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To Becca, my darling girl, with endless love and enormous pride.

Your dad and I will be here for you—always.
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Prologue

Lester Ray Barnes was a man of many addictions.

Nicotine, alcohol. Sex, drugs, rock and roll. Underage girls. Gambling. There were others, acquired over the years, but right now, it was the last that was sending that old familiar hum of excitement buzzing through his brain to remind him just how good he’d once been at playing the odds.

It had started when he’d overheard Dan, the night shift guard, chatting up Armas, the guy in the cell next to his.

“So, Armas,” Lester Ray had heard Dan say, “guess you’re gonna be looking to have your DNA retested, huh?”

“Whachu talking about?” Armas had mumbled in his lazy, offhand way.

“Heard Cappy—the lifer down on D?—had his done over, month or so ago. Tests came back different this time.”

Lester Ray could picture the smirk on Dan’s face.

“What different?” Armas’s voice moved closer to Lester Ray’s cell now as he got off his cot to approach the guard. “Whachu mean different? What Cappy done?”

“What Cappy done is find himself a get-out-of-jail-free card.” Dan paused—for effect, Lester Ray figured—then dropped the bomb.

“This new test said it couldn’t tell for sure if he did rape that woman.”

“How come it couldn’t tell?” Armas asked.

“They’re saying the guy who owned the lab, he was messing up the samples. Like, maybe he tested the wrong stuff or something, and didn’t testify right, I didn’t get the whole story. All I know is, he wasn’t doing it right and now they’re saying there’s no way of knowing for sure if it been Cappy or not.”

There was silence on the cell block as the news was absorbed and processed.

“How can that happen?” Lester Ray heard himself ask as he, too, gravitated to the end of his cell.

“Beats me. That’s just what I heard.” Dan stood in the center of the hallway as if at center stage. “And I must have heard right, since Cappy’s lawyer filed some kind of appeal with the court and it was heard this morning. Cappy’s going home.”

“Just like that?” Lester Ray’s brows knit together as he tried to comprehend it. “Just like that, they’re letting him go?”

“Judge said they couldn’t hold him any longer. Gotta let him go since there was no way a’ knowing if the test had been right. So, he’ll be out of here as soon as he finishes signing them papers upstairs.” Dan shuffled on down the hall, eager, no doubt, to spread the word beyond death row. “Don’t that just beat all?”

“How’d he get them to do another DNA test?” Lester Ray called after him. “How’d they know to ask?”

“Somebody that worked at the lab ratted him out. And then somebody told a lawyer, Cappy’s lawyer, and he went to the judge. Everyone downstairs is talking about it.” Dan laughed dryly. “Me, I think Cappy’s lawyer just played the odds. I’m thinking he figured, hey, some of the DNA got fucked up, maybe Cappy’s was, too.”

The guard paused, then half turned in the direction of Lester Ray’s cell.

“Hey, you’re the gambler, right? The hustler? You feeling lucky, Lester Ray?” Dan laughed again and continued on down the hall, talking all the way to the door. “Maybe talk ’em into giving you another test, maybe beat that date you got with the needle, Lester Ray. Warden’s got your name on the calendar with a big red circle around it. Middle of June sometime, right? Be here before you know it.”

Ignoring the taunt, Lester Ray called louder. “What lab was this, where this happened? You hear which one?”

“Fremont, I think it was,” Dan said as he passed through the doorway. “Pretty sure it was the lab up in Fremont.”

Lester Ray sat down on his worn, thin mattress, his forearms resting on his knees, and replayed the entire conversation with Armas and the guard over and over in his head.

Fremont.

Hadn’t his own DNA been tested in the Fremont lab?

“Lester Ray?” Armas whispered. “How you figure this? You think this could be true?”

“Dan said it was.”

“But Cappy say he done that woman. He tole us he done her, remember? Said he messed her up real bad.”

“I remember.”

“How could a test say he didn’t, if he say he did?”

“I don’t know.” Lester Ray lay back on his mattress, his brows knitting together as he pondered that very thing.

First thing tomorrow, he was going to check into this. Call that lawyer the court appointed to represent him for his appeals. Find out what this lab thing was all about. If it was the same lab…if there was a chance, any chance at all…

Shit, he thought as he closed his eyes, maybe there was a way to beat his sentence, after all. He contemplated the odds.

The way things stood right now, his odds were a billion to one, definitely not in his favor. But if he could get them to retest him, too, the odds rose to fifty-fifty. Dead even. Didn’t take a genius to decide whether or not to toss those dice.

Lester Ray mentally ticked off the number of times he’d bet the house—and won—on worse odds than these. Well, it was time to roll ’em one more time. God knew the stakes had never been higher.

Once a gambler, always a gambler. Lester Ray smiled to himself in the dim cell.

He lay awake long into the night thinking about how he’d spend his time, once he was out.

On Thursday afternoon, three days after hearing about the DNA debacle at the Fremont lab, Lester Ray sat across from Roland Booth, the attorney who’d been appointed by the Florida court system to walk him through his death row appeals.

“So what do you know about this DNA stuff?” Lester Ray folded his arms on the narrow table that stood between him and Booth, and turned his intense stare on the lawyer. “What are you hearing?”

Booth looked at him blankly, his expression a definite huh?

“Guy in here got out this week because of something being wrong with his tests.” Lester Ray’s calm whisper belied the urge to wrap the lawyer’s tie around his neck and pull it as tight as he could. What the hell kind of a lawyer hadn’t heard about the major fuck-up in the Fremont lab? Every inmate on every block in here knew about it. What kind of clown was Booth that he didn’t know?

“The lab in Fremont.” Lester Ray was practically growling, wondering, not for the first time, what the state of Florida had been thinking when they gave Booth a license to practice law. “They’re saying the guy in the lab got the results all screwed up, then lied on the stand to cover it up, and some guys are getting out because of it. Don’t you know what’s going on around here?”

“Of course, I’m on top of it.”

Lester Ray didn’t bother to try to hide the smirk.

“So that means you have a plan?”

Booth nodded, his lips pursed, giving the appearance as always of listening carefully, though Lester Ray often wondered if he was maybe doing something else in his head, like making up a shopping list or thinking about what movie he was going to see that weekend.

The attorney’s large, pale hands lay perfectly still atop the file that sat unopened on the table between them. His face was equally pale, with little sign of having been touched by the sun, odd for one who lived in the Sunshine State. He wore thick glasses with round tan frames that looked almost feminine. He always wore the same seersucker suit and dark blue tie.

“You do know that Fremont was the lab that did my DNA testing, right?”

“Of course. I know that.”

Right.

“I want my DNA tested again. I want it done now.”

“I’ll certainly look into this for you, Lester Ray,” Roland Booth told him solemnly. “But you understand, of course, that even if it is the same lab that tested your DNA, and even if the lab tech under investigation was the same one who testified at your trial, and even if we can prove there were some irregularities, there have probably been dozens of appeals filed already. This could be backed up for a long time.”

“I don’t give a shit about them.” Lester Ray leaned forward, his dull eyes flat and cold. “And I don’t have a long time. I’m on death row here. I have barely two months left and I don’t give a crap about anyone but me, you understand? You’re my lawyer. You’re supposed to be working on my appeals. That means you work for me, right? I’m the client.”

He was almost in Booth’s face, as close to the lawyer as he’d ever been.

“I want that DNA test done over. ASAP. You find a way to make it happen, and make it happen fast. They’re not going to put me down like some sick dog without a fight, you hear?”

“I hear you, Lester Ray.” Roland Booth had tried to maintain his cool, but it was clear to Lester Ray that he’d rattled the attorney when he’d gotten too close.

Lester Ray made a mental note of that fact.

“I’ll see what the criteria are for retesting, see if there are grounds to have your results reviewed.” Booth looked as if he was about to break into a sweat.

“Reviewed, retested, reevaluated—whatever it is they’re doing, I want mine done, too.”

“I’ll see what I can do, but I can’t promise anything. Like I said, others have most likely filed already.”

“I don’t think we’re communicating very well here, Booth. As my lawyer, you have a moral obligation to do whatever it takes to protect my best interests. The way I see it, my best interests are in staying alive and getting out of here. Now, you tell me what we have to do to get my name moved to the top of that list.”

“I can request that, since the date has been set for your execution, your petition for review be given priority consideration, but there’s no guarantee…”

“What else?” Lester Ray asked impatiently.

“That’s about it. I don’t know if the courts…”

“Then find out, for Christ’s sake. If you don’t know, find out. And fast.” Lester Ray shook his head in disgust. “Maybe we need to go to the governor. What’s the best way to get his attention?”

“I don’t know, Lester Ray.” Booth looked at him with growing irritation. “Maybe you should look for some celebrity to take up your cause.”

“You mean, someone famous?” Lester Ray’s eyes narrowed.

“You mean, find some famous person and get them to talk me up?”

“Pretty much, but hey, I was only…”

“How do I do that?” Lester Ray ignored Booth’s attempts to explain. He’d already figured out that Booth’s suggestion had been made sarcastically. Lester Ray, however, saw the potential. “How do I get someone to go to bat for me?”

“I don’t know. I guess you need publicity about your case. Then you need to convince him or her of your innocence. Then, I suppose, you…”

“That’s it?” Lester Ray stared at the scratched tabletop as if the answer would be found somewhere in the midst of the random marks.

“Look, Lester Ray, it isn’t going to be easy to get—”

“I don’t give a shit about easy. You think it’s easy, sitting here, every day and every night, thinking about what’s gonna happen to me come the middle of June?” Lester Ray was about to explode.

“Way I see it, it’s your job to make sure it doesn’t happen. So you go on TV, and you talk about how I’m innocent and I only have a couple more months and how the state of Florida has to let me have this chance to prove I’m innocent.”

Lester Ray stared directly into Booth’s eyes.

“You should be able to do that, piece of cake.”

“Well, first I have to petition for the retesting. Then, I guess it would help to get someone to give me some print.”

“Print?”

“Get a reporter to write the story, hope it gets picked up by the AP, get public opinion on our side.”

Booth’s long thin fingers stroked his chin.

“It’s not going to be easy. The DA is going to fight this every step of the way. You know he believes you killed not only that Preston woman, but I heard he was looking at you for a couple of others, too. He’s not going to stand by and let you walk without raising holy hell.”

“Let him.” Lester Ray snorted. “Look, all they had was this DNA test, right? The lab guy testified at my trial that the DNA in that girl matched mine. They had no eyewitnesses, no one to put me anywhere near that girl that night. They had no other evidence, Booth.”

Roland Booth sat quietly, his face a mask of concentration.

“They had the neighbor who was out walking her dog,” Booth reminded him. “She testified that she saw you outside Carolyn Preston’s apartment.”

“She said she saw a man who looked like me—medium height and build, had brown hair, and was wearing a khaki jacket.” Lester Ray’s smile was slow and sly. “How many men in central Florida do you suppose match that description?”

Booth nodded almost imperceptibly.

“Maybe. Maybe,” he said. “I can try Harvey Crane from the Journal. Maybe he’ll run with this. Maybe…if I can convince him…”

“That’s your job, Booth.” Lester Ray sat back against the chair and studied the younger man’s face.

“I’ll see what I can do.”

“You’ll give it your best shot?”

“Of course.”

“Cross your heart and hope to die?” Lester Ray unexpectedly leaned across the table again, causing Booth to startle.

“Right.” Booth broke eye contact, pushed his chair back from the table, and began to stuff the folder into his black leather briefcase. He stood abruptly and signaled to the guard at the door that he was finished and ready to leave.

“So I’ll hear from you when?” Lester Ray stood as well.

“As soon as I know something.”

“Next week. I want out of here, Booth.”

“Everyone wants out of here, Lester Ray.” Booth left the room without a backward glance.

“Yeah, well, for some of us, it’s a matter of life and death.”

Lester Ray paused, giving thought to what he’d just said.

“Life and death,” he repeated softly. “Mine…”



One

Regan Landry sat cross-legged on the floor of her father’s study and thumbed through the contents of a file, one of several she’d brought up from the basement in an unmarked cardboard box earlier that morning. Her father, Josh Landry, internationally renowned bestselling author of true crime books, had been the world’s worst record keeper. Almost two years after his death, Regan was still sorting through the boxes of material he’d left scattered throughout his home outside Princeton, New Jersey. So far this past week, she’d uncovered newspaper articles in a box in the attic that related to cases chronicled in the file cabinets in the basement. Not for the first time, Regan rolled her eyes. The man had been the most unorganized person on the face of the earth.

When her cell phone rang, she had to move several piles of newspapers to find it. A glance at the caller ID screen brought a smile to her face.

“So what are you doing on this fine morning in May?” Mitch Peyton asked.

“What am I always doing when I’m at my dad’s?” She laughed good-naturedly. “Sorting through files and trying to organize the mess.”

“I’d think you’d be used to it by now.”

“You’d think.”

“I don’t know why you don’t just hire someone to do that for you.”

“How would someone else know what to do with all this?” She glanced around the room and frowned.

“You’d tell them. You’d show them what you’ve done, point them in the direction of the materials that still need to be sorted through, and tell them to follow your lead. If a file exists, file the newly found material in it. No existing file, you make a new one.”

“I wasn’t aware that the FBI taught a class in Filing 101.”

“You’d be surprised what they teach us down here.”

“I’ve seen you at work, Mitch, up close and personal. There’s little that you do that surprises me.”

“I can see I’m going to have to work on my technique. Can’t have the woman thinking she knows all my secrets.”

Regan could have replied that Mitch had been an open book right from the start, but she let it pass.

As a special agent with the FBI, Mitch was a member of a distinguished team within the Bureau that sought out the best of the best. But when it came to Regan, there’d been no sign of the wily investigator with crack computer skills that had brought him to the attention of the team leader. Mitch was a man who wore his heart on his sleeve, and had since the first time they’d worked a case together.

“Maybe you’re right.” She sighed. “Maybe I should just have someone come in and make a list of the files we already have, then go through the other boxes, check the list for duplicates…”

“There you go.” He didn’t wait for her to run through the entire process as he knew her mind was already starting to do. “You’ve spent enough time on cleanup. You have a book due.”

“Already turned it in to Nina last week, which is one of the reasons I’m here at Dad’s now. I’m trying to decide what I want to do next.”

“No ideas?”

“I have plenty of ideas, but none of them have struck my immediate fancy.” She stood and went to the desk and flipped through one of the files she’d left out last night, thinking it might be a contender for the topic of her next book. “There are lots of possibilities, but nothing seems to be jumping out at me and demanding my attention.”

“I always wondered about the process you writers go through,” he said. “How you decide on one idea over another.”

“The story that needs to be told decides for me. It’s simply a matter of finding it. I’m just lucky that Dad did so much of the groundwork on several potential projects. There’s no end to the number of books he’d wanted to write. Which, of course, explains why there’s no end to the number of boxes and folders he left everywhere from the attic to the basement to one of the outbuildings.”

“But until some idea grabs you by the throat…”

“…I’ll be sorting through files, hoping something does, sooner rather than later.” She sighed. “I get antsy when I’m not working.”

“I’ve noticed. While you’re waiting for lightning to strike, move the search for an assistant to the top of your list of things to do. You know how things go with you: something lands on your radar, and you forget about everything else.”

“You know me too well, Agent Peyton. Once I get started, finding an assistant will be the last thing on my mind. I shall put an ad in this week’s Princeton Packet and one of the Trenton papers—maybe I should try New Brunswick, too—and see what kind of response I get. It would make more sense to have someone else doing this”—she stared around the room at the piles of files and boxes—“so that I can focus on my next project.”

“Speaking of projects, anything new on your search for the elusive Eddie Kroll?”

“Not really.” Regan sat in her father’s oversized leather chair and swiveled around to stare out the window.

“Dolly Brown still not returning your calls?”

“No. She called me back, left me a message saying, effectively, she’s told me everything she knows and to stop calling her. I can’t for the life of me figure out what she’s hiding, but she’s lying about something.” Regan paused. “I think if I work on her sister-in-law, Stella, I might be able to finally get some answers. But since her husband, Carl, died back in March, I’ve given Stella a pretty wide berth.”

“Carl was Dolly and Eddie Kroll’s brother?”

“Right. Stella always seemed to have something she wanted to say, but she was a bit wary of speaking up in front of Dolly, and Dolly was always around.” Regan watched several ducks land feetfirst in the pond behind the old farmhouse. “Maybe I should make a quick trip to Illinois, stop in and see if Dolly feels like chatting. While I’m there, I can stop at Stella’s as well.”

“Good idea. But put that ad for an assistant in the paper before you leave. Think you can be back in time for the weekend? I’m planning on a few days off, and I was hoping we could meet up at your place in Maryland. I miss you.”

“I miss you, too. I was thinking about going to look at boats on Saturday. You can come with me and put in your two cents.”

“I’ll brush up on my boat-speak. Fore and aft. Avast and ahoy. Bow and stern.”

“You’re going to have to do better than that, if you’re going to crew for me.” She laughed. “I guess I’ll see you…when?”

“Let’s shoot for Friday night. I’m leaving this afternoon for Michigan, but I don’t expect this case will go more than a day or so. I’ll let you know if there’s a change.”

“Okay. I love you, Mitch.”

“Love you, too, babe.”

Regan closed her phone and slipped it into her pocket, hoping that Friday night would find Mitch on his way to her home in Maryland rather than the scene of some other heinous crime. She admired his work, was proud of his reputation as one of the FBI’s top agents, understood the urgency of his job. But there were times when she needed him, too. Like now. She wished she could have his company for even an hour, right now.

Unfortunately, wishing alone couldn’t make it happen, she reminded herself.

She forced her thoughts back to Sayreville, Illinois, and the mystery she’d found there a year ago, a mystery that remained unsolved.

She turned the chair around to gaze on the boxes she’d brought up from the basement. It had been in a box very much like any one of those that she’d first found report cards, dated from the 1940s, from Saint John the Baptist Elementary School in Sayreville, Illinois, for a child named Edward Kroll. From the comments written in the small, precise hand of Sister Mary Matthew, Regan had learned that Eddie Kroll had been an asset to the class, had shown an aptitude for mathematics, was inquisitive and an excellent reader. But there’d been no explanation of how or why her father had come into possession of these pieces from another boy’s childhood, or why he had kept them hidden away. She’d searched through hundreds of files since her father’s death, but the name hadn’t turned up anywhere else. She’d even asked Mitch to run a check through the FBI computers to see if Edward Kroll had a criminal record, but he hadn’t gotten any hits. The puzzle had led Regan to place ads in all of the newspapers local to Sayreville, Illinois. It had been one of those ads that had come to the attention of Dolly Brown.

Dolly Brown told Regan she’d been a neighbor of the Krolls, and how, at age thirteen, Eddie Kroll and two of his friends had lured another classmate to a vacant lot, where they’d beaten the boy to death. Eddie, as the youngest of the three, and the least culpable, had been sentenced to juvenile detention until he turned twenty-one, at which time he was released. No one knew what happened to him after that, Dolly Brown had said. Eddie Kroll had simply disappeared, and they’d heard a few years later that he’d died.

Dolly Brown had lied.

Dolly neglected to tell Regan that her maiden name was Kroll, and that she was the sister of the sought-after Eddie. It had taken Regan a while to figure that out.

She still wasn’t sure why Dolly had lied about all that.

And there’d been that business about the other Kroll sister, Catherine. Dolly had shown Regan photos of Eddie as a child, but had insisted there were no pictures of their younger sister, Catherine, beyond early childhood.

Another lie of Dolly’s.

Regan still had no explanation of why Dolly’s sister-in-law, Stella, had quietly slipped a packet of old family photographs into Regan’s purse during her last visit to Sayreville. There, amid photos of Eddie that had been taken prior his incarceration, were pictures of a pretty young woman identified on the flip sides as Catherine Kroll. The pictures were dated 1963. Regan had already determined that Catherine had been born in 1938, so she’d have been twenty-five years old.

Why had Dolly lied?

Regan had returned to Sayreville to discuss this very thing with Dolly, only to find she’d gone to Florida for the winter and had instructed everyone she knew not to divulge her whereabouts to anyone—especially to Regan Landry. When Regan had stopped at Stella’s home, she found Stella’s husband seriously ill, and she’d declined to press the matter. After a phone call to Stella in April, she learned that Carl had passed away several weeks earlier, and once again Regan chose not to question the woman.

“I guess the real question is why can’t I let it go,” Regan muttered under her breath as she reached for the file. It sat off by itself next to the phone on the corner of the desk, as if waiting for Dolly to call back with answers to all the questions the file seemed to ask.

Why can’t I let it go?

Regan rested her chin in her hand. What difference would it make if she ever found out what happened to Eddie Kroll—where he’d gone, how he’d died, where he’d been laid to rest—or why Dolly had been so protective of him, even now, all these years later?

Questions without answers. Regan didn’t know why it mattered. She only knew that it did, and that she was driven by something she didn’t understand to take it as far as she could.

To that end, she went online and booked herself on a morning flight to Chicago. She could drop in on Stella, pay a sympathy call on Carl’s widow. Of course, while she was in Sayreville, she’d drop in at Dolly’s as well, see what that crafty old bird was up to, see if she could figure out whatever it was Dolly didn’t want her to know.

Her travel arrangements made, Regan turned her attention to her search for an assistant. She hunted up the phone number for the local newspapers’ classified departments, and dialed the first number on the list.

Mitch was right. It was time. Time to get her father’s files organized. Time to get on with her next book.

And once she’d hired that assistant, maybe she’d have time to figure out just what Dolly Brown was up to.
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