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  Sue Grafton has become one of the most popular mystery writers, both here and in the US. Born in Kentucky in 1940, the daughter of the mystery
  writer C. W. Grafton, she begun her career as a TV scriptwriter before Kinsey Millhone and the alphabet series took off. She lives and writes in Montecito, California, and Louisville,
  Kentucky.
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  K is for Killer


  L is for Lawless


  M is for Malice


  N is for Noose


  O is for Outlaw


  P is for Peril


  Q is for Quarry


  R is for Ricochet


  S is for Silence
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  PROLOGUE


  I dont want to think about the predators in this world. I know they exist, but I prefer to focus on the best in human nature: compassion, generosity, a willingness to
  come to the aid of those in need. The sentiment may seem absurd, given our daily ration of news stories detailing thievery, assault, rape, murder, and other treacheries. To the cynics among us, I
  must sound like an idiot, but I do hold to the good, working wherever possible to separate the wicked from that which profits them. I know there will always be someone poised to take advantage of
  the vulnerable: the very young, the very old, and the innocent of any age. I know this from long experience.


  Solana Rojas was one . . .
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  SOLANA


  She had a real name, of coursethe one shed been given at birth and had used for much of her lifebut now she had a new name. She was Solana Rojas, whose
  personhood shed usurped. Gone was her former self, eradicated in the wake of her new identity. This was as easy as breathing for her. She was the youngest of nine children. Her mother, Marie
  Terese, had borne her first child, a son, when she was seventeen and a second son when she was nineteen. Both were the product of a relationship never sanctified by marriage, and while the two boys
  had taken their fathers name, theyd never known him. Hed been sent to prison on a drug charge and hed died there, killed by another inmate in a dispute over a pack of
  cigarettes.


  At the age of twenty-one, Marie Terese had married a man named Panos Agillar. Shed borne him six children in a period of eight years before he left her and ran off with someone else. At
  the age of thirty, she found herself alone and broke, with eight children ranging in age from thirteen years to three months. Shed married again, this time to a hardworking, responsible man
  in his fifties. He fathered Solanahis first child, her mothers last, and their only offspring.


  During the years when Solana was growing up, her siblings had laid claim to all the obvious family roles: the athlete, the soldier, the cut-up, the achiever, the drama queen, the hustler, the
  saint, and the jack-of-all-trades. What fell to her lot was to play the neer-do-well. Like her mother, shed gotten pregnant out of wedlock and had given birth to a son when she was
  barely eighteen. From that time forward, her progress through life had been hapless. Nothing had ever gone right for her. She lived paycheck to paycheck with nothing set aside and no way to get
  ahead. Or so her siblings assumed. Her sisters counseled and advised her, lectured and cajoled, and finally threw up their hands, knowing she was never going to change. Her brothers expressed
  exasperation, but usually came up with money to bail her out of a jam. None of them understood how wily she was.


  She was a chameleon. Playing the loser was her disguise. She was not like them, not like anyone else, but it had taken her years to fully appreciate her differences. At first she thought her
  oddity was a function of the family dynamic, but early in elementary school, the truth dawned on her. The emotional connections that bound others to one another were absent in her. She operated as
  a creature apart, without empathy. She pretended to be like the little girls and boys in her grade, with their bickering and tears, their tattling, their giggles, and their efforts to excel. She
  observed their behavior and imitated them, blending into their world until she seemed much the same. She chimed in on conversations, but only to feign amusement at a joke, or to echo what had
  already been said. She didnt disagree. She didnt offer an opinion because she had none. She expressed no wishes or wants of her own. She was largely unseena mirage or a
  ghostwatching for little ways to take advantage of them. While her classmates were self-absorbed and oblivious, she was hyperaware. She saw everything and cared for nothing. By the age of
  ten, she knew it was only a matter of time before she found a use for her talent for camouflage.


  By the age of twenty, her disappearing act was so quick and so automatic that she was often unaware shed absented herself from the room. One second she was there, the next she was gone.
  She was a perfect companion because she mirrored the person she was with, becoming whatever they were. She was a mime and a mimic. Naturally, people liked and trusted her. She was also the ideal
  employeeresponsible, uncomplaining, tireless, willing to do whatever was asked of her. She came to work early. She stayed late. This made her appear selfless when, in fact, she was utterly
  indifferent, except when it was a matter of furthering her own aims.


  In some ways, the subterfuge had been forced on her. Most of her siblings had managed to put themselves through school, and at this stage in their lives they appeared more successful than she.
  It made them feel good to help their baby sister, whose prospects were pathetic compared with their own. While she was happy to accept their largesse, she didnt like being subordinate to
  them. Shed found a way to make herself their equal, having acquired quite a bit of money that she kept in a secret bank account. It was better they didnt know how much her lot in life
  had improved. Her next older brother, the one with the law degree, was the only sibling she had any use for. He didnt want to work any harder than she did and he didnt mind bending
  the rules if the payoff was worthwhile.


  Shed borrowed an identity, becoming someone else on two previous occasions. She thought fondly of her other personas, as one would of old friends whod moved to another state. Like
  a Method actor, she had a new part to play. She was now Solana Rojas and thats where her focus lay. She kept her new identity wrapped around her like a cloak, feeling safe and protected in
  the person shed become.


  The original Solanathe one whose life shed borrowedwas a woman shed worked with for months in the convalescent wing of a home for seniors. The real Solana, whom she
  now thought of as the Other, was an LVN. She, too, had studied to become a licensed vocational nurse. The only difference between them was that the Other was certified, while
  shed had to drop out of school before shed finished the course work. That was her fathers fault. Hed died and no one had stepped forward to pay for her education. After
  the funeral, her mother asked her to quit school and get a job, so that was what shed done. She found work first cleaning houses, and later as a nurses aide, pretending to herself
  that she was a real LVN, which she would have been if shed finished the program at City College. She knew how to do everything the Other did, but she wasnt as well paid because she
  lacked the proper credentials. Why was that fair?


  Shed chosen the real Solana Rojas the same way shed chosen the others. There was a twelve-year difference in their ages, the Other being sixty-four years old to her fifty-two.
  Their features werent really similar, but they were close enough for the average observer. She and the Other were roughly the same height and weight, though she knew weight was of little
  consequence. Women gained and lost pounds all the time, so if someone noticed the discrepancy, it was easily explained. Hair color was another insignificant trait. Hair could be any hue or shade
  found in a drugstore box. Shed gone from a brunette to a blonde to a redhead on previous occasions, all of which were in stark contrast to the natural gray hair shed had since she was
  thirty.


  Over the past year, shed darkened her hair little by little until the match with the Other was approximate. Once, a new hire at the convalescent home had mistaken the two for sisters,
  which had thrilled her to no end. The Other was Hispanic, which she herself was not. She could pass if she chose. Her ethnic forebears were Mediterranean; Italians and Greeks with a few Turks
  thrown inolive-skinned and dark-haired, with large dark eyes. When she was in the company of Anglos, if she was quiet and went about her business, the assumption was that she didnt
  speak much English. This meant many conversations were conducted in her presence as though she couldnt understand a word. In truth, it was Spanish she couldnt speak.


  Her preparations for lifting the Others identity had taken an abrupt turn on Tuesday of the week before. On Monday, the Other told the nursing staff shed given two weeks
  notice. Soon her classes were starting and she wanted a break before she devoted herself to school full-time. This was the signal that it was time to put her plan into operation. She needed to lift
  the Others wallet because a drivers license was crucial to her scheme. Almost as soon as she thought of it, the opportunity arose. Thats what life was like for her, one
  possibility after another presenting itself for her personal edification and advancement. She hadnt been given many advantages in life and those she had, shed been forced to create
  for herself.


  She was in the staff lounge when the Other returned from a doctors appointment. Shed been ill some time before, and while her disease was in remission, shed had frequent
  checkups. She told everyone her cancer was a blessing. She was more appreciative of life. Her illness had motivated her to reorder her priorities. Shed been accepted to graduate school,
  where she would study for an MBA in health care management.


  The Other hung her handbag in her locker and draped her sweater over it. There was only the one hook, as a second hook had a screw missing and dangled uselessly. The Other closed her locker and
  snapped shut the combination lock without turning the dial. She did this so it would be quicker and easier to pop the lock open at the end of the day.


  Shed waited, and when the Other had gone out to the nurses station, shed pulled on a pair of disposable latex gloves and given the lock a tug. It hadnt taken any time
  at all to open the locker, reach into the Others bag, and remove her wallet. Shed slipped the Others drivers license from its windowed compartment and put the wallet
  back, reversing herself as neatly as a strip of film. She peeled off the gloves and tucked them into the pocket of her uniform. The license she placed under the Dr. Scholls pad in the sole
  of her right shoe. Not that anyone would suspect. When the Other noticed her license was gone, shed assume shed left it somewhere. It was always this way. People blamed themselves for
  being careless and absentminded. It seldom occurred to them to accuse anyone else. In this case, no one would think to point a finger at her, because she made such a point of being scrupulous in
  the company of others.


  To execute the remaining aspect of the plan, shed waited until the Others shift was over and the administrative staff were gone for the day. All the front offices were empty. As
  was usual on Tuesday nights, the office doors were left unlocked so a cleaning crew could come in. While they were hard at work, it was easy to enter and find the keys to the locked file cabinets.
  The keys were kept in the secretarys desk and needed only to be plucked up and put to use. No one questioned her presence, and she doubted anyone would remember later that shed come
  and gone. The cleaning crew was supplied by an outside agency. Their job was to vacuum, dust, and empty the trash. What did they know about the inner workings of the convalescent wing in a senior
  citizens home? As far as they were concernedgiven her uniformshe was a bona fide RN, a person of status and respect, entitled to do as she pleased.


  She removed the application the Other had filled out when she applied for the job. This two-page form contained all the data she would need to assume her new life: date of birth, place of birth,
  which was Santa Teresa, Social Security number, education, the number of her nursing license, and her prior employment. She made a photocopy of the document along with the two letters of
  recommendation attached to the Others file. She made copies of the Others job evaluations and her salary reviews, feeling a flash of fury when she saw the humiliating gap between what
  the two of them were paid. No sense fuming about that now. She returned the paperwork to the folder and replaced the file in the drawer, which she then locked. She put the keys in the
  secretarys desk drawer again and left the office.
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