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				Into the Flood Again…

				As a medical examiner, Samantha Owens knows her job is to make a certain sense of death with crisp methodology and precision instruments.

				But the day the Tennessee floods took her husband and children, the light vanished from Sam’s life. She has been pulled into a suffocating grief no amount of workaholic ardor can penetrate—until she receives a peculiar call from Washington, D.C.

				On the other end of the line is an old boyfriend’s mother, asking Sam to do a second autopsy on her son. Eddie Donovan is officially the victim of a vicious carjacking, but under Sam’s sharp eye the forensics tell a darker story. The ex-Ranger was murdered, though not for his car.

				Forced to confront the burning memories and feelings about yet another loved one killed brutally, Sam loses herself in the mystery contained within Donovan’s old notes. It leads her to the untouchable Xander, a soldier off-grid since his return from Afghanistan, and then to a series of brutal crimes stretching from that harsh mountainous war zone to this nation’s capital. The tale told between the lines makes it clear that nobody’s hands are clean, and that making sense of murder sometimes means putting yourself in the crosshairs of death.
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				Part I

				The most terrifying fact about the universe is not that it is hostile but that it is indifferent; but if we can come to terms with this indifference and accept the challenges of life within the boundaries of death—however mutable man may be able to make them—our existence as a species can have genuine meaning and fulfillment. However vast the darkness, we must supply our own light.

				—Stanley Kubrick

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter One

				Washington, D.C.
Edward Donovan

				Eddie Donovan didn’t like crowds. Crowds were unpredictable, dangerous. Crowds held a multitude of malcontents, any one of which could be the death of him, in the most literal way. He was surrounded by people, and sweating. Despite the aviator-style Ray-Bans perched on his nose, the sun shone brightly in his eyes, making it harder to see. Even in his car he felt unsafe.

				 Donovan, formerly Major Edward Donovan, 75th Ranger Regiment, couldn’t help himself. He scanned the pedestrians incessantly as he looked for a place to park. Susan said she’d meet him at the carousel behind the Smithsonian and they’d walk the girls over to the Tidal Basin together. He’d thought it better for her to get off at the Smithsonian Metro stop and cut through the back streets, where there would be fewer people, but she’d insisted. The day was fine, spring sun yellow and sharp, and she wanted the exercise. The girls needed it, too—the more they got during the day, the easier it was to put them down at night.

				 He was running late. He finally found a spot on Seventh. He pulled in, dropped a handful of quarters into the meter and took off at a jog, down the Mall, away from the Capitol.

				 They weren’t alone in their planned endeavor. It seemed every family in the Washington metro area, plus oodles of tourists, had decided to meet on the Mall and walk down to the Tidal Basin to see the cherry blossoms. There were hundreds of jolly people milling about.

				 Police ringed Independence Avenue, wary and watchful. Despite the beautiful day, terror threats were always paramount in law enforcement’s mind, especially when it came to large gatherings. Just plain common sense was needed. But for a former Ranger, the authorities’ lack of common sense was teeth-grindingly aggravating. As he moved swiftly through the crowds, Donovan spotted at least five points of ingress, holes in the watch. Of course, this was his world now, his job. He was a civilian in clothing only—his mandate was to protect. Only his paychecks were printed and signed by multinational corporations instead of the U.S. government.

				 The Gothic spires of the Smithsonian appeared to his left, and the music of the carousel floated to his ears. He spotted Susan, her blond hair up in a ponytail under a Redskins baseball cap, matching aviator Ray-Bans on her face. She looked like an incognito movie star, daintily lean and trim, and for the hundredth time he congratulated himself on landing her. She was the daughter of his former mentor, the man who’d shown him how to be a soldier. A good man now rotting under a white stone at Arlington, lost not to battle, but cancer, like too many others who’d served in Vietnam and Korea. The last thing Stewart had asked was for Donovan to take care of his little girl, a mission Donovan was only too happy to undertake.

				 Susan spied him and a smile spread across her face. Alina and Victoria—Ally and Vicky—were attached to either end of Susan’s arms like limpets, dragging her forward. He smiled in return and crossed the remaining few feet to them, grabbing the baby, Vicky, by the waist and swinging her up onto his shoulders. The five-year-old squealed in frightened pleasure, and Ally smiled indulgently at her little sister. In a perfect imitation of Susan, she crossed her little arms and said, “You know she just ate, right, Dad? You do that and she might throw up.”

				 Eight, going on thirty.

				 “I’ve been barfed on before by lesser women.” He swung Vicky around his shoulders, the helicopter, they called it, and she laughed and laughed. Her giggles were infectious, and soon the whole family chimed in. Donovan felt his heart constrict. This—making his daughters and wife laugh—this was sheer perfection.

				 Vicky attached herself to his back like a monkey, and they started walking west.

				 “How are you, chickens?” he asked.

				 “We’re fine,” Susan answered. “I got the oil changed on the way to the Metro—apparently we need new wiper blades.”

				 “They always say that,” he muttered, and she smiled.

				 “I know. The danger of sending a woman to do a man’s job. I told them I’d let you know and the kid looked at me like I was an idiot. Have you eaten? I packed us some sandwiches. Vicky had half of hers already, she couldn’t wait. I thought we could stop in front of the monument and have a little picnic.”

				 “Sounds great.”

				 It sounded like a perfect chance for a sniper to pick them all off one by one, but he wasn’t about to share that with Susan. She was hardly delicate, his wife. After years of being the daughter of a soldier, then the wife of one, she was battle-hardened herself. But once the girls had come along he’d felt an overwhelming need to protect her, to keep her ignorant of all the dangers surrounding them.

				 It only took a few minutes to get to the grassy knoll the monument rested upon. Donovan stared at the obelisk, shaking his head. He’d lived in the District his whole life, yet had never gone up in the monument.

				 For a time it had been under renovation, and, of course, September 11 meant it had been closed, and the elevators didn’t run except for visiting dignitaries. But it was back open now, more than a symbol of the geographical heart of Washington, D.C. It was a symbol of power. Phallic. Soaring. White marbled. Like a flawless compass pointing north, not to the magnetic pole, but to the heavens. To the only real masters of the brethren beneath.

				 He really needed to schedule a time and take the girls. He’d heard the view was amazing.

				 They found a spot on the hill and settled in, the buffalo-checked stadium blanket warm underneath them, both girls serious about eating their sandwiches but shivering in excitement, like racehorses in the gates. Donovan understood their anticipation, but for different reasons. He wanted to get down to the cherry blossoms and take their stroll, watch the festivities and go home. Get them out of harm’s way. Home was the only place he could truly relax. These milling masses of people were too much for him. He chided himself—marking time was one of his worst faults—but blamed it on the crowds. And the feeling that something was wrong. He’d learned the hard way never to ignore his gut.

				 Ally was staring at him, and almost as if she could read his thoughts, set her half-eaten sandwich on the plastic bag and said, “Can we go, Mommy?”

				 “Finish your sandwich, baby.”

				 “I’m done. Look, Daddy’s done, too.”

				 “Eddie,” Susan scolded. “Eat.”

				 He glanced at her, then to Ally. With a sly grin, he shoved the rest of the sandwich into his mouth. Ally responded with giggles and tried to do the same, wedging the Wonder bread sideways, smearing peanut butter on her cheeks. Vicky, now eating Cheerios from a sandwich bag, proceeded to upend the plastic into her mouth, spilling little Os down her shirt. She looked festooned for a party, and Donovan laughed out loud.

				 “Finished,” they cried together, and Susan shook her head at them.

				 “I didn’t think I’d ever raise such savages. Fine. Fine. We can go.”

				 They stood, wiped the girls down, tidied their things. Susan folded the blanket and tucked it into her backpack.

				 “Carry Vicky,” Donovan said, lifting Ally into his arms. There was no way he was going to chance losing one of them in this crowd.

				 They strolled to the Tidal Basin, where the cherry blossoms were in full bloom. Some had already begun to fall, slowly dying on the ground, creating a blanket of pink-and-white fairy-tale snow. The girls oohed and aahed, wriggling like puppies in their parents’ arms. Donovan and Susan set them down and they immediately rained themselves in the crushed petals.

				 Susan snapped photos, immortalizing their antics.

				 They were down by the paddleboats when Donovan’s cell phone rang. There was only one reason for Donovan’s phone to ring today, of all days, the day he’d arranged to take off in order to spend time with his family, as if they were regular people, in a regular world.

				 “Shit,” he said.

				 “Daddy, you owe a quarter!” Ally said.

				 Fumbling in his pocket, he pulled out a quarter and handed it to her, then, ignoring Susan’s basilisk glare, answered the phone.

				 He recognized the voice immediately. “We need to talk.”

				 “Now?”

				 “Yes.”

				 He clicked the off button on the cell and glanced at Susan. He resisted the urge to close his eyes to avoid forever being turned to stone, instead bent close, as if talking tenderly might help.

				 “Honey, I’m sorry. I have to go. You and the girls have fun, and I’ll see you at home tonight.”

				 “Eddie, you promised them.” She flung her hand to the right, where Ally was studiously avoiding his gaze, showing her sister the intricate bark of a weeping cherry tree.

				 “Don’t do that, Susan. Please.”

				 “You promised me,” she said, softer this time.

				 He heaved a breath in, his mind already five miles away. He didn’t do guilt. Guilt was for the weak. Susan rarely pulled it on him, either. He couldn’t help himself; his tone changed. He straightened up, the calm, cool demeanor back in place.

				 “I said I was sorry. I’ll be home as soon as I can.”

				 He leaned in and bussed her mouth briefly, then went to the girls.

				 “Daddy has to run an errand, chickens. But I’ll see you at home tonight. Why don’t we have…pizza!”

				 They danced in little circles, all disappointment forgotten. “Pizza, pizza, pizza!”

				 If only everyone were so easily swayed.

				 He gave them each a quick kiss, touched Susan on the cheek in apology and started off at a quick jog down Wallenberg toward Maryland, looking for a cab. His car was parked all the way back by the Air and Space Museum, on the meters at the top of the mall. It would be quicker to get a ride.

				 He was in luck. Within moments he caught the eye of a turbaned man who swerved to the curb to pick him up. The cab smelled of evergreen and cumin, and something else, that indefinable scent that all D.C. cabs seemed to have. Maybe it was fear. Or power. Or greed. Or envy. Regardless, it insinuated itself into the very fabric of the city.

				 He slid in the back. “Corner of Seventh and Independence, please.”

				 The cab darted from the curb, and deposited Donovan at his car five minutes later, having only been stymied by a single motorcade.

				 Eddie jumped in the Audi and took off toward Constitution, then swung back around and headed down toward the Navy Yard. The radio was tuned to 101.1, a song by one of his favorites, Nine Inch Nails, playing. He turned it up and tapped his fingers in time on the steering wheel.

				 The sun shone in the corridor today. Streams of people walked down to the Nationals stadium for the season opener. Baseball and apple pie coupled with naval history and pastel row houses.

				 Happy.

				 Safe.

				 But there was something Donovan had learned from hard experience.

				 Appearances could be deceiving.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				McLean, Virginia
Susan Donovan

				When the doorbell rang, Susan wasn’t surprised. She knew something was wrong. Something had been wrong all afternoon. It began the second the phone rang in Eddie’s pocket, and had chased her the rest of the day—onto the subway, to the car, to their local Jerry’s for the promised pizza, to the driveway, which stood empty, devoid of Eddie’s Audi, to the empty answering machine, dinner, the girls’ baths, story and bed. Chased her like a snapping dog down the stairs, to the kitchen for a glass of wine, and, with that innate sixth sense, to the powder room medicine cabinet for a prophylactic Ativan before following her, snarling, to the couch, where they both waited in the dark.

				 She paused for a moment, hoping it was a mistake, that a neighborhood kid had run by the house and rang the bell as a prank, but no, there it was again, low and insistent, and the beast that waited with her screamed in silent agony.

				 The wife of a soldier knows to respect those feelings of dread. She becomes so attuned to the nuance of the night air that she can smell her man’s sweat, even when he’s six thousand miles away, humping it through an explosive-laden desert. A missed email or phone call signals the worst, and silence predominates until the news is spread.

				 A doorbell. So innocuous. For regular people, the signal of good things, happy things. Packages from the postman and Girl Scouts selling cookies, friends of daughters coming for playdates. But for a soldier’s wife, the doorbell is the harbinger of death. A one-way path to sheer, aching numbness.

				Stop all the clocks, cut off the telephone. Prevent the dog from barking with a juicy bone.

				 She took a last sip of the wine and went to the door. Glanced out the glass. Recognized the black uniform of a Metro D.C. beat cop and the rumpled brown suit of a plainclothes detective. A third man joined them, some sort of preacher. He wouldn’t be needed. Susan didn’t believe in the same God she used to. Not after the things Donovan had told her about what men did to one another in the name of freedom, the whispered confidences late in the night, when sweat still glistened on their bodies and tears coursed down his face.

				 Her hand was on the knob. She realized she had a cut, the thin flesh on the dorsal joint opened just below her ring finger. Blood was seeping from the wound. When had that happened?

				 She turned the doorknob without taking a breath, knowing it was useless. He was gone. She’d never breath properly again.

				 “Mrs. Donovan?” The plainclothes detective held up his shield. Gold. A man of rank.

				 She didn’t speak, merely nodded. God, she was tired. So tired. She only caught bits and pieces of the conversation. She was floating, on her first date with Donovan, him all flashy in his dress uniform, the usher at a friend’s wedding. It was always such a joke to them both that they’d met at a wedding, for Christ’s sake.

				 “Ma’am, can we come in…”

				 “I’m sorry to have to tell you…”

				 “Shot…carjacking…”

				 “Notification…”

				 “Identification…”

				 Amazing how many “-tions” there were in death. Deletion. Cancellation. Subtraction. Consolation. Elaboration. Coordination. Motion. Action. Caution. Cooperation. Reaction. Resignation. Sensation.

				 “Mrs. Donovan, can we call someone for you?”

				 She came back then, looked into the earnest, sad eyes of the detective, who said his name was Fletcher.

				 Susan shook her head, and the blackness consumed her.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Nashville, Tennessee
Dr. Samantha Owens

				Dr. Samantha Owens, head medical examiner for the state of Tennessee, checked her watch, then hurried down the forty-foot brown-carpeted hallway to the prep area for the autopsy suite. As head of Forensic Medical, the suite was her home. A place she knew as intimately as her own body. She had four medical examiners, eight death investigators and six techs on her staff, all handpicked, all excellent. And since her conference call had gone long, she was keeping them waiting.

				 Sam spent a minimum of four hours a day in the suite, overseeing autopsies, for the most part, though she liked to put herself in the rotation at least once a week to keep her skills sharp. The exceptions were unique or difficult cases, or especially high-profile homicides. Those were always slated for her scalpel. Though she’d never talk about it, Sam was one of the finest forensic pathologists in the country.

				 She was already dressed in scrubs but stopped before the doors and geared up the rest of the way. Booties, cap, an extra mouth shield. Gloves. The heavy-duty Marigolds that could take a slip of a knife and not get cut, followed by two pairs of regular electric-blue nitrile.

				 She used her shoulder to push open the door. The stainless-steel cart that housed her knives waited for her.

				 Sun streamed through the skylights, cheering the place up a bit. The job was hard on everyone. Death was the most natural part of life, but it took a special kind of person to live with it day in and day out. Autopsy was brutal, but necessary. There were good days and there were bad. Then there were the excruciating ones; those that saw children were always the worst. But any unfortunate death could cause tightening around the mouths and eyes, quiet glances, extra gentleness.

				 So anything she could do to keep her teams happy, she did.

				 But today wasn’t going to be one of those days. She could tell. When she entered the room, there were genuine smiles. The radio blared Van Halen.

				I’m hot for teacher.

				“Okay, team, what have we before us today?”

				 Stuart Charisse, her favorite tech, came forward with charts. “Four guests, Dr. Owens. Two unattended deaths, a probable coronary and a possible suicide by overdose.”

				 Sam went to the computer on the far side of the room and looked over the information on the guests, then nodded to her team, a signal for them to get started. The ballet began, Y-incisions done on all four bodies almost in unison, with Sam tapping a pen against her leg like a conductor.

				 They worked quickly, efficiently, and when the first tech yelled, “Chest’s ready,” she started her own dance.

				 She was just beginning the dissection of an aortic rupture on their cardiac guest when the suite phone rang.

				 Stuart turned down the radio and answered it, mumbled a few things she couldn’t make out, hung up and came to Sam and stood quietly.

				 “What’s up?” she asked, not taking her eyes off the board.

				 “Um, that was Ann.”

				 Ann was one of Sam’s top death investigators.

				 “And…?”

				 “She’s bringing in a…a drowning.”

				 At the word, the room went silent. Sam froze. There was a pause of at least four heartbeats before Stuart lightly touched her shoulder.

				 “Dr. Fox is already here. He’s handling the remains they found yesterday, from the dig in the lot off Demonbruen. That skeleton. He can finish up. I’ll just go get him.”

				 Sam bit her lip and swallowed down the nausea.

				 Breathe, Sam. Breathe.

				 “Hold on. Let me just finish here,” she managed. She made her final cut a little more forcefully than necessary, read off her findings to Stuart, then went to the sink, washed her knives and left the suite. Behind her, the din resumed. She hoped they weren’t talking about her but assumed that was wishful thinking.

				 Out of sight from her team, the rabbit hole opened and dragged her into the abyss. She hated how her world could turn on a dime. Still. Would it ever end?

				 She stripped off her gloves and washed her hands methodically at the sink outside the autopsy suite, one Mississippi, two Mississippi, three Mississippi, four. The washing had become a shrivening of sorts, a way to find forgiveness for the act of mutilation that was a postmortem.

				 She didn’t know when she’d started thinking of it that way. She’d been a forensic pathologist for fifteen years, starting in the morgue straight out of her residency. It was safe, and comfortable, and she was damn good at her job. She made a difference. She answered the unanswerable, for both loved ones and the police. That should be enough.

				 But lately she’d been drawing back. Not looking forward to coming to work. Cringing as she dissected the organs. Not wanting to identify stomach contents. It wasn’t like she’d ever been breathless in anticipation to start the day—it was a job, after all, and a difficult one—but she’d begun dreading waking in the morning: the alarm blaring in her ear, the five-minute shower to wake up, the cup of coffee from the brown mug, the organic cornflakes from Trader Joe’s, the obligatory makeup and hairdryer, slipping into her trousers and tank, a cardigan and pearls, soft loafers on her feet, a dab of perfume, then the twenty-minute drive from the dark house across town to Forensic Medical.

				 The bodies, one after another, stacking up like cordwood in the cooler, waiting for her to ferry them across the river Styx with a slash of scalpel and a signature on a page.

				 She’d actually seen a body with a coin in its mouth once, payment for Charon, and forevermore felt herself allied with the age-old euphemism: Death comes for us all.

				 It just comes for some sooner than it should.

				 Rote. Her life was only safe when it was a metronome.

				Five Mississippi, six Mississippi, seven Mississippi, eight.

				She turned the water a little warmer and rinsed, taking care to remove all of the residue, because she’d developed an allergy to the industrial hand soap the state provided, and when it was left on her skin her hands turned red and flaked. At least, that’s what she told herself.

				 She turned the sink off with her elbow and used the harsh brown paper towels to dry off. A flash of light from the suite indicated the morgue garage doors were opening. She did not look.

				 It was understood among the staff.

				 Sam didn’t post drownings.

				 Not anymore.

				 Into her office for a moment, to gather her purse and keys. She needed to go home.

				 Numb.

				 It was better that way.

				* * *

				 She didn’t go straight home. She drove for hours, aimlessly, around Nashville, seeing but not seeing.

				 The Batman Building looming high over the city, the focal point for miles around. The Capitol, stately on its hill, flags flapping in the breeze. The persistent bottleneck where the three highways kissed. The leafy greenness that turned to woods and farms five miles from downtown. A storm was brewing, rain billowing in from the west. Sam shivered. Rain meant something else to her now.

				 She avoided those areas that had been ravaged during the flood.

				 Her town. She’d grown up here, lived and loved here. Lost everything here. She loved it still, but the emptiness was all-consuming.

				 The house was quiet when she finally arrived, dark. She’d forgotten to turn on the front lights again. Her answering machine had a blinking light. She set the mail on the counter, poured two fingers of Laphroaig and hit Play. The voice that spilled forth was unusually subdued.

				 “Sam, dear, it’s Eleanor. When you have a moment, would you please call me? On my cell phone.”

				Click. The empty hiss of dead air filled her kitchen.

				 Eleanor.

				 Sam rubbed her forehead with her free hand, then took a sip of scotch. Her pulse picked up. She had a terrible feeling, one all too familiar.

				 Eleanor Donovan was a friend from D.C., the mother of one of Sam’s few boyfriends, the boy she’d dated during medical school at Georgetown. Twenty, fifteen, even ten years ago, a message from Eleanor would have filled her with alarm. Concern that she’d always stowed away, hidden from everyone around her. But now, no. Donovan was out of the military. There was no reason to worry about him anymore. Admitting she was worried about Donovan was paramount to admitting she’d loved him, once—something she wasn’t ever willing to do. Her feelings for Donovan were private. Something just for her.

				 And, of course, for Eleanor, Donovan’s too-perceptive mother, who’d seen the emotions coiled in Sam’s gut as if they were naked on her face.

				 If Sam was being honest with herself, her ties to Nashville were the death knell for her relationship with Donovan. She had another waiting at home, a man she’d been with for years, a man she was taking a break from while she attended medical school because it would be “healthy.” She wasn’t supposed to fall in love with someone else. That wasn’t a part of the deal. Dating, dinners, maybe even a little sex, all sanctioned. Love, no.

				 Hearts are traitorous things—fickle, capricious and certainly not under the thumb of the rational mind. Sam was astonished to find she had no control over hers.

				 Eleanor had known all along. She’d been kind enough never to speak of it, but calmly, generously, kept Sam in Donovan’s sphere with monthly phone calls, little updates disguised as “keeping in touch.” Sam knew he’d finished his third tour as an infantry officer in the Middle East, Afghanistan this time, was married with two girls and had finally left the service and taken a job as a security consultant in D.C.

				 She picked up the phone and dialed Eleanor’s cell, that voice in the back of her mind, her sixth sense, roaring in her ears: something is wrong.

				Just like two years ago.

				 One ring, two, three, then Eleanor finally answered.

				 “Thank goodness it’s you, Sam. I have some bad news.”

				 “What’s happened, Eleanor?” Sam heard the tremble in her own voice echoed across the line, the older woman’s wavering slightly more. She already knew what the next statement would be.

				 “Sweetheart, Eddie’s been killed.”

				 The words floated into the air in the dark house, shimmering in the gloom, and Sam realized she’d neglected to turn on the inside lights, too.

				 Rote.

				 Eddie was dead.

				 Now they were all dead.

				 She managed to draw a breath.

				You are normal. Nominal. Capable.

				She resisted the urge to go to the sink and wash.

				 “Oh, God, Eleanor. How?”

				 “He was murdered, Sam. A carjacking, at the Navy Yard.”

				 “But he was always so careful… .” The Donovan she knew was careful. Perhaps the latter Donovan wasn’t. Maybe he was careless, and took chances he shouldn’t have.

				 “He was careful. Susan, his wife, said he’d gotten called to work. But it was a safe area. Hasn’t had a shooting in years. He was shot in the head.”

				 Eleanor broke off with a sob.

				 “Eleanor…”

				 Sam heard a ragged breath, realized she was holding her own.

				 Oh, Donovan. What happened?

				 “I’m okay. It’s been a horrible couple of days, but I’m managing. I always knew this could happen when he was overseas. I never expected it once he was home safe. But, Sam, I have a favor to ask. I will understand completely if you say no. I can’t imagine it would be an easy thing.”

				 “What do you need, Eleanor? You know I’ll do anything I can.”

				 The older woman sighed, and spoke softly, as if imparting a terrible secret.

				 “I need you to come up here and redo his autopsy. I don’t believe the police are telling me the whole truth about what happened to my boy.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				Nashville, Tennessee
Dr. Samantha Owens

				Sam was surprised by how clinical her own voice sounded.

				 “I’m sure the medical examiner did everything right, Eleanor. The police in D.C., too—they see this all the time. I could look over the report—”

				 “No. Sam, listen to me. The police are saying this was a random shooting. They have no suspects. They aren’t closing the investigation, but they practically told me that finding his killer is like looking for a needle in a haystack. I don’t believe that, not for a second. Eddie was working on something. He was withdrawn, quiet, distracted. I don’t believe he was gunned down by some random drug dealer. I think he was deliberately ambushed and murdered.”

				 Sam sat at the kitchen table, her scotch forgotten on the counter.

				 “Eleanor. You have no proof. You can request a second autopsy from a private pathologist—that’s your right. But think about what you’re saying.”

				 “Think about what you’re saying, Sam. How could you even doubt me? That man was as edgy as a newborn foal. He was always on alert—that’s what made him such a good soldier. He saved too many lives to count because of that nervous edge. I can’t believe for a second that he’d let his guard down. He never has. The war changed him, Sam. He wasn’t the same man you knew.”

				 Eleanor’s voice softened. “If you can’t do it because of what happened, I truly understand. But something isn’t right here. Eddie was so aware, so on, all the time. I can’t imagine he’d allow himself to be ambushed by a thug.”

				She’s right, Sam. You know that. Donovan was the cautious one. He was the one who held back when you were willing to plunge headlong off the cliff with him, run away and forget the world. He held back.

				 And now he was dead.

				 “I’m not an investigator, Eleanor. All I can do is look at the facts the body reveals.”

				The body. Jesus, Sam, he was your lover, and you’re referring to him as the body.

				 “Call it a mother’s instinct, Sam. Please.”

				 A mother’s instinct. Possibly the strongest force of nature in the known world. Sam knew what that was like, once. She shoved her emotions back into their cage, locked the door and sighed.

				 “All right, Eleanor. I’ll be up there in the morning. Call the homicide detective assigned to the case and tell him to all stop, that you’re requesting a secondary protocol autopsy be performed by a private pathologist. We’ll see if your hunch is correct.”

				 “Thank you, Sam. So much. I can’t begin to tell you how much.”

				 She hated this. Hated it like hell.

				 “Just be prepared for the truth, Eleanor. Sometimes it disappoints us all.”

				* * *

				 Sam hung up the phone and stared off into the distance. Memories rushed at her like starved wild animals, all competing for her attention, tearing away bits of her skin. Donovan on Key Bridge, the wind blowing his sandy-blond hair into her eyes as they kissed, the lights of D.C. spread before them. The look on his face when he came to tell her he was reenlisting. Slow dancing to Dire Straits’ “Romeo and Juliet.” The horror she’d felt when she realized he was ending their relationship. The pride she felt when she saw him in his uniform the first time. Their first date, at Charing Cross, the wonderful Italian food, then running down the street to Nathan’s for a nightcap, a new band called Nirvana blasting from the speakers.

				With the lights out, it’s less dangerous… .

				 All that emotion, tucked away for so long. She had a moment of nausea, swirling in her stomach, overwhelming and immediate. She bolted for the bathroom. Got sick. Slid to the floor by the toilet, put her arms on her knees and buried her face in them. Stayed curled on the floor of the bathroom for an hour, fighting with her mind.

				 She finally rose, exhausted. She’d wrestled the demons back into their rightful place. Her eyes were dry. Tears were unfamiliar to her. She hadn’t been able to cry for a very long time.

				 Numb.

				One Mississippi. Two Mississippi. Three Mississippi. Four.

				 She went to pack.

				Donovan. You bastard. You weren’t supposed to die, too.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				Washington, D.C.
Georgetown
Jennifer Jill Lyons

				There was a light on in the house across the street. The top floor. A single window glowed behind the drawn blinds. Shadows—one, two—moved past the light.

				 Jennifer set her book in her lap and watched. She wasn’t supposed to be awake. It was nearly 2:00 a.m. But she couldn’t sleep. She was too excited. Tomorrow was her sixth birthday. Today, actually. She was already six, but it wouldn’t count until 6:25 a.m. That’s when she was actually born, took her first breath. At 6:25 on the dot there would be cake for breakfast, a family tradition, and tonight, a small party with her cousins and siblings. She’d asked for riding lessons and hoped that her mother would allow such a thing.

				 She wondered about the people across the street, why they were awake so late, as well. Perhaps they had a birthday tomorrow, too?

				 The light went out. Darkness crawled across the street, deafening and slick, and she was suddenly afraid. There was a brief spark in the window across the street, triangular, flashing out, then gone. Like a shooting star.

				 Moments later, she saw a shadow move around the corner of the house and walk away up the street. Something felt bad. “Mommy!”

				 Feet shuffled, and her mother’s warm, cinnamon scent preceded her into the room.

				 “What’s wrong, sweetie? Did you have a bad dream?”

				 She gathered Jennifer into her arms. The tattered paperback fell to the floor. Her mother picked it up and sighed deeply.

				 “Jennifer Jill, how many times have I told you not to read that gruesome stuff in the middle of the night? Ghost Story? That’s not a book for a girl your age, even if you can read it. Did your brother give it to you?”

				 “Yes, Mommy. But, Mommy—”

				 “No. None of that. It’s just your imagination, all stirred up. Get back in bed and go to sleep.”

				 “But, Mommy, I saw—”

				 “Jen, honey. Stop. It’s late.”

				 Jennifer knew that tone. It was the one that made her close her mouth and climb into bed. There would be no more comfort from her mother tonight.

				 “Good girl. Do you want me to leave the closet light on?”

				 “Yes, please. Night, Mommy.”

				 She let her mother kiss her briefly on the cheek and watched her leave the room, flicking on the closet light as she left. Jennifer rolled over, wondering. The flash was like a shooting star, there one moment, gone the next, quick as a blink. What had made a shooting star in the room across the street? Who had made it? Maybe it was from the tip of a wand, like in Harry Potter. She wished she could have that kind of power.

				 A star.

				 Her voice was soft, a gentle singsong. She’d gotten herself to sleep this way many times before.

				 “Star light, star bright, first star I see tonight. I wish I may, I wish I might, have the wish I wish tonight.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				Georgetown
Detective Darren Fletcher

				Darren Fletcher hated when the schedule rotation put him on the overnight shift. He was supposed to get off at 6:00 a.m., but it never failed—nights there was a murder, and that was more often than he liked, he always got the call around 4:00 a.m. Which meant that after spending ten hours on he’d have to pull another five or six. Yes, it was overtime, but he was a creature of habit. Losing sleep made him cranky.

				 And he was cranky right now. It was 4:13 in the morning. He was nursing a rapidly cooling cup of coffee from the Dunkin’ Donuts down the street, and staring into the empty eyes of a dead man.

				 A man who had three eyes, if you wanted to be specific, because he’d been shot cleanly through the forehead, with an accompanying shot to the chest.

				 Kill shots.

				 Fletcher had no idea which was the fatal injury, though he was willing to guess it was the head, because there was a tidy pool of blood under the man’s chest and neck, which told him the body had been dropped with the chest shot, the bullet to the head delivered as the coup de grâce. The man had crumpled into a nice heap, his right leg bent under him as if he were trying to turn and flee.

				 There were no obvious contact burns on the man’s skin or clothing.

				 So he’d been surprised, whether by an intruder or a conversation gone terribly wrong… . Fletcher would have to figure that out.

				 The dead man’s driver’s license identified him as Harold Croswell of Falls Church, Virginia. He was thirty-nine, five feet ten, a fit one-eighty, brown on brown. Organ donor, though it was too late for that. Maybe his eyes, those brown, murky eyes, could be given for corneal transplant.

				 Fletcher winced and looked away. He’d signed his own donor card, but the idea of someone taking his eyes freaked him out.

				 The soft voice of his partner, Lonnie Hart, interrupted his thoughts and he turned, grateful for the distraction.

				 “Not a smash and grab. I can’t see anything disturbed outside this room. Do you think this is his place, and he just hasn’t gotten the license updated?”

				 “I don’t know. Maybe,” Fletcher said.

				 “It’s kind of weird downstairs. Fridge is empty and the temp’s turned down. There’s no mail. The whole house is spotless. No dust, vacuum cleaner tracks in the carpets, fresh TP rolls in the head. Looks like someone’s out of town for an extended period. And it’s clean. Bet you dollar to doughnuts we won’t find any prints.”

				 “No shell casings, either. This guy’s smooth—shoots a guy and cleans up after himself. A pro.”

				 “Don’t know how he’d have time for all that. M.E. said liver temp shows the body’s only been here for a couple of hours.”

				 “Fresh meat. Who called it in?”

				 “No idea. Where’s the patrol?”

				 “Probably downstairs. I sent him to run the sheet.”

				 “Let’s go talk to him.”

				 They trooped down the stairs. Fletcher spotted the patrol he’d talked to when he arrived, standing at the open front door. The sun wanted to come up, but the sky was fighting the light. Maybe there’d be storms today. Who knew. Fletcher had stopped worrying about the weather long ago. It wouldn’t change his ability to do his job, or the inevitable outcome for the victim.

				 “Detective.” The patrol greeted Fletcher seriously. His name tag designated him B. Jimenez. He turned to Hart, smiling, looser. Hart was the buddy, Fletcher was the boss. Good cop, bad cop. Had to happen like that out here on the streets. At least, that’s what Fletcher told himself.

				 “How’s it, Lonnie?”

				 “Benito. Bay-neat-toe.” Hart thought he was funny. “How’s it hanging? I didn’t realize you were here. Thought you worked days—who’d you piss off?”

				 “Price you pay for greatness. Gotta do some scut. I’m taking the sergeant’s exam next month.”

				 If Fletcher had a dime for every time he heard that… The exam was easy to take, hard to pass and even harder to land a slot if you did pass. Budget cuts always meant lower personnel levels, and everyone wanted to move up. Move up or move out.

				 “Good luck with it. So what’s the story here? Detective Fletcher would like the rundown.”

				 Jimenez squared his shoulders and pulled out his notebook, and Fletcher shot Hart a look. Hart just grinned.

				 “Yes, sir. Call came in to 9-1-1 at 2:15 a.m. Said there was a body at this address. Dispatch put it out at 2:17 a.m. I was closest, rolled up on the house at 2:32. Officer Gefley was with me. There were no lights on in the house. The front door was unlocked. We swept the premises, found the body on the second floor in the front bedroom. I checked the decedent’s pulse, found none and called it in. Came downstairs and waited for the rest of you to show.”

				 “Who made that initial 9-1-1 call?” Fletcher asked.

				 “Hell if I know. Sir.”

				 “Let’s find that out,” Fletcher said, and Hart nodded. He turned back to Jimenez.

				 “What was the neighborhood like when you arrived?”

				 “Quiet. A few cars parked on the streets. No one walking around. It’s like that here usually, this late. This early. Now, a few streets west and you get the spill-off from the bars on Wisconsin and M, the Georgetown students wandering home or back to campus. It’s got folks stirring at all hours. But over here, they settle in and go to bed like good little boys and girls.”

				 “So why’s he dead here? What’s special about this place?”

				 “Well, the name Emerson is on the box. Could be family, or he was house-sitting or something, though the place was awfully clean for that. That’s all I got. I’m leaving the detecting to you fine gentlemen.”

				 Smart-ass.

				 “Did you smell anything when you got to the house?”

				 “Sir?”

				 “Detective work is more than just what you see, Jimenez. Did you smell anything?”

				 “Naw. Just blood, and shit. The usual.”

				 “Stop for a moment and think back. Close your eyes.”

				 Jimenez frowned, but complied, and Hart rolled his eyes in response.

				 “Mumbo jumbo,” he whispered, but Jimenez’s eyes shot open.

				 “Cigarettes. I smelled cigarettes.”

				 “Fresh or old? Stale?”

				 “No, sir. Fresh. Definitely.”

				 “Did you observe any cigarette butts or ashes on the premises?”

				 “No, sir. But Crime Scene will be looking at everything.”

				 “Excellent, son. Thank you. You can get back to your post now.”

				 Jimenez sauntered off looking pleased with himself, no doubt thinking he had made a good impression. Fletcher watched him go.

				 “All right. Let’s do it. Lonnie, you pick. Body or house?”

				 Hart shrugged, the overbuilt trapezius muscles of his neck flexing. “House.”

				 “Fine. I’ll go find out what I can about Mr. Croswell there. If you get a chance, can you track down that call? In this kind of neighborhood, you’d think someone might have heard or seen something, even if it was the middle of the night.”

				 “They’re all out there now.”

				 He pointed out the door, where a small crowd had formed.

				 “Let your buddy Bay-Neat-Toe start talking to them. He seems keen to help.”

				 “You’re the boss.” This was said without rancor—Hart had been his partner for eight years now, and they both liked the setup. Hart was an excellent cop, one hell of a detective and seriously lacking in any ambition to rise above his current post. Fletcher, on the other hand, couldn’t wait to get out of Homicide. He was five years from his twenty, and counting down every second. He’d take a promotion, push papers, ride a desk, anything to get out. He’d seen too much. Been in this position too many times. It wears on a man. If he’s sane. And Fletcher would like to think he was, after a fashion.

				 He watched Hart talk to Jimenez, saw the young man’s eager smile and shook his head. He’d been like that once. Full of piss and vinegar, titillated by his proximity to evil. So certain he could make a difference. Not unlike the gaggles of twentysomething college graduates that flooded the city each May, buffed and polished to a high shine—no more jeans and sweatshirts, but dark blue wool suits, crisp white shirts and red power ties for the lads, skirts and dresses over the knee, nipped at the waist and lightly shoulder-padded for the lassies. Drinking venti coffees, staring at their handhelds, talking earnestly over single malts and pitchers late into the night at the various Capitol Hill watering holes. He watched them on his way home, on his way to work, and marveled at their hope.

				 Hope that wouldn’t alter this empire of dirt. D.C. was immortal: the more things changed, the more they stayed the same. Even Icarus flew too close to the sun. But in D.C., the sun moved out of the way for the chosen ones, only singeing them around the edges in punishment. Nothing ruined a career in D.C. except for the obvious: a dead girl, a live boy or pictures of your junk all over the internet. Still, no one was ever totally destroyed. Even in death, the vanquished took on mythic qualities.

				 Confident things were well in hand, Fletcher shook off his melancholy and went back to the stairs, looking for anything out of the ordinary. The house was too clean, the scene too quiet. Soon the body would be moved, the cleaners would arrive, mopping the blood, replacing the carpet in the bedroom, and things would go back to normal. Normal. As if that could ever happen. More than likely, the owner of the house would decide to sell, unable or unwilling to stay behind where a life had been lost, and the thread of the day’s events would be gone in the ether. Empty, the house would collapse in on itself little by little: first the paint flaking, the porch sagging, a roof leak or two, until one of the many polite neighbors got upset and grouched to the owners, who by now were in Florida, paying a fresh mortgage, allowing the bank to foreclose on the property they couldn’t sell.

				 It was his job to find the answers before the trail was dead and gone. He didn’t need another cold case cluttering up his desk.

				 Crime scene techs crawled all over the second bedroom, dusting for latent prints, attempting to lift electrostatic footprints from the hall, accumulating the evidentiary elements that would be needed down the road to prove the identity of the murderer. Even the tiniest bit of matter could solve a case, and no tech wanted to be the one who missed it.

				 Fletcher let them work. He leaned against the wall and pulled out his iPhone, searched for Harold Croswell, Falls Church, VA. It would be just the first of multiple computer searches through multiple databases, but why not start with the easiest?

				 Bingo. With the treasure trove of information the internet could yield, detecting was sometimes made easier.

				 Facebook. MyLife. Twitter. “Hal,” as he was known, was married, with three kids and two dogs. Great. Notification would be fun.

				 “We’re all done here, sir.” A freckled worker, laden down with bags, flagged him down in the hall. “M.E.’s gonna move the body now.”

				 “All right. Thank you. Who’s on this morning?”

				 “Lurch.” The tech grinned at him. “Have fun.”

				 “Great,” Fletcher groaned.

				 “You are talking about me, I presume.”

				 Amado Nocek emerged from the hallway. He was cadaverously pale and extremely tall. Fletcher always thought he looked like some sort of translucent praying mantis, hands rubbing together in glee over the dead. They called him Lurch behind his back. He would suck them dry if they tried it face-to-face, but he knew what they said. In the manner of all great men, Nocek ignored their ignorance.

				 Fletcher shot the tech a look. “Of course we aren’t talking about you, Dr. Nocek. How have you been?”

				 “I am fine. Suffering from a malady I’ve not yet been able to discern, but it involves a great deal of mucus.” He proved his point by sniffing hard and long, his reddened nose closely resembling a proboscis. When the insect invasion came, Nocek would be flying in the lead formation.

				 “Keep that cold to yourself. When will you do the post?”

				 “You’ll have to call the office. We had a rash of deaths this week, and I’m afraid we’ve fallen behind. Some of that is my fault. The illness I alluded to has precluded me from working for the past few days.”

				 “Will you let me know?”

				 “Of course. It will probably be Friday at the earliest. I intend to send out engraved invitations. Do you need a plus one?”

				 “Yes. Detective Hart will be attending, as well.”

				 “Fine. Fine. I’ll see to it. If you will, I’d like to return to the office of the chief medical examiner now. Justitia omnibus.”

				 He wandered off and Fletcher didn’t know which to shake his head at, that Nocek didn’t call it the OCME like everyone else, or the obscure reference to the motto for the District of Columbia: justice for all. Like that happened. Especially in a homicide case.

				 Fletcher reached in his pocket for fresh nitrile gloves and went back into the bedroom. Watched them load up the body. Yawned, and made peace with the fact that he wouldn’t be getting any sleep any time soon. Decided to go help with the canvass, after all.

				 And damn it, the coffee was cold, too.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seven

				Nashville, Tennessee
Dr. Samantha Owens

				Sam was astounded by how expensive it was to book a plane ticket without advance notice. Eleanor had insisted on paying, had given Sam her credit card number. Still, she didn’t want to bilk the woman. She finally gave up on that notion and settled for convenience: a flight that landed at Reagan National at 11:00 a.m.

				 She turned off the computer, went to her bedroom and got ready for bed. Set the alarm, even though sleep was out of the question. Picked up a book from her night table. She had no idea what it was or what it concerned. She tried to read, but the words kept blurring. She gave up after half an hour and shut off the light. Laid there in the dark, listening to the house creak around her. She should get a cat, something soft and furry to sleep with her. She’d like a dog, but she was allergic.

				 Her thoughts coiled around themselves. She let them.

				 This morning’s call about the drowning. Her flight from her responsibilities. If she’d just come home earlier, she’d have gotten the message from Eleanor sooner and could have flown to D.C. tonight.

				 If she hadn’t been so selfish two years ago…

				 They might have escaped.

				 Water. Bullets. Hearts.

				 She rolled onto her side, punched her pillow to fluff it up.

				 She had to find a way to cope. This was her life now.

				 Smiling eyes, soft kisses, the breeze across the bridge.

				 Her house was too quiet. She missed them.

				 Missed them all.

				 Donovan.

				 There she was, back to exactly what she was trying to avoid thinking about—Donovan.

				 It was no use. It was too fresh for her to compartmentalize and hide away. She wouldn’t escape him tonight.

				 She went back to the computer and looked up the online stories again, the same ones she’s stared at when she got off the phone with Eleanor. They were sparse on details, long on color. Donovan was the twelfth carjacking victim in the District so far this year. He was driving through an area that wasn’t well known for violence; the community organizers were in a frenzy. That was it for the crime. The rest was local hero stuff. There was a lengthy history of his time in the service, which brought all the horrible feelings Sam had stuffed into the boot heel of her heart back to the surface.

				 Donovan had enlisted out of high school, done his tour in Desert Storm, then came home and went to college. Sam met him the first week of med school. He was part of her Gross Anatomy team of first-years. They took turns egging each other on to make that first cut into dead flesh, learning the depersonalization skills that were so vital to their intended career paths. But then the war started again, and he got noble, started entertaining the notion that he wanted to go back in, this time as a Ranger. He would be a tough guy, infantry. On the front lines. Leading the 11 Bang-Bang into battle. And if his medical training could help save lives in the bargain, so be it.

				 She couldn’t shake him from his path, which seemed to her a death wish: infantry sustained the highest number of casualties in a war. She had to admit, part of her was so hurt when he chose the military over her that she let him walk away. The night on Key Bridge, when he’d kissed her, said he loved her, then told her he was leaving and broke her heart in two.

				 She could have promised to wait for him, but she knew that would be a lie. She had another, one who loved her desperately, one who wanted her home, wanted to share her life. One who put her life plans first, who called daily telling her she was missed. One she’d already committed to. In truth, even though heartbroken, Donovan reenlisting gave her permission to move back into her life the way it was originally meant to be. Donovan was simply a diversion on the road.

				 She told herself that, and eventually came to believe it. Mostly. She pushed the feelings down into a tiny deflated ball, flat and meaningless, a spot of black on an otherwise perfectly red and juicy heart.

				 She turned off the computer, careful to check that the surge protector was on, then went back to her bedroom. Shadows danced across the walls as she moved, slowly, numbly, to the bed and lay down. Got up and washed her hands. Lay down again.

				 A different woman might have been tempted to open up the closet door, drag out that brown box she kept—the before box—and look through for a picture she knew was in there.

				 But she didn’t. Samantha Owens wasn’t the type of woman to look back.

				 She kept telling herself that. If she repeated it enough, it might even come true.

				 Relief came a few hours later, when the alarm began to buzz. Shower, coffee, cornflakes, a relatively quick drive across town. The airport wasn’t crowded, the lines for security mercifully short. She glided through—apparently women weren’t being X-rayed this morning, only the men—and had plenty of time to grab another coffee from the Starbucks.

				 She lined up dutifully when her time came, got on the plane, sat and pulled the bottle of Purell from her plastic bag. She rubbed the antibacterial gel into her cracked palms, and remembered the last time she was supposed to fly. Their vacation had been a spur-of-the-moment thing, and she realized she’d never called the airline to let them know they weren’t coming. She may even have a credit. She’d have to check. It went into her mental database of things to do that she’d never really remember, the file that flitted through her life like little birds hopping up and down the branches of the river birch in her yard. She told herself that she remembered the things that mattered. That made her strong. It got her through.

				* * *

				 The flight landed, bumping her back to reality. Another chunk of time gone. She gathered her things and left the plane. She managed to avoid eye contact with the people around her. It was better that way. She couldn’t seem to look at anyone these days without imagining them pale and chilled, arms spread akimbo, a hard plastic block under the third thoracic vertebra, spreading the chest wide for her scalpel. It always bothered her when television crime shows, which purported to be accurate, showed bodies at autopsy under sheets with the block under their necks. Then again, normal healthy people didn’t want to know the details of what happened when Sam took over their loved ones’ lives.

				 At the end of the hallway, before she got to Baggage, there was a driver with a sign that read OWENS in chicken-scratch black marker. Kind Eleanor, no doubt. Even respecting the name, unlike so many others. Eleanor understood what it was like to lose. Sam had dropped her husband’s name. It was too much of a reminder.

				 Not everyone agreed with her choice.

				 She had no bags—just the overnight case she’d slung together with two changes of clothes in it; she didn’t plan to stay long enough to need more. Swoop in, do her due diligence for Donovan and get home.

				 Home.

				 As if she knew what that was anymore.

				 She let the driver take her carry-on, followed him out of the terminal to the curb.

				 It was overcast, cold and rainy, typical Washington spring weather. She got settled in the back and watched as the driver silently pulled into traffic and pointed them toward town. Within moments she could see the Washington Monument, the best orienting spot of any city in the world. The Monument meant center west, the Capitol exactly 1.2 miles east up the National Mall, and the city tidily moved from those points outward on a fine grid. Lettered streets went east to west, numbered streets went north to south, states went at an angle through the city. Four quadrants—northeast, northwest, southeast, southwest—delineated by time, race and society. Independence Avenue and Constitution Avenue were the main thoroughfares along the Mall, and the whole city was ringed by parkways and freeways, parks, trees, monuments, bridges. It was hard to get lost downtown. Just look over your shoulder, see where you are in relation to the monument, and change course as needed.

				 It was a beautiful city, one made more so in spring, when the delicate pink-and-white cherry blossoms took over.

				 Sam could see them across the Potomac and the Tidal Basin opposite the parkway, like puffy snowballs suspended in midair. They were at their peak, but the cold rains were causing them to wilt. A pity, though they matched her mood. They’d be jubilant tomorrow or the next day, when the sun returned to the sky.

				 The driver took the exit for Key Bridge and ferried her across to the edges of Georgetown. Eleanor lived on Q Street, just up from the old haunts Sam and Donovan used to frequent. They were stopped at the light in front of one of them right now: Dixie Liquors, a building that had been the source of every kegger she’d attended during school.

				 Sam realized she was smiling. Funny that the thought of upside-down keg hits brought her right back to a freer, easier time. Maybe it was just being out of Nashville. Then again, she had always loved D.C.

				 By the time the driver deposited her at the front door to Eleanor’s elegant Georgetown Federalist town house, she could almost feel the weight starting to lift from her shoulders. Like her wings might eventually unfold again, curling lush and firm from her back, where now they lay dormant, desiccated husks that felt like they would never bring her flight.

				Fine time for optimism, Sam. Standing on the doorstep of your dead lover’s mother’s house.

				 The house hadn’t changed on the outside—three stories of rust-brick and black shutters, a welcoming red door and two dormer windows peeking out onto the street. Classic. Unending.

				 She raised her hand to knock, but Eleanor must have been waiting. The door opened and the older woman launched herself into Sam’s arms.

				 It felt good. To be touched. Even if mournfully.

				 “Oh, Eleanor, I am so, so sorry.”

				 Eleanor gave her another squeeze, as if she knew Sam needed that extra bolstering, then stepped back. Her hair had long since gone gray, but was colored in D.C. denizen style, an ear-length bob lowlighted with stormy streaks that gave depth to her silver. Her eyes were blue and moist; she’d lost weight since Sam saw her last. God, what had that been, eight years ago? No, just five—Sam had been back for her reunion, and had met Eleanor for coffee.

				 Right when Donovan was headed into Kirkut.

				 “You look like hell. Come on in. I’ve made some tea.”

				 Dear Eleanor. Never able to lie, even decorously.

				 “That sounds lovely.”

				* * *

				 They took their tea to the pristine kitchen’s island, where blue-and-white-striped cushions softened the iron café stools that stood in readiness. Vivaldi’s Winter played softly on the house speakers.

				 Eleanor settled herself on the cushion.

				 “Was the flight okay?”

				 “Fine.”

				 “Did you eat?”

				 “No. I wasn’t hungry.”

				 They drifted into silence. Sam watched Eleanor expectantly. The dam would break soon enough. She was right.

				 Eleanor shook her head.

				 “They found him bleeding on the corner of Seventh and L Southeast, at that nasty little market. The car must have drifted off the road a bit, like his foot was on the gas. It ran into the signpost, they found paint in the scratches. The car was taken from that point, there were skid marks leading away. They dropped his body out the door like he was trash. He was dead quickly, they did tell me that.”

				 Eleanor’s tone was surprisingly matter-of-fact. Sam was impressed.

				 “No one saw anything?”

				 “Hardly. Nothing reported. They interviewed people from the neighborhood, but nobody saw a thing. The detective talked to Eddie’s boss at work, Rod Deter. He claims he didn’t call him to come in, doesn’t know who would have, because he had taken the day off. The last incoming number on his cell phone was from a blocked number. The detectives think it was a disposable cell of some kind.”

				 “So it could have been anyone calling. And the autopsy?”

				 “Gibberish. They’ll issue the final report in a few weeks, once the toxicology is complete. I had to go by what the detective said. He was shot once in the temple. They said at close range. There was shattered glass all over his body.”

				 “Left or right temple?”

				 “Right.”

				 “So the shooter was on the passenger’s side of the car?”

				 “That’s what they said. Glass on his clothes, glass in the street.”

				 “They haven’t turned up the car yet?”

				 “No. I assume it’s in parts by now.”

				 “And his wife?”

				 Eleanor met Sam’s eyes then.

				 “Devastated. She’s done a good job at pretending otherwise, simply to get the girls through. And the planning…well, you know.”

				 Sam did.

				We can bury them all together, if that’s what you want. They’re small enough… .

				 She swallowed more tea.

				 “Susan is none too happy with me calling you, that’s for sure. She wants to get him in the ground and get the girls’ lives back on track.”

				 “That’s understandable.”

				 Eleanor’s voice rose an octave. “It’s unconscionable. Doesn’t she want to know the truth?”

				 Sam put her hand on the woman’s arm. “It’s entirely possible that she does know the truth. Eleanor, you’re going to have to give me more to go on than this. Why do you think this is more than a simple carjacking? You said he was working on something?”

				 Amazing, how they were both talking around him. As if saying his name would cause him to reappear, insubstantial and transparent, to stare at them sadly. It might, at that. The name of the dead is a powerful beast indeed.

				 Eleanor deflated. “Oh, Sam, maybe it’s just wishful thinking. Maybe I can’t accept the fact that fate decided his time was up. But something is nagging at me. It just feels wrong. It feels all wrong.”

				 She drank some of her tea, then set the cup down on the counter.

				 “How are you, Sam? You’ve gotten entirely too thin, but that’s to be expected. I did, too, when Jack died.”

				 Sam’s hands were tightly clenched in her lap. She noticed how red they were, how worn.

				One Mississippi…

				 No, no, no. Not now. Not here. The two worlds must not be allowed to collide.

				 Normal. Nominal.

				 Sam couldn’t help herself. She couldn’t escape it. She picked up her teacup and sloshed a bit over the edge, over her fingers, onto her blouse.

				 “Damn it. Look at that.”

				 She rose from the stool, apologetic, and started the water running as quickly as she could. Felt the anxiety slink away, content to retreat into its dank hole.

				One Mississippi. Two Mississippi. Three Mississippi. Four.

				 Eleanor watched her silently. She felt the woman’s eyes boring into her back. Sam gazed out the window to the small garden planted in the backyard. Saw a flash of white, heard giggling. She turned the water hotter.

				 When she felt marginally cleaner, she made her way back to the stool and sat.

				 “I’m fine, Eleanor. Let’s talk more about…Eddie. When did you see him last?”

				 Eleanor squinted her eyes at Sam, but let it lie. Thank God. Sam was only one woman and, in her mind, not a very strong one, either. She couldn’t manage everything, all the emotions and sadness and fears and hopes, for herself and Eleanor, too. She just needed to keep treading water, and the whole world would keep spinning. At least for another round of sunsets.

				 “He was over here last week, with the girls. Sunday dinner. Susan wasn’t feeling well, so she stayed home. We had a roast, watched some movies. A typical Sunday afternoon.”

				 “And?” Sam prompted. “Come on, Eleanor. What aren’t you telling me?”

				 Eleanor chewed on her bottom lip for a moment, then stood and went to the far side of the kitchen. She opened a drawer. Sam could see it was the junk drawer. Everyone had them. She immediately thought about what was in hers: batteries, scissors, take-out menus, twisty ties, pliers. A small pink barrette.

				 Nausea roiled in her stomach, she tamped it down. Stop it, Sam. Now isn’t the time.

				 Eleanor crossed the kitchen and handed Sam a folded piece of paper.

				 “You’re right. There is more. This is why I wanted you here, Sam. I just remembered it yesterday. Right before I called. I’d put it in the drawer and with everything that happened…”

				 Sam took the proffered note. The paper was simple, thin, torn from a spiral-bound notebook, folded in thirds.

				 Sam unfolded the note carefully. On it were four words, written in all caps:

				 DO THE RIGHT THING
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