. I’m no fool. You want me dead so you can sleep at night. But I think I’m gonna like being dead. Then I can go anywhere I want, be like Casper. Maybe tonight I’ll find your little girl—”

“We ain’t gonna bury your body,” the warden yelled. “We’re gonna put it through the chip machine, you son of a bitch. We’re gonna dice you into dust, then dump the dust into acid. Won’t be no trace of your sorry ass left on the face of this earth by the time we’re done with you. No fucking molecule!”

“Can’t help myself,” Russell Lee drawled. “I was born to be bad.”

Warden Cluck hiked up his gray pants, jerked his head at the priest to join him, and stomped out of the cell.

Russell Lee lay back down on his cot and grinned. Time for a good nap. Nothing more to look forward to today. Nothing more to look forward to period, Trash.

His grin faltered when in the corridor, the four dead men took up the chant.

“How do you like Russell Lee? Baked, crisped, or fried? How do you like Russell Lee? Baked, crisped, or fried?”

         

THREE-THIRTY P.M.
Russell Lee got up, his last meal of fried chicken, fried okra, fried sweet potatoes finally arriving. With it came an uninvited guest, reporter Larry Digger—the warden’s way of punishing him for his morning display.

For a moment the two men just stared at each other. Larry Digger was thirty years old, his body trim, his face unlined, his dark hair thick. He carried the wind of the outside world with him like a special scent, and all the men stared at him with sullen, resentful eyes. He breezed into Russell Lee’s cell and plopped down on the cot.

“You gonna eat all that? You’ll burst your intestines before you ever get to the chair.”

Russell Lee scowled. Larry Digger had been latched on to him like a leech for seven years now, first following his crimes, then his arrest, his trial, and now his death. In the beginning Russell Lee hadn’t minded so much. These days, however, the reporter’s questions made him nervous, maybe a little scared, and Russell Lee hated being scared. He fastened his gaze upon the meal cart and inhaled the oily scent of burnt food.

“Whaddya want?” Russell Lee demanded, digging into the pile of fried chicken with his hands.

Digger tipped back his fedora and adjusted his trench coat. “You seem calm enough. No hysterics, no pledges of innocence.”

“Nope.” Russell Lee ripped off a bite of chicken, chewed noisily, swallowed.

“I was told you’d sworn off the priest. I didn’t think you’d take the Jesus route.”

“Nope.”

“No purging of sins for Russell Lee Holmes?”

“Nope.”

“Come on, Russell Lee.” Digger leaned forward and planted his elbows on his knees. “You know what I want to hear. It’s your last day now. You know there won’t be a pardon. This is it. Final chance to set the record straight. From your lips to the front page.”

Russell Lee finished the chicken, smacked his greasy lips, and moved on to the charcoaled okra.

“You’re gonna die alone, Russell Lee. Maybe that seems okay to you now, but the minute they strap you into Old Sparky, it won’t be the same. Give me their names. I can have your wife flown in here for you. And your baby. Give you some support, give you family for your last day here on earth.”

Russell Lee finished the okra and plunged three fingers into the middle of the chocolate cake. He collapsed a whole side, excavated it like a tunnel digger, and started sucking the frosting from his palm.

“I’ll even pay for it,” Digger said, a last-ditch effort from a man who was paid jack shit, and they both knew it. “Come on. We know you’re married. I’ve seen the tattoo and I’ve heard the rumors. Tell me who she is. Tell me about your kid.”

“Why does it matter to you?”

“I’m just trying to help you—”

“You gonna bring ’em here and call ’em freaks, that’s what you’re gonna do.”

“So they exist, you admit it—”

“Maybe they do. Maybe they don’t.” Russell Lee flashed a mouthful of chocolate-coated teeth. “I ain’t telling.”

“You’re a stubborn fool, Russell Lee. They are going to fry you, and your wife will never have benefits and your kid will get raised by some other junkyard dog who’ll claim it as his own. Probably become a loser just like you.”

“Oh, it’s all taken care of, Digger. It is, it is. Matter of fact, I got me more of a future than you do. That’s what they call irony, ain’t it. Irony. Good word, 

goddammit. Good word.” Russell Lee turned back to his cake and shut up.

Larry Digger finally left in a rage. Russell Lee tossed his leftover food, including most of the cake, onto the concrete floor. He was supposed to share his dessert with his fellow death row inmates; that was protocol. Russell Lee ground the cake into the cement floor with the heel of his right foot.

“Let them all share that. Let the motherfuckers share that.”

Abruptly a loud crunch rang down the corridor, the noise growing, swelling, into a fierce, angry crescendo. It paused, dipped low, then soared high, going from a whine to a snarl.

The executioner was warming up the chair, testing his equipment at 1800 volts to 500 to 1300 to 300.

Suddenly the moment was very real.

“How do you like Russell Lee?” the corridor pulsed. “Baked, crisped, or fried? How do you like Russell Lee? Baked, crisped, or fried?”

Russell Lee Holmes sat down quietly on the edge of the cot. He drew in his shoulders, thought of the nastiest things he could think of. Small, soft throats, big blue eyes, shrill little-girl screams.

I won’t say a word, baby. I’ll keep it to my grave. ’Cause once there was someone who at least pretended to love Trash.





Boston, Massachusetts

JOSH SANDERS TRUDGED
down the brightly lit halls. A first-year resident, he was going on hour thirty-seven of a supposed twenty-four-hour ER shift and he functioned purely on autopilot. He wanted sleep. He must find an empty room. He must sleep.

He came to the door of room five. No lights were on. Dimly he recalled that the boards listed five as unoccupied. Slow night in the ER.

Josh entered the room and yanked back the curtain surrounding the bed, ready to collapse.

A whimper. A hoarse, strangled wheeze. A moan.

The freshman doctor caught himself and snapped on the overhead light. A fully clothed little girl lay magically sprawled on top of the bed.

And she was clutching her throat as her eyes rolled back into her head and her whole body went limp.

         

THE DEATH TEAM
was well trained. Three guards snapped Russell Lee Holmes into leg irons and a belly chain. He informed the warden he could walk out on his own, and everyone fell into position.

The guards flanked Russell Lee. Warden Cluck led. They marched down the forty-five-foot corridor, where the green door that had greeted 361 men now held Russell Lee’s number.

At five the barber had shaved his head, sculpting a perfectly bald crown for the electrode plate. Then there’d been one last shower before he’d donned the execution whites. White pants, white shirt, white belt, all made from cotton grown on the prison farms and cut, spun, and sewed by prison inmates. He was going to his death looking like a fucking painter and without a trace of the outside world upon him.

The door swung open. Old Sparky beckoned. Rich burnished wood, over fifty years old and gleaming. High back, solid arms and legs, wide leather straps. Looked almost like Grandma’s favorite rocker except for the face mask and electrodes.

The executioner took over and everything happened in a blur. The guards were strapping Russell Lee to the golden oak frame. One thrust a bite stick between his teeth, the other swabbed his left leg, head, and chest with saline solution to help conduct the electricity. The executioner followed up with metal straps around his calves, metal straps around his wrists, two diodes on each side of his heart, and finally a silver bowl on top of his shaved head. In less than sixty seconds Russell Lee Holmes had been crowned king.

The executioner taped up his eye sockets so there would be less mess when his eyeballs melted, and stuck cotton balls up his nose to limit the bleeding.

Eleven-thirty P.M. The death squad left the room, and Russell Lee’s “torture time” began. He sat, strapped to his death chair, surrounded by blackness and waited for the phone on the wall to ring, the phone connected directly with the governor’s office.

In the three viewing rooms across from him, others also waited. In room one were the witnesses—Larry Digger and four relatives of Russell Lee’s victims who could afford to attend. Patricia Stokes had lost her four-year-old daughter Meagan to this monster’s handiwork. Her husband was on duty at his new job, so she’d brought along her fourteen-year-old son instead. Brian’s young face was immobile, but Patricia was sobbing quietly, her thin arms wrapped tightly around her tall, gaunt frame.

In room two, the executioner stood ready. This room contained the second phone connected directly with the governor’s office. It also boasted three large buttons, an inch and a half in diameter, which jutted out of the wall. One main inducer and two backups. The state of Texas always got the job done.

Room three was for family and friends of the inmate. Tonight its only occupant was Kelsey Jones, Russell Lee’s beleaguered defense attorney, who was wearing his best suit—a mint-colored seersucker—for the occasion. Kelsey Jones had a special assignment. He was to watch. He was to report back, Russell Lee’s last consideration to the woman who had loved him.

Then Kelsey Jones was to forget all about Russell Lee—a task he would gladly accept.

Eleven thirty-one P.M. The countdown began, and the many subterfuges and manipulations that had started more than five years before finally came to a head. All rooms were quiet. All occupants were tense.

The man who was responsible sat in the chair with tape over his eyeballs and ground his teeth into the bite stick.

I AM POWERFUL. I AM HUGE!

His bowels let loose. And he gripped the end of the armrests so hard his knuckles turned white.

Love you, baby. Love . . . you.

         

“CODE BLUE! CODE BLUE!”
Josh simultaneously shouted orders and checked the little girl’s pulse. “I need a cart, stat! We got a young female, looks to be eight or nine, barely breathing. Somebody call peds!”

Dr. Chen rushed into the room. “Where did she come from?”

“Don’t know.”

Staff and crash cart arrived at the same time, and everyone fell into a fast, furious rhythm.

“She’s not on the boards,” Nancy, the head nurse reported, grabbing a needle. The IV slipped in, followed by the catheter. Immediately they were drawing blood and urine.

“She’s running a fever! Oh, we got hives!” Sherry, another nurse, had finished snipping away the cotton sweatshirt to attach the five-lead heart monitor and revealed the little girl’s inflamed torso.

“STAND BACK!”

The chest X ray flashed, and they fell back on the patient, working furiously. The girl’s body was covered with a sheen of sweat and she was completely nonresponsive. Then her breathing stopped altogether.

“Tube!” Josh shouted, and immediately went to work to intubate.

Shit, she was small. He was afraid he was hurting something as he bumbled his way around her tiny throat like a water buffalo. Then the tube found the opening and slithered down her windpipe. “I’m in!” he exclaimed at the same time Sherry whirled out of the room with vials of fluid for the CBC, chem 20, and urine drug screen.

“Pulse is thready,” Nancy said.

“Assessment, Josh?” Dr. Chen demanded.

“Anaphylaxis reaction,” Josh said immediately. “We need one amp of epi.”

“Point-oh-one milli,” Dr. Chen corrected him. “Peds dosage.”

“I don’t see any sign of a bee sting,” Nancy reported, handing over the epinephrine and watching the doctor administer it through the breathing tube.

“It could be a reaction to anything,” Dr. Chen murmured, and waited to see what the epi would do.

For a moment they were all still.

The little girl looked so unprotected sprawled on the white hospital bed with five wires, an IV, and a bulky breathing tube sprouting from her small figure. Long blond hair spilled onto the bed and smelled faintly of No More Tears baby shampoo. Her eye-lashes were thick and her face splotchy—smudges under the eyes, bright red spots staining her plump cheeks. No matter how many years he worked, Josh would never get used to the sight of a child in a hospital.

“Muscles are relaxing,” Josh reported. “Breathing’s easier.” Epinephrine acted fast. The little girl’s eyes fluttered open but didn’t focus.

“Hello?” Dr. Chen tried. “Can you hear me?”

No response. He moved from verbal to tactile, shaking her lightly. She still did not respond. Nancy tried the sternal rub, pressing her knuckles against the tiny sternum hard enough to induce pain. The little girl’s body arched helplessly, but her eyes remained glazed.

“Hard to arouse,” Nancy reported. “The patient remains nonresponsive.” Now they were all frowning.

The door burst open.

“What’s all the ruckus about?” Dr. Harper Stokes strode into the room, wearing green scrubs as if they were tennis whites and looking almost unreal with his deep tan, vivid blue eyes, and movie-poster face. He had just joined City General Hospital as a hotshot cardiothoracic surgeon and had already taken to striding the halls like Jesus in search of lepers. Josh had heard he was very good but also seemed to know it. You know what the difference between a cardiac surgeon and God is? God doesn’t think he’s a cardiac surgeon.

“We got it,” Dr. Chen said a bit testily.

“Uh-huh.” Dr. Harper sauntered over to the bed. Then he spotted the little girl sprouting tubes and drew up cold, looking honestly shocked. “My God, what happened?”

“Anaphylaxis reaction to unknown agent.”

“Epi?”

“Of course.”

“Give me the chest X ray.” Dr. Stokes held out a hand, peering at the girl intently and checking her heartbeat.

“We got it under control!”

Dr. Stokes raised his head just long enough to look the younger M.D. in the eye. “Then, why, Dr. Chen,” he said somberly, “is she lying there like a rag doll?”

Dr. Chen gritted his teeth. “I don’t know.”

         

MIDNIGHT. THE DOCTOR
entered the executioner’s room and took up position against the back wall, his hands clasped behind him. The executioner picked up the phone connected to the governor’s office.

He heard dial tone.

He recradled the receiver. He counted off sixty seconds.

He stared at Russell Lee Holmes, who sat in the middle of the death chamber with his lips peeled back from his scarecrow teeth in an idiot’s grin.

“He’s too dumb to know what’s going on,” the doctor said.

“Don’t matter now,” the executioner said.

His watch hit 12:01. He picked up the phone. He still heard the dial tone.

He hit the main inducer button and 440 volts/10 ohms of electricity surged through Russell Lee Holmes’s body.

The lights dimmed in the Death House. Three inmates roared and clapped while one curled beneath his cot and rocked back and forth like a frightened child. The relatives of the victims watched stoically at first, but when Russell Lee’s skin turned bright red and began to smoke, they turned away. Except for Brian Stokes. He remained watching, as if transfixed, while Russell Lee Holmes’s body convulsed. Abruptly his feet blew off. Then his hands. Behind Brian, his mother screamed. He still didn’t look away.

And then it was simply over.

The doctor entered the death chamber. He’d wiped Vicks VapoRub beneath his nose to block out the smell. It wasn’t enough, and his nose crinkled as he inspected the body.

He looked at the middle window, into the executioner’s room. “Time of death is twelve-oh-five.”

         

“I GOT DRUG
screen results!” Sherry plowed through the door, and Josh grabbed the reports, just beating out Dr. Harper Stokes.

“She’s positive for opiates,” Josh called.

“Morphine,” Dr. Stokes said.

“Narcan,” Dr. Chen ordered. “Point-oh-oh-five milli per kilo. Bring extra!”

Sherry rushed away for the reversing agent.

“Could she be allergic to morphine?” Josh quizzed Dr. Chen. “Could that be what caused the anaphylaxis reaction?”

“It happens.”

Sherry returned with the narcan and Dr. Chen quickly injected it. They removed the breathing tube and waited, a second dose already in hand. Narcan could be repeated every two to three minutes if necessary. Dr. Stokes checked the young girl’s pulse again, then her heart.

“Better,” he announced. “Steadying. Oh, hang on. Here we go . . .”

The little girl was moving her head from side to side. Nancy drew a sheet over her and they all held their breath. The little girl blinked and her large eyes, a striking mix of blue and gray, focused.

“Can you hear me, honey?” Dr. Stokes whispered, his voice curiously thick as he smoothed back her limp hair from her sweaty forehead. “Can you tell us your name?”

She didn’t answer. She took in the strangers hovering above her, the white, white room, the lines and wires sticking out of her body. Plump and awkward-looking, she was not a pretty child, Josh thought, but at that moment she was completely endearing. He took her hand and her gaze rested on him immediately, tearing him up a little. Who in hell drugged and abandoned a little girl? The world was sick.

After a moment her fingers gripped his. A nice, strong grip considering her condition.

“It’s okay,” he whispered. “You’re safe. Tell us your name, honey. We need to know your name.”

Her mouth opened, her parched throat working, but no sound emerged. She looked a little more panicked.

“Relax,” he soothed. “Take a deep breath. Everything is okay. Everything is fine. Now try it again.”

She looked at him trustingly.

This time she whispered, “Daddy’s Girl.”


 
ONE

                                                                                                                                                                                                      

Twenty years later

 
SHE WAS LATE,
she was late, oh, God, she was so late!

 Melanie Stokes came bounding up the stairs, then made the hard left turn down the hall, her long blond hair whipping around her face. Twenty minutes and counting. She hadn’t even thought about what she was going to wear. Damn.

She tore into her room with her sweatshirt half pulled over her head. A strategic kick sent the heavy mahogany door slamming shut behind her as she shed the first layer of clothes. She toed off her tennis shoes and sent them sailing beneath the pine bureau that swallowed nearly a quarter of her bedroom. A lot of things came to rest beneath the battered dresser. One of these days she meant to clean it out. But not tonight.

Melanie hastily shimmied out of her ripped-up jeans, tossed her T-shirt onto the sleigh bed, and hurried to the closet. The wide plank floorboards felt cool against her toes, making her do a little cha-cha-cha along the way.

“Come on,” she muttered, ripping back the silk curtain. “Ten years of compulsive shopping crammed into one five-by-five space. How hard can it be to locate a cocktail dress?”

To judge by the mess, pretty hard. Melanie grimaced, then waded in fatalistically. Somewhere in there were a few decent dresses.

At the age of twenty-nine, Melanie Stokes was petite, capable, and a born diplomat. She’d been abandoned as a child at City General Hospital with no memory of where she came from, but that had been a long time ago and she didn’t think of those days much. She had an adoptive father whom she respected, an adoptive mother whom she loved, an older brother whom she worshiped, and an indulgent godfather whom she adored. Until recently she had considered her family to be very close. They were not just another rich family, they were a tight-knit family. She kept telling herself they would be like that again soon.

Melanie had graduated from Wellesley six years earlier with her family serving as an enthusiastic cheering section. She’d returned home right afterward to help her mother through one of her “spells,” and somehow it had seemed easiest for everyone if she stayed. Now she was a professional event organizer. Mostly she did charity functions. Huge black-tie affairs that made the social elite feel social and elite while simultaneously milking them for significant sums of money. Lots of details, lots of planning, lots of work. Melanie always pulled them off. Seamless, social columnists liked to rave about the events, relaxed yet elegant. Not to mention profitable.

Then there were the nights like tonight. Tonight was the seventh annual Donate-A-Classic for Literacy reception, held right there in her parents’ house, and, apparently, cursed.

The caterer hadn’t been able to get enough ice. The parking valets had called in sick, the Boston Globe had printed the wrong time, and Senator Kennedy was home with a stomach virus, taking with him half the press corps. Thirty minutes ago Melanie had gotten so frustrated, tears had stung her eyes. Completely unlike her.

But then, she was agitated tonight for reasons that had nothing to do with the reception. She was agitated, and being Melanie, she was dealing with it by keeping busy.

Melanie was very good at keeping busy. Almost as good as her father.

Fifteen minutes and counting. Damn. Melanie found her favorite gold-fringed flapper’s dress. Encouraged, she began digging for gold pumps.

During the first few months of Melanie’s adoption, the Stokeses had been so excited about their new daughter, they’d lavished her with every gift they could imagine. The second floor master bedroom suite, complete with rose silk wall hangings and a gold-trimmed bathroom, where she needed a stool just to catch her reflection in the genuine Louis IV mirror, was hers. The closet was the size of a small apartment, and it had been filled with every dress, hat, and, yes, gloves ever made by Laura Ashley. All that in addition to two parents, one brother, and one godfather who were shadowing every move she made, handing her food before she could think to hunger, bringing her games before she could think to be bored, and offering her blankets before she could think to shiver.

It had been a little weird.

Melanie had gone along at first. She’d been eager to please, wanting to be happy as badly as they wanted to make her happy. It seemed to her that if people as golden and beautiful and rich as the Stokeses were willing to give her a home and have her as a daughter, she could darn well learn to be their daughter. So she’d dressed each morning in flounces of lace and patiently let her new mom cajole her straight hair into sausage curls. She’d listened gravely to her new father’s dramatic stories of snatching cardiac patients from the clutches of death and her godfather’s tales of faraway places where men wore skirts and women grew hair in their armpits. She spent long afternoons sitting quietly with her new brother, memorizing his tight features and troubled eyes while he swore to her again and again that he would be the perfect older brother for her, he would.

Everything was perfect. Too perfect. Melanie stopped being able to sleep at night. Instead, she would find herself tiptoeing downstairs at two A.M. to stand in front of a painting of another golden little girl. Four-year-old Meagan Stokes, who wore flounces of lace and sausage-curled hair. Four-year-old Meagan Stokes, who’d been the Stokeses’ first daughter before some monster had kidnapped her and cut off her head. Four-year-old Meagan Stokes, the real daughter the Stokeses had loved and adored long before Melanie arrived.

Harper would come home from emergency surgeries and carry her back to bed. Brian grew adept at hearing the sound of her footsteps and would patiently lead her back to her bedroom. But still she’d come back down, obsessed by the painting of that gorgeous little girl whom even a nine-year-old girl could realize she was meant to replace.

Jamie O’Donnell finally intervened. Oh, for God’s sake, he declared. Melanie was Melanie. A flesh-and-blood girl, not a porcelain doll to be used for dress-up games. Let her pick her own clothes and her own room and her own style before the therapy bills grew out of control.

That piece of advice probably saved them all. Melanie left the master bedroom suite for a sunny third-story bedroom across from Brian’s room. Melanie liked the bay windows and low, slanted ceilings, and the fact that the room could never be mistaken for, say, a hospital room.

And she discovered, during a clothing drive at school, that she liked hand-me-downs best. They were so soft and comfortable, and if you did spill or rip something, no one would notice. She became Goodwill’s best customer for years. Then came the trips to garage sales for furniture. She liked things banged up, scarred. Things that came with a past, she realized when she was older. Things that came with the history she didn’t have.

Her godfather was amused by her taste, her father aghast, but her new family remained supportive. They kept loving her. They grew whole.

In the years since, Melanie liked to think they all learned from one another. Her well-bred southern mother taught her which fork to use for which courses. In turn Melanie introduced her depression-prone mother to the reggae song “Don’t Worry, Be Happy.” Harper instilled in his daughter the need to work hard, to consciously and proactively build a life. Melanie taught him to stop and smell the roses every now and then, even if just for a change of pace. Her brother showed her how to survive in high society. And Melanie showed him unconditional love, that even on his bad days—and Brian, like Patricia, had many of those—he would always be a hero to her.

The doorbell rang just as she unearthed her shoes. Jesus, she was cutting it close tonight.

Hair and makeup, quick. At least her pale features and baby-fine blond hair didn’t require more than the lightest touch of color and a simple stroke of the hair-brush. A little blush, a little gold eye shadow, and she was done.

Melanie took a deep breath and permitted herself one last assessment in the mirror. The event was coming together in that crazy way each one did. Her father had volunteered to greet the guests, a definite overture of peace, and her mother was appearing more composed than Melanie had expected. Things were working out.

“It’s going to be a great evening,” Melanie assured her reflection. “We got rich patrons, we got a blood donor room. We got the best food money can buy and a stack of rare books to collect. Your family is doing better, and to hell with Senator Kennedy—it’s gonna be a great night.”

She gave herself a smile. She pushed herself away from her bureau. Took a big step toward her door. And suddenly the world tilted and blurred in front of her eyes.

Black void, twisted shapes. Weird sense of déjà vu. A little girl’s voice, pleading in the dark.

“I want to go home now. Please, let me go home. . . .”

Melanie blinked. Her cluttered room snapped back into view, the fading spring sun streamed through the bay windows, the hundred-and-ten-year-old floor felt solid beneath her feet. She discovered her hands pressed against her stomach, sweat on her brow. She glanced around immediately, almost guiltily, hoping no one had noticed.

No one was upstairs. No one knew. No one had seen or suspected a thing.

Melanie quickly descended the stairs where the sounds of gathering people and clinking champagne glasses beckoned gaily.

Four spells in three weeks. Always the black void. Always the same little girl’s voice.

Stress, she thought, and walked more briskly. Delusions. Neuroses.

Anything but memory. After all this time, what would be the point?

         

THE BOEING 747 TOUCHED
down badly, bumping and skipping on the runway. Larry Digger was in a foul mood to begin with, and the botched landing did nothing to improve it.

Digger hated flying. He didn’t trust planes, or pilots, or the computers that were installed to imitate pilots. Trust nothing, that was Larry Digger’s favorite motto. People are stupid was his second favorite.

Gimme a drink was probably his third. But he wasn’t about to say it then.

Time hadn’t been kind to Larry Digger. His trim frame had turned soft at pretty much the same rate his promising investigative reporter’s career had turned sour. Somewhere along the way his mouth adopted the perpetually dour look of a hound dog, while his cheeks developed jowls and his chin got too fleshy. He looked ten years older than his real age. He felt about another ten years older than that.

At least he had until the phone had rung three weeks earlier. Within days he’d hocked his stereo equipment for a first-rate tape recorder, then sold his car for a plane ticket and traveling cash.

This was it for Larry Digger. Twenty-five years after he’d started the search for the Holy Grail, he was in Boston, and it was boom or bust.

He hailed a cab. It had taken him a week to track down the address in his fist. Now he handed the piece of paper to the tired-looking driver who was paying more attention to the Red Sox game on the radio than to the other cars on the road.

Digger was traveling light, just clean underwear, a couple of white shirts, the tape recorder, and a copy of his own book, published fifteen years before. He’d started writing it soon after Russell Lee Holmes’s execution when most nights he woke up with the scent of burning flesh polluting his nostrils. The other guys had gotten a break that night. Blowing an inmate apart had given the anti-death penalty liberals all the ammunition they’d needed. Texas had gotten to hastily re-retire Old Sparky, not entering the execution business again until 1982, when the state got lethal injection.

It hadn’t helped Digger though. He’d thought Russell Lee would be the big story for him, finally break him out of Pisswater, USA, and move him to national news. They’d kept him in Huntsville, covering the retirement of Old Sparky, covering the debate. Then he got to cover the setup of the lethal injection, and way before he was ready, he was back to watching men die.

He had started needing a drink before going to bed. Then he started needing two or three. Most likely he was on his own slow road to dying, when lo and behold, the phone had rung.

Two A.M., May 3. Exactly three weeks ago. Larry Digger remembered it clearly. Fumbling for the ringing phone on the bedside table. Swearing at the thundering sound. Pressing the cold receiver against his ear. Hearing the disembodied voice in the dark.

“You shouldn’t have given up. You were right about Russell Lee Holmes. He did have a wife and child. Do you want to know more?”

Of course he did. Even when he knew he should’ve given up, when he knew that his obsession with Russell Lee Holmes had cost him more than it had ever given him, he hadn’t been able to say no. The caller had known that too. The caller had actually laughed, a weird, knowing sound that was distorted by some machine. Then he’d hung up.

Two days later the caller was more specific. This time he gave Digger a name. Idaho Johnson.

“It’s an alias. Russell Lee Holmes’s favorite alias. Track it down, you’ll see.”

Digger had tracked the name to a marriage certificate. He’d then traced both husband’s and wife’s names to a birth certificate for a child listed as Baby Doe Johnson. No sex or hospital was listed, but there was a midwife’s name. Digger found her through the Midwives Association, and there he’d struck gold.

Yes, she remembered Idaho Johnson. Yes, that picture looked like him. A slight hesitation. We-ell, yes, she understood that his real name was actually Russell Lee Holmes. Not that she’d known it then, she informed Digger crisply. But when the cops had arrested Russell Lee and the papers had carried his picture, she’d sure figured it out. Then the midwife thinned her lips. She wasn’t willing to say another word. Baby Doe Johnson was Baby Doe Johnson and she didn’t see any reason to infringe upon the privacy and rights of a child simply because of what the father had done.

Digger had tried tracking down the child and mother on his own, only to hit a wall. The woman’s name on the marriage certificate also appeared to be an alias, having no social security number, driver’s license, or tax history to back it up. Digger had combed through old records, old files. He’d hunted for photos, property deeds, any damn kind of paper trail. No sign of Angela Johnson or Baby Doe.

Digger had gone back to the midwife.

He’d begged. He’d pleaded and argued and brow-beat. Offered money he didn’t have and glory he’d never known. The best he could get out of the woman was one last grudging story, a small incident that had happened to her after Russell Lee’s arrest. Really, it had probably been nothing.

But to Larry Digger it had been everything. Within seconds of hearing the midwife’s little tale, he thought he knew exactly what had happened to Baby Doe Johnson. And it was a bigger story than any dried-up, washed-up, half-drunk reporter had ever dared to dream.

But why dredge it up twenty years later?

He’d asked his three A.M. caller that question, actually. And he still recalled the weird, high-pitched answer.

“Because you get what you deserve, Larry. You always get what you deserve.”

The cab was slowing down and pulling over. Digger glanced around.

He was in downtown Boston. One block from the Ritz, one block from the landmark Cheers, limos everywhere. This was where the Stokeses now lived? The rich did get richer.

God, that pissed him off.

Digger slapped ten bucks in the cabbie’s hand and crawled out of the taxi.

The sky was clear. He sniffed a couple of times, wiped his hand on his rumpled trousers. Air definitely smelled like flowers. No exhaust fumes here. Rich folks probably didn’t stand for such things. Some big park loomed behind him, filled with cherry trees and tulips and, of all things, swan boats. He shook his head.

He turned away from the park and inspected the row of buildings. They were all stone town houses, three stories high and rail thin. Old and grand. Nestled shoulder to shoulder but still managing to appear aloof. Built by blue bloods, he figured, one hundred years ago, when everyone was still tracing their lineage to the Mayflower. Hell, maybe they still were.

He checked the addresses. The Stokes home was the fourth in. It was currently lit up like the Fourth of July, with two red-coated valets guarding the doorway like matchsticks. As he watched, a Mercedes-Benz pulled up and a woman stepped out. She’d draped purple sequins and white diamonds all over her plump body and looked like a moldy raisin. Her husband, who was equally portly, waddled like a penguin in his tux. The couple surrendered their keys to a valet and sauntered through heavy walnut doors.

Digger looked down at his old trench coat and rumpled pants.

Oh, yeah, he could just stroll right in.

He walked into the park, took a seat on an old wrought iron bench beneath a vast red maple tree, and contemplated the Stokes house once more.

As the reporter who’d tagged Russell Lee Holmes to the grave, Larry Digger had gotten to know all the families of the murdered children. He’d met them when their grief was still a raw, ragged wound, and he’d interviewed them later, when the horror had leached away and left only despair. By then the fathers had a vengeful gleam in their sunken eyes. They fisted their hands and pounded already beat-up furniture when speaking about Russell Lee Holmes. The mothers, on the other hand, clung to their surviving children obsessively, and stared at all men, even their husbands, mistrustfully. By the time the state got around to killing Russell Lee, most of the families had imploded.

Except the Stokeses. From the very beginning they had been different, and from the very beginning the other families had resented them for that. Except for Meagan, Russell Lee’s victims lived in poor neighborhoods. The Stokeses had lived in a mansion in one of the newly rich neighborhoods of Houston. The other families had had that worn, mongrel look of two working parents. Their kids had had torn clothes and uneven teeth and dusty cheeks.

The Stokeses belonged on the cover of Better Homes and Gardens—the strong, noble doctor-husband, the slender, classy, former-beauty-queen wife, and their two golden children. Gleaming blond hair; perfect white teeth; pink, rosy cheeks.

They were the kind of people you half wanted something bad to happen to, and then, when it did . . . 

Digger had to look down at the grass. Images from that time still shamed and confused him.

The way Patricia Stokes’s clear blue gaze had softened when she spoke of her daughter, trying to describe to reporters the perfect little girl who’d been kidnapped from her family, begging them to help her find her daughter. Then, the way her face had broken completely the day Meagan’s body had been ID’ed. Her blue eyes grew so bleak that for the first time in his life, Larry Digger would’ve given up a story, hell, Larry Digger would’ve given up his soul to give this perfect woman back her daughter.

Right after the execution, when Patricia had been overcome by grief and horror, Digger followed her to the hotel bar. Her husband hadn’t come. Work, Digger had heard. According to the rumor mill, since the death of Meagan Stokes, all Dr. Harper Stokes did was work. The man seemed to have some misguided notion that saving other lives would make God give him his daughter back. Rich men were stupid.

So, the fourteen-year-old Brian had gone to Texas as his mother’s escort. He’d even followed his mother into the bar as if he owned the place. When the bartender tried to protest, the kid gave him a look. A don’t-you-mess-with-me-after-the-things-I’ve-seen look. The bartender shut right up.

Christ, what kind of kid attended an execution?

Right about then Digger figured that the Stokeses weren’t so perfect or golden after all. There was something there, something beneath the carefully manicured surface. Something dark. Something sinister. In all the years since, he’d never shaken that impression.

Now here he was, twenty years later. The Stokeses had a new daughter, and this one had gotten the chance to grow up. But somehow the demons couldn’t all be settled, because someone had called up Larry Digger and invited him over to play.

Someone still thought the Stokeses hadn’t gotten what they deserved.

Digger felt a chill.

He finally shrugged. He spared one last thought for the other daughter, wondering what she was like, if she’d found any happiness there on Beacon Street. He decided he didn’t care.

This was his shot and he was going to take it. He’d done his research. He had his information. And he knew by then how to make his opportunity.

Ready or not, Melanie Stokes, he thought indifferently, here I come.
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