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Darby McCormick had finished hanging the last of the bloody clothing inside the drying chamber when she heard her name called over the loudspeakers. Leland Pratt, the lab director, wanted to see her inside his office immediately.

Darby stripped out of her latex gloves and lab coat and used the sink in Serology. As she scrubbed her hands, she glanced in the mirror. On her left cheek and underneath her eye was a thin, jagged scar partially hidden by makeup. The plastic surgeons had done a remarkable job, considering the amount of damage Traveler’s axe had caused. She removed the rubber band holding her ponytail, her dark red hair falling against her shoulders, and dried her hands with a paper towel as she left the room.

Standing behind Leland’s desk and talking on the phone was a thin woman impeccably dressed in a sharp black business suit – Boston Police Commissioner Christina Chadzynski.

The woman placed a hand over the phone’s mouthpiece.

‘I’m sorry, I was looking for Leland,’ Darby said. ‘He paged me.’

‘Yes, I know. Come in and shut the door.’ The commissioner returned to her phone call.

Christina Chadzynski was the first woman to hold the commissioner’s job, the highest position inside the Boston Police Department. When her name had been thrown into the ring as a potential candidate, the Boston media had anointed her as the ‘great hope’ to build a bridge between Boston police and community leaders in high crime areas like Roxbury, Mattapan and Dorchester, where she had been born and raised.

Three years into her term, Boston’s homicide rate had soared to its highest level in decades. Politicians decided to offer up Chadzynski as the sacrificial lamb, and the Boston media took the bait. Newspaper columnists and other so-called media experts were calling for her resignation. Chadzynski had failed, they said, because she wasn’t devoted to her job, because she was no longer in touch with the common man since she had married Pawel Chadzynski, a former investment banker turned power broker who was active in Boston’s political circles. There were rumours Chadzynski was planning a run for mayor’s office.

‘I’ve got to go,’ Chadzynski said and hung up. She motioned to the pair of stiff chairs set up in front of Leland’s government-issued desk. ‘Miss McCormick, are you familiar with CSU?’

Darby nodded. The newly formed Crime Scene Investigative Unit was a specialized group made up of the department’s top investigators and forensic technicians who responded to the city’s homicides, rapes and other violent crimes. Appointment to the unit was by the police commissioner. Darby had applied for one of the forensic positions. She wasn’t asked for an interview.

‘Emma Hale,’ Chadzynski said, opening a file. ‘I assume you know who she is.’

‘I’ve being following the case in the papers.’ Last year, in March, the freshman Harvard student disappeared after attending a friend’s party. Eight months later, in November, the week before Thanksgiving, her waterlogged body had washed up on the bank of the Charles River in a section of Charlestown locals called ‘The Oilies’. Emma Hale had been shot in the back of the head.

‘I take it ballistics didn’t match the slug to a former case,’ Darby said.

‘We didn’t find a match.’ Chadzynski put on a pair of thick-framed designer glasses. A significant amount of money had been invested in her hair, makeup, clothes and jewellery. The diamond ring was at least three carats.

‘When Emma Hale disappeared, CSU thought it might be a kidnapping – her father, Jonathan Hale, is very wealthy,’ Chadzynski said. ‘Then another college student disappeared this past December.’

‘Judith Chen.’

‘Do you know what happened?’

‘The papers say she vanished on her way home from the campus library.’

‘CSU is investigating a possible connection.’

‘Is there one?’

‘They’re both college students. That’s the only connection we have. The slug we recovered from Emma Hale’s skull isn’t connected to any cases, and all her time spent in the water washed away any trace evidence. The only piece of evidence we have is a religious statue. I’m sure you read about that in the papers.’

Darby nodded. Both the Globe and the Herald, citing an anonymous police source, said a ‘religious’ statue had been found inside the victim’s pocket.

‘Have you heard anything about the statue?’ Chadzynski asked.

‘The word around the lab is that it was a statue of the Virgin Mary.’

‘Yes, it is. What else have you heard?’

‘The statue was sewn inside Emma Hale’s pocket.’

‘Yes.’

‘What did NCIC have to say?’ Darby asked. The National Crime Information Center, a nationwide database maintained by the FBI’s Criminal Justice Information Services, was the de facto clearing house for all open and solved cases involving murder, missing persons, fugitives and stolen property.

‘NCIC didn’t contain any homicides involving a Virgin Mary statue sewn into the victim’s pocket,’ Chadzynski said.

‘Did you talk to the site profiler at the Boston office?’

‘We consulted him.’ Chadzynski leaned back in her chair and crossed her legs. ‘Leland told me you recently completed your doctorate in criminal psychology from Harvard.’

‘Yes.’

‘And you’ve studied at the FBI’s Investigative Support Unit.’

‘I’ve attended lectures.’

‘Why do you think the killer – whom we are presuming is male – took the time to sew this statue inside a dead woman’s pocket?’

‘I’m sure the site profiler shared his theories with you.’

‘He did. Now I’d like to hear what you have to say.’

‘The Virgin Mary obviously holds some special significance for him.’

‘Obviously,’ Chadzynski said. ‘What else?’

‘She’s the primal archetype for the loving, caring mother.’

‘You’re telling me this man’s got mommy issues?’

‘What man doesn’t have mother issues?’

Chadzynski let out a tired laugh.

‘On some level the killer cared for her,’ Darby said. ‘Emma Hale was kept alive for several months. When her body was found, she was wearing the same clothes she had worn on the night she disappeared. And she was shot in the back of the head.’

‘Do you think that’s significant?’

‘It suggests that he couldn’t face Emma Hale – that he felt some sort of shame or remorse for having to kill her.’

Chadzynski stared at her for what seemed like several minutes.

‘Darby, I’d like to place you on CSU. You can appoint anyone from the lab to your team. In addition to your forensic responsibilities, I’d also like for you to act as the second lead on the unit. You’ll share investigative duties with Tim Bryson. Have you met him?’

‘Just in passing,’ Darby said. She didn’t know much about the man beyond the fact that he had once been married and had a daughter who died of a rare form of leukaemia. Bryson didn’t talk about it. He was intensely private, didn’t fraternize with the crew outside the job. Other cops said Bryson was fiercely dedicated to his work, a quality she deeply admired.

‘This is a tremendous opportunity,’ Chadzynski said. ‘You’ll be the first forensic technician in the history of the department to be placed in an investigative position.’

‘Yes, I realize that.’

‘So why do I sense some hesitation?’

‘If you really felt this way, why did you reject my application?’

‘After your… encounter with Traveler, the department offered you counselling and you refused it.’

‘I didn’t see the need.’

‘And why is that?’

Darby folded her hands on her lap. She didn’t answer.

‘You survived a traumatic event,’ Chadzynski said. ‘Some people think –’

‘With all due respect, Commissioner, I don’t care what other people think.’

Chadzynski’s smile was polite. ‘You caught Traveler. He was on the run for three decades. The FBI’s top profilers couldn’t find him, but you did. I could use your experience here.’

‘I’ll need access to all the information – murder book, autopsy records and pictures.’

‘Tim will have copies delivered to you today.’

‘Have you discussed this with him?’

‘I have. His ego is bruised, but he’ll be fine. You know how men are.’ A conspiratorial grin now. ‘I also think these two cases could benefit from a fresh look at the evidence, what little of it we have. Who would you recommend from the lab?’

‘Coop and Keith Woodbury,’ Darby said.

‘Coop… Do you mean Jackson Cooper, your lab partner?’

‘Yes.’ Jackson Cooper, known around the station as ‘Coop’, was, in addition to being Darby’s friend, the closest thing she had to family since her mother died. ‘Coop was involved with the Traveler case. I could use his help here.’

‘I don’t know Mr Woodbury.’

‘Keith’s only been with us for a few months – he’s our new forensic chemist.’ Darby had worked with him on a recent shooting case. Woodbury was thorough and, without a doubt, one of the brightest people she had met.

‘Then let’s bring them in so I can welcome them aboard,’ Chadzynski said.

‘Coop’s off today, and Keith’s at a seminar in Washington.’

‘Then I’ll let you deliver the good news.’ Chadzynski, using a gold fountain pen, wrote on the back of a business card.

‘I may need additional lab resources,’ Darby said.

‘You’ll have them. I discussed the matter with Leland. You have his full support.’

Chadzynski slid the card across the desk. ‘The top number is my cell phone. Tim’s numbers are below it. He’s expecting your phone call. Do you have any other questions for me?’

‘Not at the moment.’

‘Then I’ll let you get to it.’ The commissioner picked up the phone and started dialling.
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Darby left voicemail messages for Coop and Keith Woodbury. Tim Bryson didn’t answer at any of his numbers. She left a message at his cell phone number asking him to call and then checked out Emma Hale’s forensic file.

From the evidence locker, Darby checked out Emma Hale’s clothing and carried the sealed evidence bags to the back benches in Serology, where she would have plenty of space to spread out.

Darby placed the file on the bench but didn’t read it. She wanted to examine the clothing herself and see if her analysis matched the report compiled by Paula Washow, the forensic technician assigned to CSU.

Emma Hale’s clothes, caked with dried mud and algae and stained with blood, were ripped and torn in several places from the weeks she spent bumping up against rocks, sticks and whatever debris lined the bed of the Charles River.

Lying on the sheets of butcher paper were a Dolce & Gabbana cocktail dress, size 2; a camel-hair winter topcoat by Prada; and a single pair of Jimmy Choo high-heel pumps, size 6, the heel broken. The lacy black thong and matching bra were imprinted with the name of a high-end lingerie boutique on Newbury Street – Boston’s equivalent to Rodeo Drive.

Darby owned only one designer treasure: a heavily discounted black Diane von Furstenberg dress she’d accidentally discovered on a clearance rack. Emma Hale had spent an extraordinary amount on this outfit – the lingerie alone was a few hundred dollars.

The Harvard student’s body was discovered by a local pit bull off its leash, buried underneath two inches of frozen snow. Hale was brought to the morgue and photographed. Darby studied the photos.

Hale’s coat belt was tied and knotted around her waist. One of her shoes was missing, the other hanging on to her ankle by a single strap. Her hands and feet, Darby noticed, weren’t bound.

Dried bloodstains, diluted from Emma Hale’s time in the water, were visible on the back of the coat. Blood had soaked through the coat’s fabric. The flow pattern suggested that, after she was shot in the back of the head, Emma had lain on her back for a period of time, the blood seeping through her jacket and onto her dress. The drag patterns indicated she had been moved.

Had Emma simply landed on her back after she was shot, or had her killer rolled her over to allow her to bleed out before moving her? With no crime scene to analyse, no blood splatter patterns to interpret, it was impossible to know. Either Emma was shot near the dump site – maybe even at the dump site – or she was shot at another location and then transported to the place where she was dropped into the water.

If Emma had been shot outside, how had her abductor managed to keep her calm? Did he tell Emma she was going home and make her change into her old clothing? Wearing her old clothes, Emma would feel comfortable. She might take him at his word. Did he blindfold her? If Emma wasn’t gagged, she might scream. If she wasn’t bound, she might run. Someone might hear the gunshot and call the police. Someone might see him and call the police. If Emma was killed outside, in a public spot, and then dragged or rolled off something like a bridge, blood would be left behind. Someone might stumble across it and decide to call the police.

And when did her killer sew the statue in her dress pocket? Did he do it when she was alive or after she was dead? Would he take the time to sew the pocket shut outside where he might be seen? Doubtful.

The more likely scenario was that Emma Hale was killed at the place where she had been kept for several months. Her abductor would have privacy and control over his environment. After she was dead, he could take his time sewing the statue inside the dress pocket. He could let her bleed out. Then he could move her body to his vehicle and drive to the dump site. Darby wondered if Emma’s body had been wrapped in something like a plastic tarp.

Darby took her own set of pictures of the clothes and then, using the light magnifier, began the long, painstaking hunt across the fabrics looking for any overlooked evidence. Small, rectangular-shaped cuts were visible on the clothes – the places where Washow had collected bloodstain samples for DNA testing.

As she worked, her thoughts kept drifting to Judith Chen’s parents. They had flown up from Pennsylvania and for the past three months lived in a shabby hotel waiting for the phone to ring with news of their youngest daughter. The Boston press followed their every move.

Darby finished her initial review shortly before 11:30 a.m. Next, she examined the clothes using various light sources and checked the blood patterns and tears under a stereo microscope. She found no other trace evidence – no fibres, threads, hairs, glass or any biological fluids.

From the last evidence bag, she removed the five-inch ceramic statue of the Virgin Mary. The Blessed Mother, dressed in a blue robe, stood in the classic pose Darby remembered from church and catechism books – hands outstretched in a loving embrace and head titled slightly to the side as she looked downward, the woman’s expression frozen with eternal sorrow.

The man who shot Emma held this same statue in his hands. He placed it in her dress pocket and then sewed it shut. He wanted to make sure the statue stayed with her. Why? What was the significance of the statue and why was it so important that it stayed with Emma after she died?

During lunch, Darby read over Washow’s forensic report. Washow hadn’t found any trace evidence on the clothing, which wasn’t surprising. Floaters were notoriously difficult. All the time spent underwater had washed away any trace evidence, if there was any to be found.

The clothing had been treated with luminol to enhance the diluted bloodstains. The collected blood samples matched Emma Hale’s DNA profile. Testing on the thread used to sew the statue inside the dress pocket came up negative for blood.

No blood or fingerprints were found on the statue. The underwear was sprayed with a chemical marker for traces of semen. Negative. No foreign pubic hairs were found. Vaginal and anal swabs failed to reveal any DNA evidence.

The bottom of the Virgin Mary was stamped with the words ‘Our Lady of Sorrow’ – a charity organization started in 1910 that used the proceeds from the sale of religious statues, rosary beads, prayer cards and religious note cards to help fight world hunger. The charity disbanded in 1946. No reason was given. The statue was manufactured by the Wellington Company based out of Charlestown, North Carolina. The last production run for this particular Virgin Mary statue was in 1944. The company went bankrupt in 1958. Since the statues weren’t manufactured any more, there was no way to trace them.

Washow, assuming the statue may have some worth as a collectible, conducted an exhaustive search with several Boston-based antique dealers specializing in religious items. The Virgin Mary statue amounted to nothing more than a cheap trinket.

Standing inside her office, Darby thought about the lingerie. Did Emma Hale have a boyfriend or someone special she was meeting that night?

And what had happened to Emma Hale’s purse? Had it been dumped or had her killer held on to it as a souvenir? Darby considered the question as she left the lab, on her way to an appointment.
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Moon Island, situated in Quincy Bay, was once the site of a sewage treatment plant. It is now owned by the city of Boston. In addition to an outdoor firearms range, the forty-five-acre site is also used for bomb disposal and as a training facility for the Boston Fire Department.

Moon Island is not open to the general public. Access is through a causeway which is blocked off by a gate.

Darby stood under a cold, grey sky at the outdoor firing range along with six recruits from the Boston Police Academy. They all wore the same navy blue baseball cap, safety glasses and padded earmuffs. They each wore the same black jacket with a single bright blue stripe running down the sleeve.

The recruits, all men, were training with a Ruger .38 special. Darby, having completed her range test and state-certified firearms safety class, now used her own weapon, a 9mm SIG P-229 with a .40 S&W cartridge. She had selected the handgun for its relatively compact size and comfort. She was still getting used to the weapon’s hard recoil.

The firearms instructor, Steve Gautieri, was demonstrating the classic Weaver stance, the position where the shooter, using a pyramidal base or ‘boxer’s stance’ with one foot in front and the other behind, leaned slightly forward. This stance, Gautieri explained, was the key to accuracy. If the shooter’s feet were parallel, the shot would be either too high or too low.

Darby had adopted a strong stance technique where her legs were spread further apart, almost in a V-shape, her shoulders more forward than the male recruits’. She had also adopted a different grip. Instead of securing her free hand, her left hand, around the fingers holding the handgun, she formed a fist and placed the grip of her handgun against her wrist before firing. It had helped tremendously with her accuracy.

The targets were ready. Darby reminded herself not to jerk the trigger, just squeeze it.

The bell rang. Darby fired the gun, her mind flashing snapshots from Traveler’s underground basement of horrors – the human bones on the floor and dried blood on the walls; the nightmarish maze of wooden corridors of locked and unlocked doors leading to dead ends; women screaming for help, women crying and begging, dying. She could recall every image, every texture and sound.

Darby fired the last shot and straightened, the muscles in her forearms aching. She felt oddly relaxed, as though having just completed a long, satisfying run.

The recruit standing next to her, tall and rugged, kept glancing at her while the firearms instructor examined the results. The sky had grown darker, and it had started to snow. Light flakes swirled in the wind.

Gautieri held up a paper target. ‘Take a look at this shooting, boys. See the nice, tight pattern right here in the centre? This belongs to Darby McCormick, the girl standing at the end there. Nice job, Darby. Want to know why she beat the rest of you? Because she’s got her stance down and she knows to squeeze the trigger and not to jerk it. You’re dismissed. Darby, I’d like a word with you.’

Gautieri waited until after the recruits left before he spoke. ‘What kind of ammo are you using?’

‘Triton .40 S&W, one thirty-five grain,’ Darby said. ‘The one-stop shots approach ninety-six per cent.’ ‘That’s some serious firepower.’ ‘A lot of law enforcement agencies use it.’ Gautieri looked back to the paper target and grinned. ‘You pissed off at anyone I know?’

Darby’s clothes reeked of cordite. When she stepped into the parking lot she saw her lab partner, Jackson Cooper, leaning against her black Mustang.

With the exception of his short, blond hair, Coop bore a striking resemblance to Tom Brady, the quarterback for the New England Patriots. Coop wore jeans and a black North Face fleece jacket. He was adjusting the brim of his Red Sox baseball hat when Darby stepped up to him.

‘What are you doing here?’ Darby asked. ‘I thought you took the day off.’

‘I did. I spent it with Rodeo.’

‘You were at a rodeo?’

‘No, that’s the name of my girlfriend. Row-day-oh. I got your message about your meeting with the commissioner. I tried calling but you weren’t answering your phone.’

‘I turned it off.’

‘I called the lab. Leland told me you were here, so I decided to swing by. He also wanted me to tell you the files you requested have been delivered to the lab. Fill me in on what’s going on.’

For the next twenty minutes Darby filled him in on her meeting with Chadzynski and her review of Emma Hale’s clothing.

‘What do you want me to do?’ Coop asked after she’d finished.

‘Tomorrow morning, I’d like for you to take a look at the Virgin Mary statue and see if anything was overlooked.’

‘I’ll do it now.’

‘Don’t you want to get back to Row-day-oh?’

‘No. I had to fake an emergency to get out of her place.’

‘How did you do that?’

‘I used her phone to page myself, then told her I had to go to a crime scene.’ Coop grinned, pleased by his cleverness. ‘I’m going to break up with her. It’s not working out. She’s into all this artsy-fartsy shit. Last night she made me watch Bareback Mountain.’

‘I think you mean Brokeback Mountain.’

‘Given what those two dudes are doing up in the mountains, I think I was right the first time.’ Coop smiled. ‘Did you talk with Bryson?’

‘I left him a message, but he hasn’t called back.’ Darby took out her car keys. ‘Do you know Tim?’

‘Does anyone know Tim?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You know what I mean. Bryson’s real private. Do you know his partner?’

‘Cliff Watts.’

Coop nodded. ‘Cliffy has worked with Bryson for almost a decade and he doesn’t know anything about the man. Has never been to his home, never went out drinking with him. Cliffy is solid. Appointing Woody was a good choice, by the way.’

‘What is it with guys and nicknames?’

‘It’s how we show affection, Freckles.’ Coop pushed himself off the Mustang. ‘We should get going. Weathermen are saying we’re going to get a nor’easter. They’re predicting two feet.’

‘I’ll believe it when I see it. Last Monday they said we’re going to get a foot and I woke up to two inches.’

‘I bet that’s not the first time you woke up to two inches.’

‘Tell me about it. Remember last month when you passed out on my couch? I saw you in your boxers and let’s just say there’s a whole lot of truth to that Irish curse thing.’

‘Very funny. I’ll see you back at the lab.’

Seated behind the wheel, Darby started the car and turned on her phone. There was one message: Tim Bryson had returned her call. He said it was urgent. She dialled his number.

‘Bryson.’

‘Tim, Darby McCormick. I just got your message. I’m on my way back to the lab, but I was wondering if we could set up a time to meet and talk.’

‘A call came in about a body floating in the Boston Harbor behind the Moakley courthouse.’

‘Is it Judith Chen?’

‘The clothes seem right,’ Bryson said. ‘I’m on my way to the morgue. We can talk there.’
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At 5:30 p.m. Hannah Givens stood under the roof of the Macy’s department store at Boston’s Downtown Crossing, waiting for the bus. This afternoon’s light snow had turned into a powerful storm. She wished she had taken an earlier bus instead of working overtime at the deli, helping clean up and do some food preparation for tomorrow morning’s weekend breakfast crowd – provided the city was open for business. The weathermen were predicting several feet of snow.

Hannah tucked her hands deep in her down parka and looked over Macy’s lighted window displays where mannequins with perfect figures wore spring dresses. One caught her eye – a beautiful black cocktail dress with a revealing but tasteful slit up the leg. Northeastern University’s spring formal was coming up in three weeks and no one had asked her.

In a strange way, she was relieved. Even if someone asked her, she couldn’t afford a new dress – not unless she was willing to pull extra shifts at the deli as well as dipping into her grocery money for the next two months. The idea of eating Raman noodles for breakfast, lunch and dinner wasn’t appealing, and besides, it wasn’t like she could fit into any of these dresses. She would never be thin, not like the girls in the magazines, not like this mannequin or even her two roommates, Robin and Terry, who got up every morning to work out at the gym and ate nothing but salads sprinkled with goat cheese.

Hannah knew she wasn’t much of a looker. She was tall, almost six feet in heels, a big-boned, curvy woman with nice hair and a pleasant face. She didn’t have much of a chest, thanks to her mother’s genes. From her father she had inherited SIS – Shitty Irish Skin that freckled from the sun. The Givens lineage had also given her a lazy eye that, despite her mother’s assurances, hadn’t corrected itself over time.

The real problem, Hannah suspected, was her personality. She was boring. She was smart, hardworking and good with the books, real good, but that didn’t count for much until you got older, when the tables turned and things like brains and a high salary made men stop and take a second look. While Robin and Terry drank dollar drafts at dive bars on Thursday nights and worked the fraternity party circuit Friday through Sunday, Hannah was either working or studying. She wanted to have fun – honestly, she did – but with her two jobs and her course workload, she didn’t exactly have a lot of free time.

While she waited for the bus, Hannah passed the time imagining herself five inches shorter and fifty pounds lighter wearing the black dress in the window and a stunning pair of Manolos as Chris Smith, the handsome lacrosse player from her Shakespeare class, escorted her to the spring formal. She’d look like Cinderella going to the ball.

A car horn honked behind her. Hannah turned and saw a black BMW parked against the kerb on the corner of Porter and Summer Streets. The passenger’s side window was rolled down.

‘Hannah? Is that you?’

A man’s voice. She didn’t recognize it. She couldn’t see who was sitting behind the wheel. The car’s interior was dark.

‘I’m in Professor Johnson’s calculus class,’ the man said. ‘I sit in the far back.’

Hannah stepped up next to the open window. In the soft blue light coming from the dashboard, she saw the man’s face.

He had been in some sort of accident, like a fire. His face was severely scarred, covered with makeup, his nose an awful, crooked mess of skin. His left eye was damaged, wide open and unblinking.

Hannah pulled away from the window. The wind, wild and fierce, whipped curtains of snow across the streets.

‘I’m sorry, we haven’t been formally introduced. I’m Walter. Walter Smith.’

‘Hello.’

‘You ready for Johnson’s midterm next week?’

‘I’m going to do a little studying once I get home.’

‘I hope you’re not waiting for the bus. They’re running waaaay behind schedule on account of the storm. I just heard it on the radio. Hop in. I’ll give you a ride.’

Hannah wanted nothing more than to get out of the cold, to get home and slip into a warm bath. She had a long weekend of studying, and she planned on getting a head start tonight, but the thought of getting inside the car with this stranger filled her with anxiety.

‘Thanks for the offer,’ Hannah said, ‘but I don’t want to put you out of your way.’

‘You’re not. I’m heading over to Brighton anyway to visit a friend.’ Walter Smith was already moving the backpack and textbook into the back seat.

He wasn’t a stranger, not exactly. He was in Professor Johnson’s class. She didn’t recognize him, but that didn’t mean anything. The calculus class was held in a big, musty lecture hall. There were well over a hundred students.

‘You’ll freeze to death out there,’ Walter Smith said. ‘Hop in.’

A small statue of the Virgin Mary was mounted on the dashboard. Seeing the statue sent the anxiety away. Hannah opened the door and hopped in, grateful to be out of the cold wind.

The inside of the car was warm and smelled of new leather and cologne.

‘I live at one twenty-two Carlton Road,’ Hannah said, buckling her seatbelt. ‘Do you know how to get to Allston?’

Walter Smith nodded as he pulled away from the kerb. ‘One of my friends lives around there,’ he said. ‘Speaking of which, do you mind if I swing by and pick up him up? It’s on the way.’

‘No, of course not.’

The city ploughs were out, busy trying to clear the streets and highways. Traffic was slow.

‘So,’ Hannah said, ‘what’s your major?’

Walter Smith was majoring in computer science. He wanted to design computer games. He grew up on the west coast – he didn’t say where – and told her he was living in the Back Bay although he was seriously considering moving to someplace like Brighton or Allston where rent was considerably cheaper. When Hannah asked him how he liked Northeastern, he shrugged and said he wanted to go to MIT but couldn’t afford it.

Hannah thought it was odd he could afford a BMW and to rent a place in the Back Bay but couldn’t afford to take out a college loan. If you could go to MIT, why waste your time and money on Northeastern? Hannah didn’t want to come across as nosy, so she didn’t ask.

By the time they hit Storrow Drive, Walter had grown quiet. He was doing this weird thing with his tongue – gently chewing it on one side of his jaw, then moving it over to the other side. She tried talking to him about music and movies but he seemed distracted. Maybe he was concentrating on the road. The snow was bad, and the roads were pretty slippery. She spotted more than one accident.

Walter took the Allston exit. Ten minutes later he pulled into a small strip mall with a Radio Shack and two other buildings that looked abandoned. The parking lot was empty. He drove behind the building and parked in front of a loading dock. Crates and trash were stacked up next to several back doors. There was nobody back here.

‘Dave must be waiting inside,’ Walter said. ‘Reach inside the glove compartment and grab the yellow sheet of paper. It has Dave’s cell number on it.’

Hannah leaned forward and opened the glove compartment. Walter smashed her face against the dashboard.

‘I’m sorry,’ Walter Smith said as he pressed a bandana against her nose and mouth.

At first Hannah thought he was trying to wipe away the blood; then she inhaled some bitter odour that smelled of spoiled fruit. She struggled to move away but she was caught against the seatbelt.

‘I didn’t mean to hurt you.’ His voice trembled, and he started to cry. ‘I’m sorry.’

She grabbed his wrist with both hands and tried to yank it away, but Walter Smith’s grip was too strong. She could taste blood – her blood – on the back of her throat and she started to gag.

He was crying harder now. ‘I’ll make it up to you, Hannah, I promise. I’m going to make you very happy.’

Hannah slumped back against the seat, hearing the windshield wipers going back and forth, back and forth, the Virgin Mary’s mournful eyes looking at her with arms wide open, ready to comfort.




End of sample
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