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For Trace, of course




Whatever our souls are made of, his and mine are the same.

—EMILY BRONTË
Wuthering Heights




Two souls are sometimes created together and in love before they’re born.

—F. SCOTT FITZGERALD
The Beautiful and Damned




You feel the last bit of breath leaving their body. You’re looking into their eyes. A person in that situation is God.

—TED BUNDY







PROLOGUE


You trudge up the hill along the overgrown path that cuts through the graveyard. The sky is gray, the air thick. It’s quiet, the kind of quiet that comes only before a storm. You find the headstone, wipe away the grime with your hand until the face is visible:


MEGAN TUCKER

BELOVED DAUGHTER AND SISTER



You unfold your lawn chair, position it facing the stone.

You notice a bundle of dead flowers, the skin of wilted balloons, and it angers you that the groundskeeper hasn’t maintained this plot, or any of the others on this patch of gloom on the outskirts of this depressed Nebraska town.

You extract the small laminated rectangle from your special trinket box. Her driver’s license. You stare at the pretty face, the infectious smile, the sparkle in her eyes.

You close your eyes and you think of her. And you remember. Every. Single. Moment.

Of course you do.

You never forget your first kill.







YEAR ONE
May 1, 1992








CHAPTER ONE


Jules and Quinn didn’t know that today would be an anniversary they will never celebrate.

“You’re going to the concert?” Quinn asks.

“Why do you say it like that?” Jules replies.

“I don’t know. You just don’t seem like you—”

“I’m into grunge music,” Jules interrupts. “What, because I don’t wear flannel when it’s ass-hot outside and actually comb my hair and am not, like, ‘intellectual,’ I can’t go see one of your precious bands?”

“Shhhh.” The study hall monitor hisses in their direction. The stern woman patrols the cafeteria like she’s making rounds in the mess hall of a penitentiary, not a high school.

Jules narrows her eyes at Quinn. She’s not sure why she cares what he thinks. If she’s honest, she shouldn’t be talking to Quinn Riley. Her friends would not approve. But somehow she’s started looking forward to the one hour of forced confinement together in eleventh-grade study hall every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday.

“You don’t have to be mean about it,” Quinn says softly, like he’s withholding a smile.

“Are you going?” she asks.

“To the concert?”

“No, to the circus.”

For someone who seems surprisingly smart—always with his nose in a book, scribbling something in a journal—Quinn can be slow on the uptake.

“No. I need to watch my little brother tonight.”

“On a Friday night?”

He nods. Turns back to the paperback he’s creased and is holding in one hand.

Jules has seen him with his brother. At Godfather’s Pizza after the game that one time. Jules was with her group, the football players and pom-squadders and pastel-wearing popular kids. Her boyfriend Brad called Quinn’s family “The Fritos,” since his mom works at the potato chip factory. Called Quinn’s brother a freak. She remembers the encounter mostly because she noticed how kind Quinn was to his brother. The kid wore oversized headphones, like to block out noise, and tilted his head funny. She remembers Quinn’s mom looking tired. Old but pretty. One of Brad’s friends said, “With those tits she should be riding a pole not making potato chips,” and the guys all laughed.

“Whatcha reading?” she asks in a singsong voice, purposefully needling him.

Quinn raises his eyes to hers. If she didn’t spend three hours a week bantering with him she might be intimidated by the glower. The smoldering eyes under the wisps of his unruly dark hair. The lips that she sometimes imagines touching hers.

“It’s called A Separate Peace,” he whispers.

“What’s it about?”

“It’s about a guy who just wants some peace while he’s reading during study hall.”

Hmph.

He shakes his head, relents. “It’s about two friends at a boarding school during World War II. Rich-kid struggles. You might relate.”

“You don’t have to be a dick.”

He looks at her for a moment, like he sees right through her. “Sorry, you’re right.”

He’s sincere. When’s the last time Brad said Sorry, you’re right?

“The book sounds…”

“Boring?”

“I just thought maybe you’d be interested in something with, like, serial killers or…” She lets the sentence die.

Serial killers who eat people are all the rage. The movie with Hannibal the Cannibal and that real-life monster, Dahmer. Plus, Nebraska’s very own psychopath who they still haven’t caught, though he’s not a cannibal. The one local newscasters call the May Day Killer, with a glint in their eyes. He strikes on May 1st—five girls all around Nebraska over the past five years, all on May Day—so everybody is freaked out today.

Quinn exhales loudly like he’s disappointed in her. Or maybe disappointed in what she thinks of him. And she likes the idea that he might care about her opinion.

“No serial killers. But the concert tonight … The opening song on their album—‘Once’—it’s about a man who’s losing it and goes on a killing spree.” Quinn digs into his backpack, retrieves a beat-up Walkman, opens it, and hands her the cassette. “The third song. At least listen before you go tonight.”

Jules examines the cassette, a Memorex with a blank label. “Ah, how sweet, you made me a mixtape,” she says in an exaggerated sweet tone. “A love letter in song.”

“I didn’t make it for—” Quinn stops, shakes his head, annoyed.

Jules grins. Despite what she said, she isn’t really into grunge, has no clue about tonight’s band or any other gloomy plaid-wearing group. She liked music better when it was fun—in junior high with those guys with big hair who sang about having nothin’ but a good time.

The bell rings and Quinn shoves his book into his backpack and disappears into the crowd without saying a word.

“Bye,” she calls after him, her tone chiding his rudeness. Serial killers have better manners.



Quinn pushes through the bodies in the narrow hallway. He holds his head up high, ready for a shoulder bump or someone snickering, calling him Frito or Cheeto or Dorito. None of those nicknames make sense since they’re not even potato chips. But whatever.

Jules at least pretends she hasn’t heard the names. He appreciates that. She’s not a bad person, Jules Delaney. She’s just a victim of circumstance. So pretty—no, pretty isn’t an adequate word—so beautiful that she can’t help but be a little full of herself. Who wouldn’t be? People stop whatever they’re doing and gawk when Jules Delaney struts by. And she’s surrounded by followers feeding on the table scraps of her popularity. Quinn wonders sometimes what that’s like, being popular. Homecoming royalty courts, parties, admirers. He pretends those things are stupid, that they’re beneath him, but he knows the truth.

He just needs to get through the month, then the summer, then his senior year. Keep up his grades for a scholarship and go far, far away where people at college don’t know him as Frito, don’t know he has no real friends, don’t know he lives in a shack on the shitty side of Monarch, Nebraska.

He feels a lump in his throat. Truth is, his brother needs him here, and Quinn knows he won’t get much farther than that potato chip factory.

College, a new life … it’s a fairy tale. A story.

Once upon a time.






CHAPTER TWO


“Why aren’t you married?”

“I’m not doing this with you, Jules.” Mr. Vanderman gives her an exasperated look from behind the desk of his depressing school counselor office.

“Seriously, you went to, like, an Ivy League school, and the girls call you the Hot Counselor. I don’t get why you’re not married. Or why you’re working here, if I’m honest.” She doesn’t mention the rumors that he’s from an insanely wealthy family, that he’s one of the Vandermans who have a hospital and a museum named after them.

Mr. Vanderman shakes his head. He’s not smiling but he likes it. Jules has never met a boy—or a man—who doesn’t like it when she flirts.

“We’re not here to talk about me. We’re here to talk about college. Your plans.”

“What plans?” Jules reaches for the framed photograph perched on his desk. It faces him, so she can’t see who’s in it. She’s heard he has a hot girlfriend. That’s not a surprise. You don’t have that square jaw, those blue eyes and broad shoulders, without dating a ten. Though maybe he’s not a ten and the rating is skewed because he’s one of the few men working at Monarch High School and the others wear frayed sweaters and have pot bellies and coffee breath.

“Seriously, you’re graduating next year,” Mr. Vanderman says, pulling the framed photo out of reach. “This stuff sneaks up on you. You need to start preparing.”

“I’m here, aren’t I?” she says.

He shakes his head again. “Have you thought about where you might want to go to college? We’re lucky to have some great local options in reach if you’re planning to stay nearby: UNO, UNL, Creighton. And if you do well on your ACTs, with your grades, you’ll have some solid options out of state, like—”

“Why college? Mr. Belcher said I don’t need to waste my money and with my looks I can marry rich.”

Mr. Vanderman frowns. “If he said that, it was inappropriate.”

“He says that kind of stuff to all the girls in history class.”

Mr. Vanderman lets out a puff of air. “You can pretend if you want, Jules. But we both know there’s more to you than your looks.”

“Like what?”

He stammers, so she decides to stop playing with him. “I’m going to UNL. My dad went there for college and law school and he insists.”

“That’s terrific. It’s a fine school. Have you thought about a major?”

She shrugs. “That’s the problem. It’s not like I know what I want to do when I grow up.”

“You don’t have to. That’s what college is all about. Getting exposed to things, learning what interests you.”

“There’s nothing.”

“I highly doubt that. Look, we can both waste our time at these college-prep meetings or you can take this seriously. I can’t make you. But I want you to think, really think: Is there something you’re interested in that people make money doing? Your dad’s a lawyer, how about that?”

She shakes her head. “I suppose I like fashion. My mom—she was Miss Nebraska when she was young—always wanted to be a writer for a fashion magazine. That would be cool.”

He nods enthusiastically. “Journalism. That’s good. I can speak to Mr. Heefer about seeing if there’s a spot on the school paper, if you’re interested?”

“Great. Hot Counselor recommends social suicide,” Jules replies. “Now I’m getting why you work here.”

He shakes his head again, like he might agree.

“Hey, you’re like a real counselor, right? So you can’t tell anyone what we talk about?”

He examines her for a long moment. “Are you a danger to yourself or others?”

“Um, no.”

“Then, yes, what we talk about remains confidential. Is there something you want to talk about?”

She’s gotten his attention. “Yes.” She looks him deep in the eyes, says, “Do you have a girlfriend?”

“We’re done here, Jules. Get back to class.”






CHAPTER THREE


After school, Quinn is midway through his peanut butter and jelly sandwich when the phone rings. His mom picks up the line. He can make out only fragments of the conversation, but he immediately understands: He’s being called in to cover a shift at Burger Hut.

Before hanging up, his mom says, “Okay, Gloria, but he has to be home by seven. Seriously, I need him back by seven sharp to keep an eye on George.”

A half hour later, Quinn snaps the hairnet over his head, puts on the Burger Hut paper cap, and grabs the drive-thru headset from Toby. It’s just after the shift change at the factory and the line is already snaking through the parking lot.

“Sorry you got called in,” Toby says. “It’s my first time working drive-thru. Gloria panicked when I told her Pete didn’t show.” Gloria, the owner of the franchise, is always somehow surprised that Pete, a guy who smells like he just left a Grateful Dead show, is unreliable. She called Quinn in to save Toby from an angry mob.

Toby is looking at Quinn wide-eyed for instructions. He’s a freshman and his face hasn’t caught up to his nose. Quinn isn’t certain he’s even old enough to work legally, but Gloria knows the kid’s mom. They need the money, she explained when she asked Quinn to train him last week.

“You do the fountain drinks, just keep filling them up and line them here.” He points to the counter near the drive-thru window.

“Yes, sir,” Toby says, not an ounce of sarcasm to it.

Quinn quickly gets in the zone. He’s worked at Burger Hut for a year and has it down. The place’s genius is its limited menu. Hamburgers, cheeseburgers, and fries. That’s it. It is truly a hut with no seating area, just a small kitchen right at the drive-thru window. It survives only because it’s a block from the factory and cheaper than McDonald’s.

Quinn simultaneously mans the drive-thru and cooks: entering orders into the register, then rotating to the grill to flip the burgers, then emptying the deep-fry basket, and back again.

Once Toby has an assembly line of fountain drinks—one for Coke, one for Diet Coke, the only options—he directs the kid to fill the tickets.

“Yes, sir!”

Quinn handles the disgruntled customers from the backed-up line one by one. The anger in their faces dissipates when they see it’s Quinn working the window. It’s probably the reason Gloria hired him: Everybody at the plant loved Quinn’s dad. And Quinn’s a reminder that things can be worse than waiting too long for a burger and fries. A fatal car accident at thirty-two, leaving behind a wife and two kids, one with a disability.

When things are finally under control, Toby lets out a breath. “Nice job, boss.”

“I’m not your—” Quinn stops himself. “You did good. It takes practice, keeping up with shift change.”

“I don’t know how you do it. You’re like,” Toby thinks about it, “like a machine.”

If only there was a future in being a sad burger-making machine.

“Just remember,” Quinn says, “these people work hard, don’t have much money, or they wouldn’t be getting dinner for their families here. It’s important we do our best.” He says this because he doesn’t want Toby falling under the spell of their lazy co-worker, Pete. Quinn’s dad always said that there’s no job worth doing if you don’t do it well.

Toby nods earnestly.

“If you get backed up, just explain that you’re new, learning the job. They’re good people, most of them.”

“Except Brad Paxton and his friends, they’re assholes.” The curse word sounds funny coming from Toby, for some reason.

“There’s always an exception to every rule.” Another Dad-ism.

“An exception that deserves spit in his burger. That’s what Pete says.”

“No,” Quinn says. “Gloria could get written up from the health department or worse. Guys like Brad, they aren’t worth the trouble.”

Toby nods again, like he’s taking it to heart.

In truth, Quinn wouldn’t care if Brad ate a spit-burger. But he tries to live by a code: What would Dad do? It’s hard sometimes, but it makes him feel more connected to his father, something he clings to as he fears he’s slowly losing the memories of their twelve years together.

Gloria finally arrives, looking flustered, disheveled. She owns three Burger Hut locations, one an hour away in Plattsmouth, another in South Omaha. She hugs Quinn, thanks him, calls him a “lifesaver.” He tells her it’s no problem. That he needs to run—Mom said seven sharp or it would be his ass.

On the walk home, Quinn checks the old Timex, another reminder of Dad. He doesn’t need to rush, he decides, so he cracks the spine of his book and reads as he walks, transported to the Devon School in the summer of 1942, far, far away. A particular passage speaks to him today: “I felt that I was not, never had been and never would be a living part of this overpowering solid and deeply meaningful world around me.”






CHAPTER FOUR


Jules coughs in the fog of hairspray enveloping her. When the mist evaporates, she examines herself in the bedroom mirror. She wears a tight white tank under a plaid flannel shirt. She looks good. Her mind flits to Quinn and her crack about him wearing flannel. She hopes he doesn’t see her in this getup at the concert. Then she remembers he’s not going, so no risk of that. No risk of Quinn thinking she’s a poser, even though she is. For a fleeting moment, though, she’s disappointed Quinn Riley won’t be there. He’d appreciate the show more than she ever will. And maybe she wouldn’t mind running into him.

Her bedroom phone rings. She races for it, trying to beat her little sister from answering. Clare always sprints for the phone for the pure sport of annoying Jules. But Jules is too late. Clare is already on the line.

“I’ve got it,” Jules bellows into the receiver. When she doesn’t hear the click, she says, “Dang it, Clare, hang up!”

“It’s me,” Miranda says. “My brother couldn’t get the stuff.” By “stuff” she means the alcohol for the concert.

“Why not?”

“Todd says, ‘I’m a police officer now.’” Miranda always uses an uptight robot voice to imitate her brother, and it fits.

Todd recently became a Barton County cop, which is comical, if not troubling, since he’d been the biggest partier and bully in high school. He was a senior when Jules and Miranda were freshmen, and they watched the star football player terrorize the nerds, the skaters, the goths, the metalheads, and the endless other groups on the lower end of the social hierarchy. For her part, she’s never liked the way Todd looks at her.

“I’ll just run over to Hagers,” Jules says. It’s a dumpy liquor store that doesn’t usually card. Or she can bat her eyes and one of the creeps who frequent the place will buy for her.

“Okay, pick me up and I’ll go with you.”

“We don’t have time. I told Brad we’d meet at his place at seven thirty.”

“But we’re supposed to be using the buddy system.”

Miranda’s so damn dramatic. Jules gets it, though. The school had an assembly about the May Day Killer after some reporter found a connection between women abducted on May 1st. Three of the victims were found dead in roadside ditches, two actually survived. Ever since the story ran, all the grown-ups have been losing their minds.

“I’ll meet you at Brad’s,” Jules says, and hangs up.

On her way out, Jules’s sister steps in front of her, hand on hips.

“I’m telling,” Clare says, as Jules plucks her car keys from the foyer table.

“What are you talking about?”

“You’re buying booze.”

“No, I’m not. What are you—” Jules stops. “You little shit. You didn’t hang up the line, you listened to my call.”

Clare offers a wicked smile. Jules fights a smile of her own. Clare drives her absolutely crazy, but she loves the little clown. “What do you want?” Jules says.

“Rides. For me and my friends. To the roller rink. The mall. Rides all month.”

When Jules doesn’t agree, Clare calls out, “Moooom.”

“All right, all right,” Jules hushes her.

“And you’ll get me some wine coolers at Hagers,” Clare adds.

“Don’t push your luck,” Jules says as she heads out.

On the drive, Jules bobs her head to Kris Kross’s “Jump” on the radio, then imagines Quinn Riley rolling his eyes at her. She remembers the mixtape he gave her. He denied making it for her, but she thinks he did. His face turned pretty red when she teased him.

The parking lot at Hagers is full. Everyone getting ready for Friday night in this three-stoplight town. Though Omaha is less than a half hour away, it’s like they live in Mayberry.

Inside, there’s a long line at the register. She pretends not to notice the men in the potato chip factory uniforms leering; ignores the other girls in flannel giving her the stink-eye, knowing she’s playing dress-up and they always wear this grunge crap. She checks her list: peppermint schnapps for her, Zima for Miranda, something called After Shock for Brad and the boys.

Strolling through the store, she tries to look older than seventeen. In the aisle, she spots a familiar face and has a spike of panic. It’s Mr. Vanderman, her school counselor. Shit, he sees her. Six feet tall, she can never hide. Mr. Vanderman shakes his head. He whispers something to a woman next to him. She looks at Jules and does a tsk tsk with her finger, and they disappear. Mr. Vanderman is pretending he didn’t see her. Yes!

She mills about until she sees Vanderman and the woman leave the store, the bells on the door jangling. So the rumors are true, he does have a girlfriend. And she is indeed a ten.

Her arms filled with bottles, Jules makes it to the front of the line. She hopes twenty-two bucks will cover it. Hopes the guy with the greasy hair working the register doesn’t decide to follow the rules for once in his life and card her.

She drops the bottles on the counter, smiles. She’s learned that her smile goes a long way.

He doesn’t smile back, but also doesn’t ask for ID.

“Going to the concert?” he asks, giving her the once-over as he puts the bottles in a brown sack.

She nods, smiles again.

“Be careful…” He grins and Jules tries not to shudder at the tobacco flecks in his teeth. “The May Day Killer is hunting.” He chuckles and it makes Jules’s skin crawl.

She says nothing and hoists the bag in her arm. What an asshole.

Inside the car, she shakes off the image of the guy’s gross teeth.

That’s when she hears the voice from the back seat of the car.

“Take off your clothes.”

Jules nearly wets herself at the voice, the feel of hands clasping her shoulders.

She hears her own scream before she even processes. Before she hears the familiar laugh.

“Goddammit, Brad!” she bellows, catching her breath. She finally releases a laugh of her own, even though she’s pissed.

He climbs over the front seat and sits next to her.

“Asshole!” she says, her pulse leveling. “You nearly gave me a heart attack.”

“Bill was driving me home and I saw your car and … Don’t be mad.”

She laughs more, opens the schnapps, takes a swig. “Asshole!”

Her heart trips again at the hard tap on the window, at the sight of the turd brown police uniform. She rolls down the window while tucking the bottle at her feet.

“Step out of the car, ma’am,” the voice says. “I’m with the FBI.”

Jules shakes her head. “Cut the crap, Todd,” she says to Miranda’s dipshit brother. “And you’re not in the FBI.”

“Yes I am, ma’am,” he continues in an exaggerated cop voice. “Female Body Inspector.”

Brad laughs as if it’s the funniest thing he’s ever heard, reaches over, and does one of those stupid elaborate handshakes the boys do. They know each other because Todd’s a volunteer assistant coach for the football team, already trying to recapture his glory days.

“You goin’ to the concert?” Brad asks.

Todd, who is swinging his giant flashlight now, says, “Nah, night shift bullshit.”

Jules starts the car. “We’ve gotta bounce.”

“Slow down, sugar tits. You know I can arrest you, don’t you?” Todd says, eyeing the bag of booze.

Jules rolls up the window, juts the car from the spot, and flips Todd the bird as she drives off.






CHAPTER FIVE


“Surprise!” a smattering of voices call out as Quinn walks into the living room.

There’s one of those latex balloons bouncing against the ceiling that says HAPPY BIRTHDAY. On the coffee table, there’s a sheet cake from the grocery store displayed next to a six-pack of beer.

Quinn sees George first, Mom behind him, making sure his little brother’s headphones are on tight.

Uncle Pat comes over and shoves a Pabst in his hand. “Seventeen, no shit,” he says, smacking him on the back.

“I thought you have work?” Quinn says to his mom. Her supervisor, a mean-spirited man named Kenny Pearl, gives her the night shift on Friday and Saturday nights and is stingy with time off. Uncle Pat says Kenny has had a thing for Mom since high school and was angry when she rebuffed his advances after Dad died. Now Quinn understands why Mom wanted Quinn home by seven—for this party, not to watch George.

“My shift’s covered. Don’t you worry about it. Now let’s eat some cake.”

His mother peels the cellophane from the small paper plates and Quinn greets his brother by standing in front of him, nodding hello. George is nonverbal, doesn’t like to be touched, but Quinn thinks he’s aware of what’s going on. The way George cocks his head when Quinn greets him, the way his brother’s spine straightens when Randy, Mom’s shit boyfriend, is around. The way George seems at peace when he and Quinn sit together, Quinn reading, George watching one of the nature shows he seems to like about wildlife or bugs.

George sits on the sofa, and Quinn sits next to him, puts a piece of cake in front of him on the coffee table.

“Want some cake, buddy?”

George turns his head away.

“Maybe later.”

Quinn doesn’t want any either. The grocery store cakes always taste like a pile of sugar covered with frosting. But he takes a slice, pretends to enjoy a bite for Mom’s sake.

Uncle Pat’s in the lounge chair watching TV. Already several beers in, he’s ranting about the presidential election, how the world is going to hell if “Slick Willy” wins. Quinn tunes him out, takes a drink of the Pabst, which is lukewarm.

It’s then that he notices George’s upper arm. Four bruises in a line, like fingerprint marks from a hand squeezing too tight.

“Mom,” Quinn says, pointing at George’s arm.

She looks over, says nothing.

Quinn jumps to his feet. “I swear, if Randy…”

“If Randy what?” a voice says from the doorway. Randy holds a brown sack from Hagers, probably more cheap booze. His hair is pulled into a ponytail. He’s a big guy, Randy. From years loading trucks at the factory. But he’s also soft from too much beer and fast food and hard living.

Quinn charges up to him, gets in his face. “If you touch George again, I swear…” Quinn feels his blood running hot, his heart slamming in his chest. Uncle Pat is already on his feet positioning himself between them.

“Calm down, Q,” Pat says.

“I didn’t touch him,” Randy says. “Now you best back the fuck off.”

Uncle Pat is pulling on Quinn’s arm now.

“Dammit, Nadine,” Randy says, “it’s always something. I don’t need this shit.”

Quinn’s mother says nothing. She doesn’t defend Quinn. Doesn’t defend George.

Quinn stares at her. She won’t lift her gaze to his. Quinn feels something—rage, disappointment. Then he says the words he’ll later regret: “Dad would be ashamed of you for bringing this piece of garbage into our lives.”

Quinn hears Randy yelling something, Mom crying, Uncle Pat calling after him, as he rushes out the door and into the night.






CHAPTER SIX


Quinn’s pulse is still racing, his fists balled, as he marches down the road. A Chevy Impala pulls up next to him. The window comes down, and Uncle Pat says, “Get in, you damn hothead.”

Quinn frowns but gets into the car. He examines Pat for a beat.

His uncle clutches the steering wheel with one hand, raises a pint of whiskey to his lips with the other.

“Should you be driving?” Quinn asks.

“Hell no.” Pat slams the gas pedal and they screech off.

Soon, they’re on the interstate. Even with several drinks in him, Pat handles the vehicle with the confidence of someone who drives for a living; he’s the factory’s wheelman for long-haul deliveries.

“Where are we going?” Quinn asks. His adrenaline is still pumping from the altercation with Randy. Why is she with such a loser? His mother could do so much better. She’s not only smart and funny; Quinn also sees the way men look at her.

“You need a night off, kid. You’re wound too tight.”

A car lays on the horn as Pat cuts it off. His uncle slicks back his hair, wet from perspiration and grease and the whiskey, then turns on the car radio. Led Zeppelin blares from the classic rock station through cheap speakers.

“Sorry,” Quinn says. “But I can’t take that guy anymore. I don’t know what she sees in him. How she can let him near George.” Quinn feels his jaw clench tight. “And I wasn’t kidding, if he touches George again, I swear…”

“See, that’s what I’m talkin’ about,” Pat says, shaking his head. “And your mom’s a grown woman.”

“But George isn’t a grown man.”

“Neither are you, kid.” Pat sighs, like he regrets saying it. “Look, your mom told me that George got those marks when he had one of his episodes. That Randy was just holding him so he wouldn’t hurt himself.”

Quinn gives him a look like give me a fucking break. George suffers physical outbursts and seizures, but the marks on his arm looked like someone grabbing him roughly, not the bear hug you’re supposed to use to protect George from himself.

“If I thought Randy put a finger on either of them,” Pat says, “I’d beat the shit out of him myself.”

“You’re not there. You don’t see…”

Uncle Pat lights a cigarette and Quinn lowers the window.

“Your mom’s a tough bird; she had to be to survive our parents.” Mom never talks about Quinn’s grandparents, and he never met them before they died. Quinn thinks it’s because they were abusive.

Pat continues: “Nadine used to put your dad in his place. And he was the toughest SOB I ever met.”

Quinn stares out into the darkness. Maybe he is wound too tight. Birthdays, like so many things, make him think of Dad.

“You reminded me of him tonight,” Pat says. He looks out at the road, like he’s envisioning Quinn’s dad so long ago. “When you got in Randy’s face.” Another nostalgic smile. “I ever tell you about the time your dad saved my ass?”

Quinn doesn’t respond. He’s heard the story a hundred times. How Dad saw Pat circled by a group of toughs in the parking lot of the bowling alley about to get his ass kicked. How Dad charged in and took down the leader with one punch, causing the rest of them to retreat.

Twenty minutes later, the car eases off the interstate and they’re in downtown Omaha. Where in the hell is Pat taking him? It better not be those strip clubs he goes to. No way Quinn’s going inside.

He’s surprised when they pull up in front of the Civic Auditorium. Quinn can hear music floating in the wind, the vibration in his chest from a bass drum.

Quinn looks at Pat, his expression asking, What’s going on?

“Heads or tails, kid?” Pat balances a coin on his thumb.

“What? I’m not in the mood for—”

“Heads or tails?” Pat takes in a drag of his cigarette, signaling he’s got all night.

Since Quinn was a boy, Pat would play this dumb game. Heads or tails? Winner cleans up the dishes. Heads or tails? Loser buys beer.

“Fine,” Quinn says. “Heads.”

With the cigarette dangling from his lips, Pat flips the coin, grabs it in the air, and slaps it on his wrist. He removes his hand, displaying the coin. Heads.

Pat smiles, removes something from his shirt pocket, hands it to Quinn.

“Happy birthday, kid. From me and your mom. If you wouldn’t have run out mad as a damn hornet, we were gonna give it to you.”

It’s a ticket to the concert. Holy shit.

“Thank you,” is all Quinn can think to say.

“It’s why she wanted you home tonight. So you could make the show.” Pat pauses. “Now go get some of that aggression out in—what do they call it?—the mosh pit.”

Quinn accepts two twenty-dollar bills Pat holds out.

“For something to eat and a cab home.”

Quinn gets out of the car. Before tearing off, Pat rolls down the window and says, “Don’t do anything I would do, kid.”






CHAPTER SEVEN


The concert is better than Jules anticipated. The band has a spiritual vibe, the sound moody, soulful. Though, too much angst for her taste; that’s probably because she hasn’t experienced much angst in her life. She’s smart enough to understand that good looks give you a pass from the hardships that are at the root of teenage angst. Her gross history teacher, Mr. Belcher, isn’t totally wrong.

Brad is drunk and too loud. Miranda hangs on him like they’re just pals but Jules knows she has a thing for him.

Jules leans in for a kiss, marking her territory. Brad pulls away from Miranda and kisses her back. She can almost feel the electricity running through him. He’s been pressuring her—she thinks that’s the right word—to finish the job, stop teasing him. He doesn’t know she’s a virgin. It won’t be tonight, that’s for sure. When she decides to give herself to someone, it’s going to be perfect. The perfect time. The perfect place. The perfect mood. Candles, even. Not a sweaty pile of limbs in the back of Brad’s Mustang. And certainly not drunk and sloppy, with the stink of After Shock seeping through his pores.

The band moves to a ballad and the lighters are in the air now. She makes sure none are near her hair, lest the Aqua Net ignite into a blaze. Brad shouts into the dark, his voice hoarse. His friends join in like howling wolves. They’re such followers. And Miranda edges closer to Brad again.

Brad’s best friend, Bill, offers to put Jules on his shoulders so she can see better. She politely declines. Bill plays the nice guy, but Jules has heard rumors that he drove a date out to the cornfields where everyone makes out and said, “Put out or get out.” You’ve got to watch out for the nice guys.

Miranda is all over Brad again, but Jules cuts her friend a break. Miranda’s always a bit desperate when she drinks.

The final straw, however, is when Jules watches Brad’s hand slide down Miranda’s ass.

“Are you kidding me?” She whirls him around.

He gives her an exasperated look.

“Wait? Are you two…?”

“It just happened,” Miranda says, her eyes glassy.

No, just … no. Jules pulls away from the group and starts down the stadium stairs.

“Jules, where are you going?” Brad calls after her. “Wait…”

Jules doesn’t respond, just continues down the concrete steps. She’s angry but also relieved for some reason.

In the corridor of the arena, the beer and food vendors are closing up, getting ready for the exodus.

She feels tears well in her eyes. She needs to fight them. It’s just so … so fucked. And how’s she going to get home? She can’t call her parents. She’s drunk and they’ll just want to talk about it, her mom so desperate to get in her business, missing the drama of high school, of the beauty pageant circuit. “These are the best days of your life,” her mom always says when she’s had too much wine.

She looks around for anyone she might know. But there are thousands of people at the concert.

Outside now, she checks her handbag for cab money. She spent all her cash on the booze. They’re supposed to reimburse her, but she can’t go crawling back now after stomping off.

She sees a plexiglass bus shelter on Farnam Street in front of the arena. She doesn’t know the bus schedule. But how hard can it be?

The street is dark, the path to the bus stop shadowy. She shouldn’t be out here alone. Her thoughts go to the cashier at the liquor store with his sickening grin.

“Be careful … the May Day Killer is hunting.”

Stop being a chickenshit. Plenty of drunk concertgoers are stumbling along the sidewalk ahead. Lots of people are out. She’ll be fine.

There’s a small group at the bus stop.

She asks a young woman if she knows which bus goes into Monarch. The woman, she’s in her twenties, rougher looking, but turns out to be nice. Tells Jules to take the Number 10.

She wonders if that asshole is even looking for her. Or has Brad decided that Miranda is a sure thing? Screw them both.

The group gets on the next bus, but it’s not the 10. They were loud and annoying, but she’s sorry they’re gone.

Alarm bells peal inside her when she sees an orange glow, the end of a cigarette, in the dark car parked on the street. It’s been there the whole time but she didn’t know someone was inside.

She should go back to the stadium. Find a pay phone. Call her parents. Fuck, she should just get a ride home with Brad, deal with it all tomorrow.

She winces at the sound of an engine roaring. The dark car’s headlights are on. They’re blinding her.

She considers running back to the stadium but is saved by the rumble of a city bus going too fast and jerking to a stop. The lit number 10 sends relief flooding through her.

At the fare box, she starts to explain that she doesn’t have money, that she’ll promise to pay on the next ride, that her friends left her, but the driver cuts her off by waving her to the back.

Only two other people are on the bus. An older woman who wears an office cleaner uniform, and a man whose clothes are dirty and who’s sleeping or passed out.

What a night, she thinks, as the bus plods along. One of the windows is open a crack and the breeze hits her in the face. She’s stone cold sober now.

This one will go down in the books. The night she took the bus home alone from downtown Omaha after Brad and Miranda betrayed her. She wonders how many of their friends know about the two of them and said nothing.

She opens her handbag, pulls out her compact, and looks at the small mirror. Her eye makeup has smeared and she thumbs it. She shakes her head at her poser plaid shirt. Her mind leaps to Quinn Riley, wonders what he’s doing right now. Wonders what he’ll say about her predicament when she tells him about it in Monday’s study hall. He’ll have some wisecrack, but he’ll be nice. Maybe ask her what she’d expect from the likes of Brad. Quinn’s never said anything bad about her boyfriend, but she can tell Quinn thinks Brad is a tool. Yet he never says an unkind word about anyone. That’s a good quality, she thinks.

At last, the bus arrives in Monarch, and she feels another wave of relief. She’s back on her home turf. Where people know her, where she’s safe.

As she walks down Main Street, she thinks about Brad, about advice her grandmother once gave her, borrowed from Maya Angelou: “If someone shows you who they are, believe them.”

Her heart thrums at the sound of a vehicle idling next to her. She thinks about the dark car at the bus stop, but her pulse slows when she recognizes the pickup truck. Johnny Elwood. He’s with his girlfriend, Courtney.

“Jules, what are you … Do you need a ride?”

“If you don’t mind?”

She climbs into the cabin. Courtney offers a tight smile, slides over to the middle. Jules used to date Johnny, so there’s some awkwardness.

“You don’t want to ask,” Jules says.

Johnny smiles, takes the hint, and doesn’t.

“Your house?”

“Actually, can you take me to Brad’s? My car’s there.”

Johnny’s a good guy. That he’d drop her at Brad’s, the boy who she left him for, proves that. The ride is mostly silent. When they arrive, Johnny waits until Jules is safely in her car before he tears off.

Jules sinks into the driver’s seat, exhales, and wonders what excuse she’ll give her parents if they’re up, since she told them she was sleeping over at Miranda’s.

Then the voice from her back seat causes a violent tremor to rip through her. “Mmm, mmm, mmm.”

“Dammit, Brad, this isn’t funny, and—”

She stops short when she realizes that her friends are still at the concert. And this isn’t Brad.






CHAPTER EIGHT


As Uncle Pat suggested, Quinn spent some time in the mosh pit. But it didn’t release the anger consuming him from the image of those marks on his brother’s arm, the smirk on Randy’s face.

And as much as he appreciated the concert ticket, it made him feel even more alone. Going to a concert by yourself is probably the loneliest thing a person can do. All these people—this communal environment—with no one to enjoy it with.

Despite himself, he looks for her. He imagines Jules Delaney in some plaid outfit, pretending this is her scene. It makes him smile. There are many girls playing dress-up tonight, but none of them as striking as Jules.

The band breaks into the song “Once,” and the crowd goes crazy. Quinn thinks of Jules and her reference to serial killers, and he smiles again. He closes his eyes and lets the music pulsate through him.

After the encore, he makes his way outside. The sky is clear, stars twinkling. He imagines what it would be like to be with someone you love on a night like this. A nice dinner, a fun concert, holding hands back to the car. He looks for any cabs idling outside the arena. Getting one will probably take a while, but it’s better than getting a ride with Uncle Pat.

Pat is a good guy at his core. But he’s not exactly a suitable replacement for Quinn’s father. Quinn learned early on that Pat is the last person you want to go to for parental advice. Quinn had his first date in eighth grade—it was before all the Frito stuff, back when he’d had a chance in this town. Pat’s advice: “Jerk off before the date. It’s always good to get the evil out.”

So gross. And so Pat.

But at least Pat tried. Shortly after Dad’s car accident, Pat moved to Monarch from Illinois, to help out Quinn’s mom with Quinn and George. Pat showed up at the house one day and took Quinn on a road trip to his parents’ hometown, Ashwell, Nebraska. Pat showed him the Dairy Queen where Dad had first asked Mom out, their high school, that bowling alley where Dad had saved Pat from getting a beatdown. He drove them out to this peculiar field where teenagers would have keggers and mess around. Quinn remembers looking out at the vast acres punctuated by hundreds of World War II ammunition storage bunkers. They looked like large igloos covered with grass. Pat told him that farmers bought the silos from the military and used them for storage. Quinn had imagined his father in the light of a bonfire; Dad and Pat racing dirt bikes around the bunkers. Whatever Pat’s faults, that had been a special day for Quinn.

He makes his way to the street in front of the concert hall, notices a small crowd near a bus stop.

It’s then he sees him: Brad Paxton. Jules’s Brad.

But he’s not with his usual band of mouth breathers. He’s amid a group of kids wearing letterman jackets from their rival school.

Brad is face-to-face with a bigger guy, the others flanking him.

Quinn approaches, more out of curiosity than anything. He and Brad tap eyes. It’s then he sees the fear.

Quinn should keep walking. What’s he care about a guy who called Quinn’s brother a freak? Who perpetuates the Frito nickname?

But his mind flashes to Jules’s smile.

Quinn gets closer. The bigger kid shoves Brad and the others close the circle around him like hyenas from that cartoon movie George watches over and over.

The words escape Quinn’s mouth before he has time to think this through: “Where’s Jules?”

Brad grabs the lifeline. “I’ve been looking for her…”

The kid facing Brad twists around. “Is this your boyfriend?”

His friends snigger and Brad holds Quinn’s gaze.

It’s then Quinn thinks about his father charging in to save Uncle Pat. Walking up to the leader, taking him to the ground so decisively that it sent the others running.

Quinn walks slowly to Brad and the guy towering over him. A murmur rises from the group.

“I need a ride home,” Quinn says to Brad, ignoring the others.

Brad looks at him, confused, but he doesn’t hesitate. “Cool.” He cocks his head to the parking lot.

Brad starts to walk away, when the big guy shoves him hard.

Quinn doesn’t hesitate. He clocks the guy in the chin, and watches him fall to the ground.

What Quinn hadn’t anticipated was the ghastly crunch of skull hitting concrete.

The rest of the night is a haze.

The bodies scattering.

The police lights.

The handcuffs in the back of the squad car.

His fantasy of a scholarship, college, a new life, gone with the swing of a punch.

Once upon a time.
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CHAPTER NINE


Five months into Quinn’s incarceration at the Douglas County Youth Rehabilitation and Treatment Center, his mother died. Murdered, actually. Bludgeoned with a hammer, apparently for the twenty dollars in her purse and pearl earrings.

They let Quinn attend her funeral. The warden made the arrangements, which was kind of him. It was a devastating affair. A closed casket. Nearly everyone from the factory paying their respects. Uncle Pat, dressed in an ill-fitting sweater and wrinkled slacks, said the company covered the cost of the plain casket and trays of meat for the wake.

The most heartbreaking part was watching George in the front row, hugging his knees. The officer who’d accompanied Quinn there like he was some hardened killer allowed Quinn only five minutes after the priest’s remarks to say goodbye to Mom, to visit with George and Pat. To scowl at Mom’s boyfriend Randy, who’d given a melodramatic speech about how he’d hunt down the killer, oblivious that everyone there had suspected Randy as the murderer until the police cleared him.

When Quinn returned to juvie later that day, the warden paid him a visit in his small room, handed him a brochure that had ARMY: BE ALL YOU CAN BE emblazed on the front of it. The warden said his mother’s death was a sign from God that he needed to shape up. Be a man.

That’s how today—his eighteenth birthday—Quinn finds himself in an Army recruiter’s car, a garbage bag full of belongings at his feet. The county released him the second he turned a legal adult; that’s probably when the funds for detaining him dried up. Quinn thinks the recruiter and warden have some sort of arrangement. The recruiter is nice enough, takes him to Bennigan’s for breakfast, waits until Quinn finishes his pancakes to bring out the papers for him to sign. Quinn doesn’t read them, just scrawls his name next to the X with the Bic pen.

“What’re your plans before leaving for basic?” the recruiter asks. The timing of his release is perfect; boot camp starts in two days.

“I’m gonna visit my brother today,” he says. “Then I have to see the counselor one more time, kind of a checkout thing they require.”

“You have enough money to get you by?”

“I think so. My uncle sent me a couple hundred bucks.”

“That who you’re staying with?” The recruiter must know that the bank foreclosed on the house.

“Yeah,” he lies. Uncle Pat doesn’t have a home other than his semitruck, though he’s prone to short stays with the women he meets at bars on his delivery routes throughout the state. He’s on a long haul and won’t be back until after Quinn leaves for boot camp.

The recruiter’s buzz cut dips in a nod, he takes a last sip of coffee, then stands, shakes Quinn’s hand firmly. “This is a good decision, son.”

Quinn hopes that’s true. But it doesn’t matter: He has no other options.

By lunchtime, he’s found his way to the group home in Bellevue. Three different buses, but he doesn’t have much else to do, so it’s fine. He has Gatsby to keep him company. Who was it who said, “There is no friend as loyal as a book”?

He’s met at the door by a young woman who can’t be much older than Quinn. She has red hair and freckles and a sweet demeanor. This makes him feel better—that George has someone like this looking after him. Quinn explains who he is, why he’s there.

“We have special visiting days and hours,” the redhead says. “We don’t like to deviate from the schedule, the routine helps them…”

“I understand. I totally get it. But I head out to basic training on Monday for ten weeks.” He doesn’t explain that he’s just out of juvenile detention, which surely won’t help his case.

The redhead ponders this. “I suppose you can have a little time with him after lunch,” she says. “But you need to be out before my supervisor gets here at two o’clock.”

“Thank you,” he says.

The redhead then does something unexpected. She puts her hand on his shoulder, says, “I’m so sorry about your mom.”

The woman, Holly is her name, has him wait at a table in the kitchen, out of the way. He watches as two other staff members, a middle-aged Black woman and a heavyset white guy with a ponytail, carry food trays to a dining area. Holly explains that their residents are nonviolent, all with severe disabilities. They try to make it a family environment, including family-style meals.

“How’s he doing?” Quinn asks in one of the moments when she takes a break.

“George?” She stops, like she’s finding the right words. “It’s like he’s somewhere else. He spends most of his time in his room.”

“He likes TV shows and picture books about bugs and wild animals,” Quinn says.

This generates a soft smile from Holly. She has perfectly symmetrical freckles across the bridge of her nose. “I noticed that. And he perks up on our field trips to the zoo,” she says.

“Once I get some money, get situated, I’m going to find him a specialist. Maybe get him to move in with me.”

“That would be wonderful,” she says. But the look on her face is something resembling pity.

George doesn’t acknowledge Quinn when he comes into the room. His little brother sits at a desk staring at a kangaroo in a safari magazine. Quinn sees a familiar book on the shelf, Where the Wild Things Are. Their father used to read it to them both at bedtime. Quinn sits on the bed, opens the book, and reads aloud to George. About Max and his wolf suit and the forest that grew and grew in his bedroom.

Quinn finishes the story, stopping only at the spot where the Wild Rumpus starts. Displaying the illustration of the wild-thing monsters doing their wild rumpus dance, Quinn makes the funny sound Dad used to make: “Ooo-ca-chuck-a-waca, Ooo-ca-chuck-a-waca.”

He looks at his brother. No reaction.

He used to see a change in George when he read to him, a small but discernable shift in his posture, the look in his eyes not so far away. But not today.

At the end of the visit, Quinn says, “I’m sorry we can’t live together right now, buddy. But I promise I’ll do my best to get us a home someday.”

On his way out, trying to hold back tears, he says goodbye to Holly. Thanks her. She tells him if he sends letters while he’s away, she’ll read them to George. And then, to his surprise, she hugs him tight and doesn’t let go as his body shudders.






CHAPTER TEN


By four thirty, Quinn has woven through another labyrinth of bus routes and transfers, and made it to the Douglas County Hospital in Omaha. The final condition of his release: attending his exit interview with the detention center’s counselor.

While incarcerated, Quinn kept his head down, got his GED, even started to enjoy his sessions with Helen Yang. He liked the perky counselor; she threw starfish back into the ocean for a living but was always cheerful and optimistic. She works at the hospital, and Quinn thinks her weekly visits to the juvenile detention center are pro bono. It tells you a lot that she’d do this stuff for free.

She put up with Quinn’s silence during group. Seemed to immediately understand he wasn’t one to talk out his feelings; that he was “internal,” as she termed it. Helen noticed that Quinn read a lot and scribbled in a journal, so she suggested he try writing a story. He liked the idea but didn’t think he had anything new to say. The world doesn’t need more sad stories.

When that didn’t work, Helen asked him to write letters—even if he never sent them—to express how he was feeling. So that’s what he did.

He wrote a letter to his father, asking for the strength to get through it all, apologizing for letting down his family.

He wrote a letter to his mother, asking for forgiveness, saying he didn’t mean it when he said Dad would be ashamed of her, and apologizing for not being there to protect her.

He wrote a letter to George, vowing he would find a way to reunite, the same pledge he made just a few hours ago to his brother’s vacant stare.

He wrote a letter to the scumbag who killed his mother. Told the man he would find him.

And he wrote a letter to Jules. That was the curious one: Why write a girl he barely knows?

He wrote so many letters his hand cramped clutching the rubber pen. It would bend with even the slightest pressure, a safety measure to ensure no one used it as a shiv.

Of all the letters, he sent only one: to the kid he’d nearly killed when his skull cracked against the pavement at the concert. The boy recovered, which is the only reason Quinn won’t spend the rest of his life behind bars. The other letters are in a bundle in the garbage bag he grips as he walks from the bus stop to the hospital.

It’s an old fortress-looking structure out of a Batman comic. Quinn asks the information desk where to find Helen, and he’s directed to the lower level.

When he locates the small room in the basement, Helen offers him a warm smile. She introduces Quinn to the group of teenagers sitting in molded plastic chairs, tells them that this is Quinn’s last session before going off to serve the country. She doesn’t mention that Quinn is one of the kids she worked with at juvie.

As always, Quinn doesn’t speak. He just listens to the other kids who describe their struggles with drugs and alcohol, with their parents, with the world. Each story heartrending in its own right. He wonders if he’ll ever have the courage—that’s what it is, right?—to speak in group.

Afterward, as they stack the chairs and Helen says her goodbyes, a young woman appears in the doorway. She seems flustered, or maybe high or drunk, Quinn isn’t sure.

She clasps a paper and approaches Helen. Quinn watches as Helen apologizes, says she can’t sign the form because the girl missed group. The girl bats her pretty eyes, tells a sob story about traffic, but Helen simply gives her the time of the next session.

It’s then the girl catches Quinn’s eye. And she stops talking. Tilts her head to the side.

“Quinn Riley?”






CHAPTER ELEVEN


Jules feels a flutter in her chest. She wasn’t sure she’d ever see him again. After the concert last year, the rumors were cruel and untamed.

Did you hear Quinn Riley killed a kid?

I heard he shot the guy for looking at him funny.

I heard he stabbed the kid for calling him Frito.

I heard …

None of it was true. Jules asked her father, a lawyer who tends to know everything going on in their town, what really happened. A fistfight gone wrong, a boy with a head injury who luckily recovered.

“You’re … you’re out,” she states the obvious.

“I am,” Quinn says, standing in the corridor of the hospital.

“Still have a way with words, I see,” she says.

She detects the hint of a smile.

They walk down the hallway to the elevator. It’s awkward, like he’s embarrassed. He’s carrying a garbage bag; she decides not to ask.

“Why are you in group?” he says finally.

“M.I.P.,” she replies—a minor in possession of alcohol citation, her second.

“It’s a diversion program,” she goes on. “If I go to sessions, it won’t go on my record. Otherwise it could screw up college.”

He smiles again, a sad one. She shouldn’t have brought up college. He clearly isn’t going. They take the elevator up to the main floor in silence. When the doors spread open, Quinn smiles one more time, then says, “Goodbye, Jules.” And he walks off.

Really? What are the odds they’d both be here? What are the chances? Yet he just leaves with nothing but a cold goodbye?

It’s been hard for her after what happened. Keeping her secret. Taking shower after shower and never feeling clean. Having no one to talk to. Feeling ashamed at what the man did to her, what he made her do. Feeling the terror when he said, If you tell … I know where you live, later realizing that her driver’s license was missing.

So she never told.

Not her parents.

Not the police.

Not anyone.

She considered going to the cops. But what would she say? She never saw his face. From the back seat, he’d wrapped a forearm around her neck, choked her out, and when she came to she had tape over her eyes. She’ll never forget his voice, the sinister things he said, but those aren’t things she can tell anyone. From her handbag, she pulls out the bottle of water that isn’t water. Takes a big drink, lets the vodka sting her throat, make her feel warm and everything softer.

On the walk to the car, she scans the lot. Makes sure no one is following. Makes sure that no one is sitting in their car watching her. No one is lingering nearby.

She takes another swig, draining the rest of the bottle, laces her keys through her fingers, giving her a Freddy Krueger hand, and fast-walks to her car. Peering in the back seat before getting inside, she unlocks the door, rushes inside, locks it again. The feeling, the blanket of dread, never leaves. She’s often overwhelmed with unexpected memories of that night. The sound of the whooshing wind. The smell of his sweat. The sight of a bus stop, where she thinks he first saw her.

When she was young, she and her sister would hold their breath whenever they walked by the old cemetery on the way to school lest spirits get inside them. Now, whenever she sees a bus stop she does the same thing.

Today, though, she pulls over at the bus stop where Quinn Riley sits with his garbage bag.

Rolling down the window, she calls out, “Need a ride?”

Quinn hesitates.

“I don’t got all day,” she says.

She thinks she sees another small smile. Like he’s remembering something.

Quinn climbs into the passenger seat, puts the trash bag at his feet.

The drive is quiet at first. Eventually, he says, “New car?”

“Yeah, the other one was too, I don’t know, flashy.” That’s what she told her father, anyway, when she’d begged him to trade her BMW for the Ford. The truth is that she felt a crippling anxiety whenever she got inside the BMW, where she’d been forced to lie face down on the floor mats as he drove for what seemed an eternity to her fate.

“When did you get out?” she asks.

“Today.”

“Today?”

Jules digs through her purse and the car swerves. Quinn reaches for the wheel but she smacks his hand away. She excavates two mini bottles and tosses him one. “We need to celebrate, a toast.”

She untwists the cap and downs the brown liquid. Quinn doesn’t open his.

“Are you okay?” he asks.

Jules finds it remarkable that it’s been a year, yet Quinn somehow sees that the Jules he used to know is gone. Her parents don’t see it. Her friends don’t. Brad doesn’t. She’s become an actor, playing the role of Jules Delaney. Her birthday is in March. But May 1st is her Death Day.

She continues her performance. “Did they let you out for graduation?” she asks, changing the subject.

“No, I got my GED.” He pauses. “So … college?” he continues, clearly changing the subject himself.

“Yeah, UNL.”

“That’s amazing, Jules.”

She hesitates, but asks: “What are your plans?”

“I joined the army.”

“Wow,” she says, takes another swig from the mini bottle. “Are you, like, scared? I mean with the wars and…”

“No, the Gulf War is over. The recruiter said combat is unlikely. I’m going to try to join the military police, go to college.”

“That’s cool,” she says.

Quinn gives a weak smile.

“Hey, I wanted to say sorry about your mom,” she says.

“Thank you,” Quinn says.

“Did they ever catch who did it?” Jules’s dad told her that the police cleared the boyfriend, and they think it may have been a street robbery gone bad—that the killer confronted Quinn’s mom when she was leaving work and she fought back. Rumors at school said it was grisly, that she was viciously bludgeoned.

Quinn shakes his head. Decisive, like he doesn’t want to talk about it. Jules wonders if the unsolved murder is why Quinn wants to join the military police. She’d always imagined him being a writer or something like that given how much he loves books, how he would scrawl in his notebook, seeming lost in his head.

They finally make it to Monarch. She points to the Ferris wheel in the field near City Park.

“Monarch Days,” Quinn says, again with a lilt of sadness.

The traveling carnival that comes to town every spring.

“I’m meeting some friends. You want to come?” she asks.

“I’ve got somewhere I need to be.”

She stares at him a moment, thinks he’s not just making up an excuse. “Where can I drop you?”

“The fair is fine. I can find my way from there.”

They park on the grass next to the other cars. It’s already getting dark, the portable lights rattling like lawn mowers. She feels that unease again. She shouldn’t go to the fair, shouldn’t go anywhere on May 1st; he’s still out there. At the same time, she doesn’t want to be alone today. Everyone’s going, she’ll be fine.

She beats back the fear, the questions that haunt her: Why was I spared? Why did he call me one of the “Lucky Ones”?

“Could you walk me?” she asks. “If you don’t have time, it’s okay.”

“Sure.”

They trudge through the grass up the hill. Accordion music floats in the wind along with the scent of funnel cakes and fried food. She needs to mentally prepare herself for all the people; crowds make her panicky these days.

“Who are you meeting?” Quinn asks.

“Brad and everyone.”

She sees the look of disappointment on his face that she’s still with Brad. She sees the same look in the mirror every day.

Then Quinn says something unusual: “Did Brad ever tell you about that night?”

“About what night?”

Quinn doesn’t answer. It’s then she sees the cluster of letterman jackets, hears someone calling her name.

She turns back to him, but Quinn Riley is gone.






CHAPTER TWELVE


Quinn walks down a gravel path and across Monarch Creek and down 84th Street. The town’s main drag is lined with small shopping alcoves filled with off-brand retailers. Fashion Bug, Gordmans, a music store called Russo’s. While he was incarcerated, he got a letter from one of his mom’s friends, Ms. Glomm, saying she would hold Mom’s things from the office for him until he was released. So, with nothing else to do, he looks at the scrap of paper with her address and walks. Her house is on North Polk, not far from the plant, which gives him a pit in his gut. Not far from the Dumpster where they found his mother, thanks to an alert trash collector. The newspaper quoted the guy as saying he’d had a premonition—an eerie feeling, something told him to look under the bags before the arms of the truck lifted the metal container and emptied it inside.

Quinn has an eerie feeling himself when he sees the drab factory in the distance. The feeling collides with the growl from his stomach. He hasn’t eaten anything since the pancakes that morning. It’s then that he decides to make a pit stop at Burger Hut, which also looms ahead in its squat structure.

The place has no seating inside, but he’s in luck when he spots a friendly face working the drive-thru window.

He calls out to the kid: “Toby!”

The boy’s earnest expression looks out at nothing, not seeing Quinn at first. Toby’s face lights up when he finally notices Quinn.

“Boss! You’re back.” He leans out the window, motions with his full arm for Quinn to come over.

Inside, Quinn smiles at the ease with which Toby runs the place. He mindlessly mans the window while flipping burgers and visiting with Quinn. What a difference a year can make. The scene hurts because it reminds Quinn of before.

When there’s a lull in the drive-thru, Toby finds a package of hamburger buns, the freshest ones kept in the back of the pile, and he puts on all the fixings, carefully places a fresh patty on top, the cheese melting down the sides. “My own creation. Gloria let me add it to the menu, though she wouldn’t let me call it the ‘Toby Burger.’”

Quinn holds it up with both hands and takes a big bite, nods with approval. Toby slides over a Coke, and Quinn washes down the burger with a slurp.

“Damn, Toby, that’s good.” Quinn smiles, looks about. “And I see you’ve gotten the hang of things.”

Toby nods, proudly holds out the name tag on his shirt, which reads MANAGER.

“How are you?” Toby asks.

“Getting by. You?”

“Pretty good. Still don’t have a girlfriend,” Toby says, “but otherwise okay.”

Quinn smiles.

“I, um, tried to talk to you at the funeral,” Toby adds. “But the guard dude, or whatever he was, wouldn’t let me come over…”

“Thank you for coming. It meant a lot,” Quinn says, though he doesn’t remember seeing Toby at the ceremony.

Toby asks him about his plans, but steers clear of Quinn’s stint in juvie. Quinn tells him about joining the army, leaving in two days.

“Are you worried?”

“It’s unlikely I’ll see any combat because—”

“No,” Toby cuts in. “I mean are you worried about your hair, dude? You know they’re gonna shave it.”

Quinn smiles. “It’ll grow back.”

“But dude, it’s hella cool, just the right amount of wisp in the front. I’d kill if I had your hair.”

Quinn smiles.

Toby hesitates for a moment, then says, “I saw your mom that day—the day it happened.”

“Yeah?”

“I stopped by work on my way to school since Pete lost his keys and needed me to let him in. I saw her and someone talking on the sidewalk outside the plant. I thought they were having a smoke break maybe.”

Quinn feels a rush of adrenaline. “Who was she with?”

“I didn’t recognize him. He was tall, wore a suit. I wasn’t really focused on it, so I didn’t get a good look at him.”

“You told the police?”

“Yeah, I told the investigator. He showed me some pictures of people. I recognized some of them, including your mom’s boyfriend. But none of them were the guy.”

Quinn thinks about this. It could be nothing. Or it could be that Toby saw his mom’s killer. A man in a business suit isn’t much to go on.

An awkward silence ensues. That’s interrupted by the chime of the drive-thru.

“Sorry,” he says, “I gotta get back to—” He directs his head to the window, clicks the headset.

“Let me pay you for the burger,” Quinn says.

“It’s on me.” Toby stops, like he’s reminding himself of something. “And I mean that. I know you always said we don’t give away food to our friends. I’ll put the money in the register.”

Quinn feels an unexpected wave of pride. That he passed on something to this kid, the do-the-right-thing creed of his father. He feels like crying for some reason.

“It was great to see you.” Quinn pauses. “Keep up the good work.”

“You too, boss,” Toby says, already turning back to the window, handing a customer a grease-stained bag. “And I’m sure you’ll look cool with the crew cut, I didn’t mean to—”

“Good luck with that girlfriend,” Quinn interrupts. “It’ll happen.”

Toby grins, points at him, and Quinn heads outside.

The scene, the smell of the grease, the sweet kid, nearly levels him. And that’s before he walks past the spot where his mother was hit in the head over and over again with a hammer.






CHAPTER THIRTEEN


“Enough already, Brad, let’s go,” Jules says, tugging her boyfriend’s arm.

“One more try,” Brad says, handing the carnival worker a five-dollar bill. Ever since his buddy won Amber a giant stuffed Bart Simpson doll, Brad is intent on winning something for Jules.

“Seriously, you’re wasting your money. The games are rigged.”

“Now hold on, sweetie,” the carnival worker interjects. “I take great offense to that.” He grins and he has tobacco in his teeth, and it reminds her of something, sends a prickle of fear all over her body. “If it was rigged, she wouldn’t have that,” the guy says, gesturing to the Bart Simpson doll, goading Brad.

Brad grabs the ball, throws it hard toward the metal milk bottles. It connects, but only two of them topple over.

“Oooo, so close,” the carnival worker says. Jules can’t take another grin, so she leaves them to play the dumb game.

Making her way through the crowd, she rummages through her handbag for a mini bottle, but she’s out. She looks around for anyone she knows, someone who might have a flask or some weed.

A group of kids, the burnouts, huddle over by the spinning teacups. She’s reminded a moment of Quinn Riley and how much he did not fit in with them. She imagines him in the army. He’ll be a proper grown-up before she’s even finished her first year of college. But Quinn Riley always seemed more grown up. An old soul, her grandmother would say.

Through the loudspeakers, Whitney Houston belts out “I Will Always Love You.” If Jules hears that song one more time, she swears to god …

She spots Miranda in the crowd. She doesn’t know why she forgave her friend—or Brad, for that matter—after the cheating incident. She thinks it’s because she doesn’t really care. Worrying about what Brad does, about infidelity, about a high school betrayal, seems so trivial now. On her Death Day.

Miranda sees her and walks over. “Hey,” Miranda says. “Where is everyone?”

Jules directs her gaze to the carnival games. There’s another roar from the group as Brad gets so close but doesn’t knock down all the bottles. “You got any stuff?”

Miranda looks around conspiratorially, then hands Jules a Gatorade bottle. Jules takes a big gulp.

“Did you hear?” Miranda says.

“Hear what?”

“They found another body—over in Ralston.”

A blade of panic slides between Jules’s ribs. “They think it’s—?”

“The May Day Killer,” Miranda says, her eyes alight. Like it’s more exciting than horrific. “One of Todd’s cop buddies told him.”

Jules takes another big drink, and Miranda tells her not to be a hog.

Just then, the others amble over, Brad looking defeated without a giant stuffed animal clutched under his arm.

“Ferris wheel!” someone in the group says.

Soon, Jules is in the creaky Ferris wheel, her head spinning from whatever Miranda had in that Gatorade bottle, from her friend’s words: “They found another body.”

They rock in the cabin at the top of the wheel as the carnival worker helps one of the riders off down below.

Brad makes a show of looking around. “I don’t think anyone can see us up here…”

She watches as Brad unbuttons his jeans, then puts his hands behind his head, leans back.

She’s done this before for him. She cried afterward. She just needs to buck up, get over herself. It’s not his fault what happened to her.

She feels his hand on her head, pushing her down.

That’s when she vomits all over his lap.



Later, she sits in the porta potty—the stench nearly making her puke again. Voices plead with her to come out. Say that it’s okay, no one is mad at her. That they cleaned the Ferris wheel with a hose, said it happens all the time.

They think she’s embarrassed about throwing up all over Brad. Ashamed that Jules Delaney made a fool of herself. Worried that the cops are coming. But it’s none of that. It’s that he took another life. That he’s out there.

And that she did nothing to stop him from striking again.






CHAPTER FOURTEEN


“Quinn. Oh my goodness.”

“Hi, Ms. Glomm.” He stands on the front porch, bugs bouncing against the light.

“I didn’t realize you were … come in, come in.”

Quinn heads inside. He’s hit with the smell of dirty cat litter. There’s stuff everywhere. Mom always said her colleague is something of a collector of things, polite criticism underlying the words. Those things include porcelain figurines, thrift store colored glass, and piles of old newspapers and magazines.

She clears a stack from a lounge chair, offers him something to drink, which he declines. A bird—a big, ragged-looking parrot—squawks in a cage in the corner of the living room. Ms. Glomm mutes the old console TV.

“I’m so glad you’re out. When did you—”

“Today.”

“Oh my goodness. If I would’ve known I could’ve picked you up. We could’ve had a—I don’t know—a celebration.”

“That’s okay.”

“I ran into Pat at the plant when he was picking up a delivery. He’s such a character, your uncle. He said you joined the military. Your mom would be so proud.”

Quinn isn’t so sure about that.

“Mom’s stuff,” he finally says, getting to the reason for the visit.

“Oh yes,” Ms. Glomm says, but doesn’t get up. “How’s your brother?”

Quinn doesn’t want to get into it. And the smell is starting to get to him, so he says, “He’s doing great.”

“Randy said it’s a real nice group home.”

Quinn can’t restrain the scowl at the mention of his mother’s shit boyfriend. When the warden told Quinn that someone had murdered his mother, Quinn was sure Randy was the perpetrator. But the cop, the one who stopped taking Quinn’s collect calls from the detention center, said Randy has an airtight alibi. Quinn wonders how airtight it really is.

Ms. Glomm must sense that she shouldn’t have mentioned Randy because she finally stands, hobbles down the hallway, and disappears into a bedroom, presumably to get Mom’s stuff.

Quinn looks around the room, taking in air through his teeth. The television displays the dumb sitcom where the neighbor only shows half his face from behind the fence.

Ms. Glomm returns with a box. “This is everything that was in her locker and the personal stuff from her desk.”

Quinn decides he’ll go through the box in private later.

“I’m so sorry about your mom.”

Everyone keeps saying that. He wonders how many times he’ll hear that in his lifetime. People mean well, but platitudes don’t help.

“Do you have any idea of who would want to hurt her?” Quinn asks. Beyond ruling out dirtbag Randy, the cop said the details of the investigation are confidential. Quinn suspects that’s because they don’t have any details.

Quinn expects Ms. Glomm to say she has no idea who killed his mother, offer more platitudes, but she surprises him.

“I reported my suspicions to the investigator—I assume he told you?”

“Told me what?”

“That your mom … that she told me she was going to report something to the company. Get the police involved.”

“Report something?”

“Yes. Well, she was going to. I’m not sure she ever did.” Ms. Glomm shifts in her chair. “She ran everything in our department. Inventory, shift scheduling, even the trucking schedule—it’s amazing the place hasn’t gone under without her.”

“What did she— What was she going to report?” Quinn asks, his tone impatient.

Ms. Glomm looks around uncomfortably, lowers her voice. “She said she discovered something in the company books.”

“What?”

“She wouldn’t say.”

“And you told this to the cop?”

“I did.”

“He didn’t ask you for her papers? Or her things?” They might identify what she was going to report, who might have a motive to kill her. Maybe it wasn’t a random robbery.

Ms. Glomm shakes her head. “I went through the papers,” she says, gesturing to the box. “You know, to see if there were clues. But I didn’t see anything.”

Quinn eyes the box.

“But she always kept this green folder,” Ms. Glomm continues. “Called it her Red Flag file of important papers. I remember because I thought it was funny since the folder wasn’t red.”

“It’s not in her things?”

She shakes her head.

A jolt of heat surges through him. The cop never bothered to look for this box or the Red Flag file.

“It’s not at the house?” Ms. Glomm asks.

“The bank took the house.”

“Where are her things?” Ms. Glomm asks with a glint in her eye, either at the idea of this Red Flag file or, more likely, because of her affinity for junk.

“I’m not sure,” Quinn says.

“Your mom always said she kept her Red Flag file in a cubby, safe and sound.”

It’s then that Quinn has the realization. He thinks he knows where to find the file.






CHAPTER FIFTEEN


The bed-spins are somehow making Jules see more clearly. As she sits up, the family dog Kyle lifts his head lazily. After her friends lured her out of the porta potty, after Brad gave her a look that can only be described as disgust for yakking on his private parts, after her thoughts turned to a sweet boy off to serve his country … she sees it now.

She needs to stop. To stop feeling guilty about not going to the police. It’s not her fault that he took the girl in Ralston today. She needs to stop dwelling on it.

There’s a knock on her bedroom door. Her mother peeks her head in. Just an hour before, she’d been holding Jules’s hair as she threw up again in the toilet.

“Feeling better?”

“Not really.”

“Your friends are worried about you.”

“Are they?”

“Miranda seemed really concerned.”

Jules says nothing, knowing Miranda is just thrilled to have Brad to herself for the night—with or without Jules’s puke all over him.

“Your dad and I—” Her mom hesitates. “We’ve been worried.”

Jules says nothing. Maybe they aren’t as oblivious as she thought.

“You, well, haven’t seemed like yourself for some time. And we’re worried that something happened?”

It’s stated as a question, but it’s more of a desperate hope for answers. She thought they didn’t notice how bubbly Jules, vivacious Jules, queen-bee Jules, pick-your-adjective Jules, went from that to this.

Jules considers telling her. But as much as she loves her mother—the carefree former sorority girl and Miss Nebraska who would kill to be eighteen again—Jules can’t bring herself to do it. She feels a wave of panic slither through her at the thought of his whisper: If you tell … I know where you live. But it’s more than the threat against her and her family. She can’t let anyone know what he did to her because it will change everything. Last year a girl at school reported that her stepfather raped her and everyone treated her like she was ruined. Jules won’t, she can’t, be ruined. Can’t be Hester in The Scarlet Letter, a book assigned in English that she never read but Quinn Riley explained to her during study hall to help her prepare for the test.

So, she turns to her mother and says: “I’m sorry. I’ve been a bit of a mess. I mean, high school has been so amazing. What if college…”

They were the words her mother wanted to hear. What she needed to hear. That Jules was just anxious that life couldn’t possibly get even better than high school.

After Mom floats out of her room as if a weight’s been lifted, Jules decides it is time. Time to remove a heavy weight of her own.

Time to do something to help stop him.

She takes out her spiral notebook, and she writes it down. Everything. Every ghastly detail of what he did to her. Everything she can remember to help identify him, from the way he smelled to taking her driver’s license to the reason he said he let her go: You’re one of the Lucky Ones. Her hand shakes with every word, her forearm shielding the paper from her tears.

And when she’s done, she finds the name of the cop who was quoted in the newspaper about the last victim and addresses an envelope to him.

Tomorrow, she will put it in a mailbox. And she will evict the memories from her mind and never think about the May Day Killer or Death Day again.






CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Quinn walks on the dark road from Ms. Glomm’s house carrying the banker’s box, his trash bag of belongings balanced on top.

He ships out on Monday for basic training and originally thought he could just manage without a place to stay until then. It’s only two nights, right? Wrong. He’s already regretting not thinking this through. He could catch a bus to Omaha, stay at one of those cheap flophouse motels. But he needs to save his money until his military pay kicks in. Ms. Glomm would’ve put him up for a couple nights, but sleeping under a bridge would be preferable to the clutter and stench. Should he sleep under a bridge? Maybe Halleck Park, where he used to go to the pool as a kid. He has the spark of a memory—his father in the over-chlorinated water, throwing Quinn in the air, Quinn laughing with abandon before he came down with a splash. When was the last time he laughed like that? He honestly can’t remember.

As he walks, he wonders what awaits him at boot camp. As a member of the military. The recruiter said that it will take a while, but they’ll pay for college, that he’ll see the world. Quinn is smart enough to know that he says this to everybody, that Quinn could get stuck on some post in North Dakota. But there’s also that hard truth again: He has no other options.

He thinks about Jules Delaney from earlier today. She has every option in the world. She’s only gotten more beautiful, he decides. The long neck, the cheekbones, the big eyes. She also is from a family of means. Her dad a big-shot lawyer, her pretty mom on those low-budget TV commercials for the car dealership. At the same time, he worries about Jules. She had booze on her breath when she arrived at the hospital, and that was before downing one of the mini bottles she keeps in her purse. And something was different about her. In high school she strutted the halls like a rock star, confidence emanating off her. Like she was on a catwalk and you’d better get out of her way.

But tonight, escorting her through the grass to the fairgrounds, there was a fragility about her. Like something had been taken from her. A line from Gatsby comes to mind: “I felt a haunting loneliness sometimes, and felt it in others.”

He finally arrives at his childhood home, examines it. The grass is overgrown, lights out. He approaches the front door, which has legal notices pinned all over it. No one has moved in. They’ll probably tear the place down and start over. Wouldn’t it be nice if you could do that to a life.

He cuts through the shrubs that line the front of the house, finds the loose brick where they used to hide a key. He slides the brick out, pleased to find the key still there.

Inside the house is dark, but when his eyes adjust, he can see it’s empty, save for some trash strewn about the living room. He wonders where their things are. Probably a Dumpster. The same place his mother was thrown away. He pushes back the urge to cry. There’ve already been too many tears.

He makes his way upstairs. The neighbor’s back porch light provides some illumination through the window of his old room.

He sets down the banker’s box and his belongings and sits next to them. He’ll spend his last two nights in this town in this house where he grew up. His thoughts frolic to better times—Dad and Mom dancing in the living room; Mom baking cookies at Christmas; George as a baby before everyone realized something was wrong. But that rosy retrospection is crowded out by other memories: Mom and Dad worried about money, getting care for George; Mom collapsing to the floor when the police officer came to tell her Dad was gone; Mom’s face when she arrived at the police station on this very day one year ago when they arrested Quinn.

He removes his mom’s possessions from the box and places them on the floor in front of him. There’s a framed photo of Dad, Mom, Quinn, and George that one of her friends had taken that summer at the company picnic. George is looking away, eleven-year-old Quinn offering one of his last real smiles. Even with the cheap dye job on her hair and bags under the eyes, his mother was a beauty. Dad wears a white T-shirt and jeans and looks like James Dean. Everyone says Quinn looks like him.

Quinn pulls out some envelopes rubber-banded together. Several are from the bank. One providing final notice that their things would be removed and discarded or sold at auction. Sending a dead person a legal notice sounds about right. At least that explains where their stuff went. The rest just office junk: a stapler, a container with paper clips, a calculator. The detective told him that they have Mom’s purse and personal effects found on the body. The car was impounded as evidence.

He tucks the photos in the novel he retrieves from his garbage bag of things. Pressing his hand against the bag, he tests it out as a possible pillow. It’s going to be an uncomfortable night. But still better than staying at Ms. Glomm’s. He thinks about the dirty home, about the parrot in the filthy cage, about the piles of yellowed newspapers. It’s then he’s reminded about what she said about Mom’s Red Flag file: “Your mom always said she kept her Red Flag file in a cubby, safe and sound.”

He stands, goes to the small room Mom used as an office. In the closet there’s a panel in the wall that provides entry to a side attic. George used to crawl in and sit there for hours, something about the small space comforting to him. Mom called it the cubby.

Quinn finds the space, opens the closet door so light from outside shines on the spot. He opens the panel to the cubby.

It appears empty like the rest of the house. But then the light catches on something.

It’s not a file like Ms. Glomm described.

Quinn gets closer and he reaches in, slides it over. It has a long handle and is heavy.

Then his body stiffens: It’s a hammer.

And its head is matted with what looks like hair and blood.







YEAR THREE
May 1, 1994








CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Quinn sits in an aging train rattling across the less-than-picturesque inland of northern Italy. He thumbs his English-to-Italian translation book, quietly practices the words again: “Ero un amico di tuo figlio in Somalia.”

I was a friend of your son’s when we were stationed in Somalia.

The phrase elicits a glower from the old Italian woman who wears a headscarf, a plume of smoke hovering over her head from the elderly man sucking on a cigarette next to her. Maybe the glower is because of Quinn’s broken Italian. Or maybe it’s not a glower, but curiosity because he’s an American, a novelty on this train to a remote village on a Sunday afternoon. Or maybe it’s the scar, still tender and fresh, that slashes from Quinn’s temple all the way down to the notch in his chin. That gets a few looks for sure.

He flips through more pages of the translation book, lets out a breath. He’s never going to find the right words to say what he needs to say to Giuseppe’s mom and dad. Maybe he’ll be in luck—the parents will speak English. That’s how he met Giuseppe. The eighteen-year-old soldier spoke English fluently. He was with the Italian Army, lent to the Americans periodically as a translator. Who would’ve imagined that some regions of an African country would speak mostly Italian? Somalia will forever remain an enigma to Quinn. Maybe enigma isn’t the right word.

The Army recruiter hadn’t lied to Quinn. He wasn’t shipped off to serve on the front lines in a war. The US was in Somalia on a humanitarian mission to help a people who were starving, serving alongside forces from Italy, France, Canada, and Belgium, among other countries. There was no official war, but make no mistake, he was in a war zone. He feels the headache creeping behind his eye and shakes the thought, returning to Giuseppe.

The two had been among the youngest in the encampment, so Giuseppe was a natural friend. But more so, Quinn was drawn to Giuseppe because he was the funniest person Quinn had ever met. He had an infectious laugh and played up American stereotypes of Italians, did exaggerated skits as Chef Boyardee or Super Mario. Did spot-on impressions of Joe Pesci in Goodfellas and My Cousin Vinny. He talked with his hands, his entire arms, and bragged that his village had the most beautiful women in all of Italy, that his mother’s pasta was the best in the Marche region, that its olive oil was the richest in the world. Everything was bigger, better, than everywhere else. Italy’s version of a proud Texan.

“Recanati is the birthplace of Giacomo Leopardi, the greatest poet and philosopher of the nineteenth century,” he would say, and everyone would groan.

Quinn had never heard of Leopardi, but on those nights after their patrols, their sweat-soaked shirts hanging to dry, the heat unbearable, they would lie on the top floor of the roofless abandoned police station that had become their barracks and stare at the stars. Giuseppe would recite the works of the poet from memory, his English translation clunky but sweet: “My thoughts are drowned, and shipwreck seems sweet to me in this sea.”

Giuseppe claimed that the stars in Recanati were even brighter than Somalia’s, which was hard to believe since those night skies are one of Quinn’s few good memories from his time in-country. Giuseppe said he’d lie in the grass on the very hill where Leopardi wrote his greatest works and dream of finding someone to love.

Quinn suppresses a crush of sadness and closes the translation book. He realizes there are no words in any language. He tries to read a few pages from The Sun Also Rises; Hemingway is always good for a distraction. But he keeps reading the same page over and over again, his eyes flitting to the photo of his family—the one from Mom’s desk—he uses as a bookmark. It’s his only photograph of them, he should keep it somewhere safe, but he likes to look at it.

Maybe he should hope Giuseppe’s parents don’t speak English. He doesn’t know what the Italian Army told them. And he’s not sure he’s ready to say more. Quinn’s going there for two reasons: to pay his respects to the man who saved him from certain death in Kismayu, and to give Giuseppe’s parents a letter from their son.






CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


The music is too loud, like it always is at these photo shoots. Jules watches the model. She looks about sixteen, but the photographer keeps telling her to “fuck the camera with her eyes.” He’s a crass, gross Englishman who wears glasses with pink lenses.

Whoever said that all that glimmers in this world will soon fade had it right. It’s been less than a year and these shoots, these men—and even Milan—have lost their sparkle.

Jules thinks back on her first week in Italy and the excitement. Sitting at the Nepentha Club on Tartufo Night—an orgy of pasta and mushrooms and champagne. The heads of all the major modeling agencies—Milanese, Ford, Elite, Hunter—surrounded by the beautiful people. The big names—Christy Turlington and Kate Moss—primping, with Jules and the new faces and lesser mortals on the fringes. The rich, pretty Milanese boys known as Milano per bene with their long hair and more money than brains showering her with attention. Everyone letting loose after a day at the Fiera Campionaria, an ugly convention center where designers showed their latest wares.

She found the job part easy. Jules was a quick study, charming them at the endless castings, befriending the hair and makeup teams on set, perfecting her walk. She saw some red flags, for sure. The agency constantly reminding Jules that she needed to watch what she ate. The Italian agent saying she had “cocksucker lips.” The repeated advice from almost everyone that the most successful models do “whatever it takes” and have “no boundaries.” The older men and their wolfish smiles and open shirts with gold chains on sweaty chest hair. The reminders that she’s lucky to be there. The curvy, all-American classic look has given way to heroin chic, so Jules is living on borrowed time as a model.

The photographer is cursing now. He tells the girl she’s done, and it’s clear he’s not pleased. Jules considers going over to console her, but now a woman in her forties—her agent? her mother?—is pulling the girl aside and taking her to task.

Another model, a pouty French girl sitting in the waiting area near Jules, rolls her eyes.

“Delaney,” an assistant calls out. Jules stands, smiles at the French girl, but gets only another eye roll.

The photographer, Alastair Essex, looks her up and down. Dismissively, he says, “So, you’re Stadium Girl?”

“Jules,” she corrects. What once seemed like the best thing to ever happen to her, a lightning strike of fortune, is now a professional liability, a nickname uttered with sarcasm.

“Stadium Girl.” The model discovered at a University of Nebraska football game. She was credited by the media, tongue-in-cheek, for the Huskers’ national championship.

It was September 11, 1993, Nebraska versus Texas Tech. Jules’s first game her freshman year. She was showing off, wearing a skimpy midriff sports jersey so tight it didn’t leave much to the imagination. Playing the role of the cool, confident girl while inside she felt anything but. She was drinking, of course, the key to her method acting. And then came the Kiss Cam. It hadn’t fixed on her at first. It zoomed in on a couple several rows above Jules. The boy looked like a freshman too and, unlike the rowdy students surrounding him, seemed out of place. A bookish, sweet-looking kid. The camera framed in on him and the girl seated next to him, everyone waiting for the smooch. He had an uncomfortable smile, like he wasn’t going to pressure her, like perhaps they were on a first date or he wasn’t sure how she would react. But react she did. Instead of leaning in, she gestured for a frat boy one row up, and he craned over and planted one on her. The frat guy’s friends then mercilessly heckled and taunted the boy she’d snubbed, humiliating him in front of the packed stadium.

Jules remembers anger rising in her chest. Especially at how the Kiss Cam lingered on the scene, making the indignity of it all even worse for the boy. So, she stood, strutted up the aisle, shaking her ass in a way that she knew would grab the cameraman’s attention. When she got to his row, she pointed at the boy. She didn’t even glance at the giant video screen that loomed over the stadium. She somehow knew the Kiss Cam had her. The boy pointed to himself unsure, then looked behind him. Jules nodded and beckoned him with a curled index finger. He climbed right over the girl who’d been so mean and Jules gave him a kiss that launched the crowd to its feet.

Two days later, she was having a wave of anxiety—that old sensation of someone following her—as she fast-walked toward the dorms, when she heard someone calling her name. A middle-aged man walked up to her, breathless.

“Jules Delaney?”

She nodded.

“I’ve been trying to find you.” He handed her a business card and she read it: SELECT MODELING AGENCY, INC. “I’m in town from New York and so glad I found you. Look, I know this is weird. But have you ever modeled before?”

She shook her head.

“I saw the clip of you at the football game. I’m a scout. And my agency, well, we think you have a future as a model. That you could make a lot of money.”

Jules had known the Kiss Cam video was spreading across the country when her aunt from Texas called saying she’d seen it on a local morning show. Jules couldn’t understand why that moment had swept the nation like a forest fire, but it had.

“I know how this sounds,” the man continued. “You’re a smart girl, being wary. But do me a favor, talk to your parents, have them look me up, look up my agency. This could be an amazing opportunity.”

Alastair Essex’s voice intrudes upon the memory. “Okay, luv, I really need you to give me something special. I need you to make me wet…”

She finishes the shoot, fucking the camera with her eyes, as directed. On her way out, she gathers her things in the now-empty seating area, spots the New York Times on the coffee table. It’s nearly impossible to get news from the States, so she’s about to scoop it up when she sees a headline that takes her breath away:

MIDWESTERN SERIAL KILLER ELUDES CAPTURE.

She drops onto the couch and forces herself to read the story: “The FBI is assisting the Nebraska authorities’ hunt for a serial killer known as the May Day Killer. The perpetrator has abducted and killed several women on May 1. Sources close to the investigation say that May Day strangely released some of his victims, some of whom are assisting with the manhunt…”

Jules’s hands are shaking uncontrollably, her gut churning. She’s made progress this year in beating back the fear, the anxiety, the feeling of being followed, the night terrors, the day terrors. But it all returns now, alongside the unanswered question: Why did he let me live?






CHAPTER NINETEEN


Quinn pays the cabbie, who has stopped at the edge of town. The older guy has a leather shoe for a face and doesn’t speak English, but Quinn figures out what he was trying to communicate: no cars allowed on the main route through the medieval village. Quinn gets out of the cab and makes his way into town.

The sun is coming down and there’s no one on the stone road; none of the stores appear open. Maybe because it’s Sunday.

He spies a hotel, which is a pleasant surprise, since he hadn’t booked a place to stay tonight and doubts he’ll find a cab to get him back to the station in Ancona. But the door to the hotel is locked. There’s a sign he can’t read, though it’s clear the place is shuttered.

He walks down the winding hill, sand-colored old buildings on either side, passes what looks like a hardware store that’s dark inside, then a place called Bar 13, also closed. He finally reaches the town square. A clock tower juts from the center, but no one is outside. It’s like a zombie apocalypse movie.

He checks the address on the envelope: 18 Via Giovanni Felleroni, Recanati, MC 62019. He guesses Giovanni Felleroni is the street, so he looks for signs, continues to walk. His leg is already aching. He’s still not used to it, the pain, the limp, from when the bullets shredded his thigh. He sits on a bench to rest. There’s a breeze this evening, and he finally sees some activity: restaurants opening their doors, couples strolling, a few children kicking around a soccer ball.

An elderly man and woman make their way up the hill. They seem nicer than the old couple on the train, so he decides to take a shot: “Mi scusi,” he says. This is far as he’ll go with the Italian, but it should be enough.

The man opens his eyes wide.

Quinn displays the envelope, points to the address, says, “I don’t speak Italian but hoped you could help me find this address.” He puts his finger on the envelope again, gestures around signaling that he’s looking for the address.

The man says something in Italian to the old woman, then motions for Quinn to follow them.

“Grazie,” Quinn says.

He’s in luck; they’re slower than he is with his bum leg. They round the corner and Quinn is surprised that the outdoor tables for cafes and bars are starting to fill. It’s like the entire town awoke at the same time.

As they stroll, the old man calls out to some other old men who sit on a bench. They laugh and say something back, probably about the dumb American who’s lost. At an intersection, the couple stops. The old man points to the two-story stone building with the red front door.

“Grazie,” Quinn says again. He walks to the door. It has the number 18 on it, the number on the envelope. He’s anxious, worried he’ll lose his nerve. It’s been six months, and the Italian Army surely informed Giuseppe’s parents that he was killed in action. But it will still be a shock for Quinn to show up unannounced bearing a letter from their son. After a particularly scary day patrolling Afgoi, everyone in Quinn’s barracks had written “last letters” to loved ones. Quinn takes in a deep breath, and he knocks.

A middle-aged woman with dark hair answers, a curious expression for the stranger at her front door. She says something in Italian. There’s no mistaking the resemblance, in the eyes, in her angular features, in her manner of speech. He’s come to the right place.

Quinn freezes for a moment. Rather than speak, he hands her the envelope, which he’s tried to keep pristine, but it’s wrinkled from its time tucked in his friend’s pocket as a precaution in case things went sideways. He beats back the last memory of Giuseppe, who lay bloody in the ramshackle building, Quinn putting pressure on the chest wound. Unable to speak, Giuseppe managed to reach inside his flak jacket and thrust the envelope in Quinn’s hand before his eyes went vacant.

The woman examines the envelope, the handwriting, and she falls to her knees. A burly man appears and he’s confused, takes a protective stance, unclear what’s going on.

Quinn turns and leaves. There’s nothing he can say that will bring back their son or remove their pain. He hopes something in the letter brings them peace. His leg aches as he walks quickly, trying not to hear the wailing behind him.



Quinn soon is back in the town square, which is now bustling with activity.

“Hey, you,” a voice calls out. He turns and sees a young woman charging after him, her long dark hair blowing in the wind. She stops in front of him. She’s not angry like he thought at first; it’s more like she was on a mission to find him.

“You knew my brother?” she says in accented English. “You knew Giuseppe?”

Quinn nods. Before he explains more, she says, “My mama would like you to join us for cena, if you would?” She raises her chin, defiant, like he has no choice but to join them for dinner.

Quinn tilts his head to the side, silently asking if that would be a good idea given the state of her mother when he’d left the house.

“We insist,” the young woman says.

On the walk back, she tells him her name is Alessia—Giuseppe’s older sister, though it must not be by much since she looks to be in her early twenties. She tells him that they never heard from Giuseppe once he left for the mission in Somalia, that their letters had all been returned unopened, that they never received any from Giuseppe the entire time he was gone.

That doesn’t surprise Quinn. Mail came only sporadically in Somalia. Quinn wrote to George every week, but when he got a rare phone call stateside, Holly—George’s redheaded caregiver—said they’d received only two letters. She’d read them to George, said she’d written back, but Quinn never got those replies.

The family’s house is modest. Tile floors and sparse furniture. But it has warmth. Quinn notices a small shrine in the corner around a photo of his friend. Giuseppe has a giant smile on his face. Quinn is in the throes of grief, sadness, but he needs to hold it together for tonight, for this family.

Giuseppe’s mother, her name is Carlotta, embraces him, says something he thinks is gratitude for delivering the letter. The father, Paolo, gives his hand a firm shake. They say something to their daughter and Alessia translates: “Please, take a seat.” Alessia gestures to a small wooden table in the dining room. Candles light the room and the table is set for five. Quinn wonders who else will be joining them, then realizes there’s an empty space for Giuseppe.

Carlotta fills his wineglass, gives him a soft smile, like caring for a young man is bringing back memories. It’s quiet for a long while. Quinn devours the pasta, which he thinks is the best thing he’s ever eaten. Between the field MREs and then the hospital food, he hasn’t consumed a lot of fine cuisine of late. But it truly is the best meal of his life.

He looks at Giuseppe’s sister, and takes in how beautiful she is. He smiles, thinking of Giuseppe bragging about how everything in his town is the best, the most beautiful. To Alessia, Quinn says, “Giuseppe told us your mother makes the best pasta in all of the region.” He looks at Carlotta and smiles. “And I have to agree.”

Alessia speaks in Italian and her mother offers a sad smile, says something.

“She asks how you knew my brother.”

Quinn dabs his mouth with a napkin, inhales, then tells her, pausing periodically as Alessia translates. He tells them about the mission, a multination effort to feed starving people. About a country still ravaged from civil war and a humanitarian effort that had slipped into nation-building, as his XO called it. About danger from many fronts: roadside bandits, warlords seeking to take over the fledgling government, citizens who didn’t take kindly to foreign occupation.

“We were on patrol and pinned down. Your son saved my life.”

He hopes they won’t ask for details. He’s not ready to give them.

Giuseppe’s dad says something, gestures to his own face, tracing a line that mirrors Quinn’s scar. Quinn doesn’t need the translation.

He simply answers, “Si.”

More long silence. Over another glass of wine, he tells them how everyone loved Giuseppe. He was not only the bravest man in the brigade, which makes Paolo sit up straighter with pride, but he made them all laugh, which evokes knowing smiles from Carlotta and Alessia.

They ask no more questions about how their son died. About how part of Quinn died.

“Where are you staying?” Alessia asks, as they finish the most delicious dessert—chocolate olive oil cake—Quinn has ever tasted. Giuseppe, you S.O.B., you weren’t lying. Everything in this town is the best.

“I’ll probably head back to Ancona for the night and catch the morning train.” He has no set plans, but it’s time to go home to Nebraska, he thinks. To see his brother. Figure out what he’s going to do with his life after his short-lived career as a soldier.

Carlotta says something to her daughter who translates: “You can stay here tonight?”

“Grazie,” he replies. “But I have somewhere else I need to go tonight, then I leave for home.”

Alessia says something in Italian and the women exchange a glance.

Carlotta then says something, and Alessia translates again: “My mother says, your parents must be proud and excited for you to be returning home.”

Quinn forces a smile.

After he says his goodbyes, Alessia escorts him out. Facing him just outside the front door, she says, “Thank you.” Her eyes well with tears, which she quickly wipes away with a hand. “But you’re not leaving until you tell me what really happened to my brother.”

Quinn nods and takes a deep breath. “Okay. But first you have to take me somewhere.”






CHAPTER TWENTY


“Nothing’s wrong, Mom, I just wanted to say hi.” Jules stands next to the pay phone in the hallway of Hotel Go-See, which isn’t a hotel, but rather a ten-room rundown structure that houses the agency’s models. It’s kind of like her dorm at UNL, except no boys are allowed inside. It’s a firing offense, since many models who come in and out are underage. And there’s no beer and pizza—the only things consumed in this place are apples, cigarettes, and cocaine.

As if on cue, her roommate Genevieve comes out of their room, smoking a cigarette, carrying a small hand mirror, two white lines on its face. Jules snorts one of them.

“You never call, are you sure you’re okay?” her mom continues. “You’re sniffling, do you have a cold?”

To be honest, Jules isn’t sure why she called. She’s never been particularly close with her mother, who always seemed more in competition with her daughters than motherly. Mom won’t understand what she’s going through. She thinks Jules is the luckiest girl alive.

“How’s everything?” Jules asks, ignoring her mother’s questions.

“Same ol’,” her mother says. “Your father’s been underwater at work. A big trial for ConAgra.” It’s May 1st and they have no clue what this date means to Jules. Death Day.

“Oh,” her mom continues, “your sister got in a little trouble.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“Nothing major, just suspended for drinking at a school dance.”

“Nothing major?” Jules says indignantly. “She’s fifteen. When I was seventeen you acted like I’d ruined my life when I got the underage drinking citations and—”

“Second kid, Jules. We’re tired.” Her mom says it playfully enough, but there’s a ring of truth.

“I’ll talk to Clare,” Jules says.

“You can try…”

“So, Mom, I’m starting to wonder if this isn’t right for me.”

“If what isn’t right for you?”

“You know, modeling. Milan.”

“I knew something was wrong. What happened?”

“Nothing happened. It’s just … I don’t know.” They’ve been through this before.

“Well, if nothing happened, I suggest you consider how lucky you are. Do you know how many girls would kill to be in your spot? In Italy! A fashion model! And have you looked at your bank account? You’re not even twenty and have more in savings than we do.”

Jules knew she shouldn’t have called. “You’re right,” she says, placating her. “I’m just homesick, I guess.”

Her mom perks up now. “Look, I know it’s hard. Working a regular job is hard. But we discussed this when you decided to take a break from college.” That’s her mother’s favorite euphemism for Jules dropping out. “You know this opportunity won’t be around forever, you’ve got to strike while the iron is hot.”

Jules decides to drop it. “Hey, I saw in a US newspaper that they still haven’t caught the May Day Killer. You need to keep an eye on Clare today.”

“Everyone is overreacting,” her mother replies. “It’s just the media. Oh, but I saw they did catch who killed the mother of that boy you know.”

“Quinn Riley?”

“Yes, turns out it was the boyfriend. They arrested him this morning. It’s been all over the news.”

Jules hopes Quinn finds some peace in that, wherever he is. She wonders where the military sent him. Ever since she heard about Kurt Cobain’s death last month, Quinn’s been on her mind. Whenever she hears grunge music, she thinks of Quinn Riley. She still has that mixtape he gave her, a weird memento of life from before. She even plays it now and then, but still doesn’t get the music.

Her mother continues: “The world’s gone crazy. Serial killers, that woman who cut off her husband’s penis, the ice skater attacked. You’re lucky you’re in Italy.”

One of the Lucky Ones.

“And don’t worry about Clare. I mean, what are the odds out of all the people in the world she’d encounter a serial killer?”

“Mom, promise me you won’t let Clare out of your sight today.”

“You’re being silly,” her mom replies. “But she’s grounded so you have nothing to worry about.”

Nothing except him having Jules’s driver’s license with her home address. Nothing except him doing to Clare what he did to Jules. But yes, she’s just being silly, Mom.






CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Quinn and Alessia lie in the grass on the hill.

“So this is it. ‘The hill of infinity,’” Quinn says.

Alessia makes a sound of amusement in her throat. “That’s why we’re here? My brother told you about it?”

“Over and over again. The site of a spiritual epiphany in ‘L’infinito,’” Quinn says in Giuseppe’s grandiose manner.

“He had a romantic side, my brother. And he loved Giacomo Leopardi’s poems.” She turns, faces Quinn. “I honestly have no idea about Leopardi or any of it. Giuseppe loved this town so much; I couldn’t wait to escape.”

“But you’re here now.”

“Yes. Giuseppe loves home but decides to join the army to see the world; I rush off to Rome the first chance I get, and I am back.”

“What did you do in Rome?”

“I was studying acting at the Accademia Nazionale d’Arte Drammatica.” There’s a melancholy in her tone. Before Quinn can ask why she left, she says, “Then my parents got a knock on the door about Giuseppe.”

Quinn imagines the movie in his head. Understands now why Carlotta responded the way she did when another stranger knocked on their door.

“You came home to take care of your parents.”

“Wouldn’t you.” It’s not a challenge, not a question, just a statement.

He decides to tell her: “My parents are gone.”

She sits up now, looks at him. “But you said…”

He sits up too, shrugs.

“What happened to them?”

She’s very direct, this beautiful woman, and he likes that.

“I think we’ve had enough sadness tonight.”

She shakes her head, like we’re just getting started.

“Okay,” he relents. “My dad died when I was twelve, a car accident. My mother, she was murdered two years ago.”

This elicits a reaction. “Murdered? By whom?” She speaks English well, with a formality that is charming, even given the topic.

“They haven’t caught him yet.” Police still haven’t made an arrest. Haven’t found the Red Flag file his mom’s coworker told Quinn about. He called the investigator every week when he was in the military hospital in Switzerland. The cop said they’ve got no new leads, but they’re running tests on the bloody hammer. A new technology called DNA. The tests take a long time. But the investigator said they could be ready this week. Quinn plans to call for an update in the morning.

Quinn’s mind flits to the night he found the hammer, to him calling the police, to the cop with the hound-dog face interviewing—no, interrogating—Quinn.

How’d you know where to find the hammer? You put it there?

You have problems with your mom?

When Quinn told the guy he was in juvenile detention when his mom was murdered, the cop charmingly asked, You get one of your shitbag juvie friends to take care of her? It took everything Quinn had in him not to leap from the chair and lunge at the cop.

They listen to the sounds of the night for a long while: the wind, a car miles away, the chime of the bell tower.

At last, Alessia says, “Tell me what happened to Giuseppe.”

He owes her this.

“There was a guy in one of the regiments. He was a bad man.”

Quinn recalls the day when everything changed. He’d been in-country for only a month, was sitting on his bunk in the heat, writing a letter to his brother. Telling him about the crazy local insects and reptiles: black mambas, giant fire ants, poisonous centipedes, and terrifying toxic spiders.

“Writing your imaginary girlfriend, Yank?” a voice called out. Sven from the Belgian force. A menacing man who was unquestionably a schoolyard bully when he was young. He was a big guy in his thirties, spent a lot of time at the makeshift gym. He’d constantly stalk through the barracks trying to stir shit. Quinn suspected it was Sven who used his notebook to light a fire in the burn barrel they used as a barbecue grill.

Quinn’s father taught him that bullies love a reaction, so ignore them. That’s what he did.

“Yank, I’m talking to you.”

Before Quinn responded, they got the alert about the need for riot control in Kismayu. Sven got off on conflict and roughing up locals, so the all-hands-on-deck call made him forget about Quinn, for the time being.

When they arrived at downtown Kismayu, a chopper had already flown low and dusted the crowd, and a platoon from Alpha Company had things under control.

With the disturbance cleared, they had been ordered to patrol the area, look for weapons. That was a large portion of his job during his short time there: confiscating the endless supply of weapons hidden in homes, wells, even graves.

“Giuseppe came along even though we didn’t need a translator,” he tells Alessia. “I was patrolling with a small detail and I heard a woman’s voice coming from one of the alleys. Something sounded off. I went to check and found Sven had a local woman backed up against a wall.”

Alessia swallows.

“I asked if everything was okay, and he told me it was fine, to leave. But it was clear, things were not fine for the young woman.” He thinks back on the scene. “I told him it wasn’t safe for her, that I’d escort her home.” Quinn feels a tiny tremble through his body at the memory. “He got angry, raised his gun, and I thought he was going to shoot me. But then Giuseppe appeared with his own gun raised.”

“And that’s how my brother was killed? By the Belgian soldier on our own side?”

“No, not directly,” Quinn says. “Sven stood down, stormed off, but he was furious with me and your brother. We escorted the woman back to her home. She was shaking the entire time, perhaps worried we might hurt her. It was almost dark, so we had to check in with our patrol leader. When we returned to the checkpoint, though, no one was there. We were alone, just the two of us.”

“Your own men left you behind?”

“We think Sven told them all were accounted for.”

They were alone in hostile bandit territory. It started with a bandit who got off several rounds, hitting Quinn in the leg. Giuseppe dragged Quinn into a decrepit building, not realizing there were three hostiles inside.

“Your brother was hit in the chest but managed to take out two of them before he went down. The third guy was already on top of me, trying to jam a knife into me, since he must’ve been out of ammo. I was weak and in shock from the shots in the leg.” He doesn’t tell her about the terror as he held the knife at bay, but not far enough to prevent the sharp edge slashing a jagged path down his face. How he knew he couldn’t hold the attacker back much longer. How Giuseppe somehow found the strength and charged the man, ramming him off Quinn. It was enough for Quinn to scramble to his rifle, get off a shot. But not before that same blade plunged into Giuseppe’s chest.

Quinn feels tears roll down his face. “I let him down.” The guilt ravages him; so does the rage. But he doesn’t tell her that. Or that one day, he’ll find Sven and make him pay.

Alessia is holding him now. They sit like that for a minute. Then she leans back, takes his chin in one hand and wipes his tears away with the other.

And she kisses him.






CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


The nightclub is like always: pulsing techno music, long lines for the bathroom, men buying drinks for the girls from Hotel Go-See.

Jules is on the dance floor, arms in the air, trying to erase the photo shoot, the call with her mother, the thought of him from her mind. Fuck May 1st.

Her roommate Genevieve is grinding on an Italian guy. He’s old—probably thirty!—and sweaty. The other girls do their thing, looking pretty, judging models from other agencies who also frequent the place.

“Hello,” a voice says over the music.

She turns. It’s a handsome guy, the only Black guy in the club. He’s taller than she is, a rarity.

“Hi,” she says.

He’s dancing, but it’s obvious he’s not good at it. “You don’t recognize me, do you?” he says. He has an English accent. Upper-class, not like some of the models from the UK whose cockney is difficult to understand.

She racks her brain. Before she responds, he continues, “I’m Gabe, we met at Nepenthe. I’m with Select too.”

She would unquestionably remember this man, who resembles the statue of Apollo she saw on that trip to the Vatican. But she was drinking quite a bit at Nepenthe. She decides to be honest, which actually makes her look cool, she thinks, says she’s sorry, she doesn’t remember.

“Tough room,” he says.

She smiles.

“I’m going to go sit down. I’m getting too old for all this.” He can’t be more than twenty-five but that’s ancient in the modeling game. “Join me?” He glances over at the area separated by a velvet rope.

“That’s for the VIPs,” she says. It’s the premier spot in the club where the agency pays the tab, and only established models and big names making the agency lots and lots of money have access. “I’m not on the list.”

He cocks a brow. “You are now.”

He gestures with his arm, and she says, “You sure?” As a model, a pretty girl, she gets treated well in Milan. But there’s still a hierarchy.

A beefy man unclips the rope when he sees Gabe and allows them entry.

Everyone in the VIP room looks happy to see Gabe and he’s greeted with handshakes from the men, cheek kisses from the women. He finds them a cozy table and raises a hand and the waitress glides over with a bottle of Cristal.

“Now you’re just showing off,” Jules says.

“You noticed.” He smiles, teeth straight and gleaming white.

As the drinks make her feel fuzzy and this gorgeous man makes her laugh, as girls on the other side of the velvet rope eye her with envy, she starts to think her mom is right: Anyone would kill to be her, a fashion model in Milan drinking expensive champagne with an extraordinarily handsome man.

That doesn’t stop her from having to pee. She excuses herself to the restroom and is directed to the special one for the special people, the VIP restroom with no line. She pushes open the door and is surprised that the small single stall is occupied.

“Oh sorry,” she says.

The scene unfolds quickly, so it takes a moment to process: A man has a woman pressed against the stall. Before Jules can shut the door, something causes her gut to roil. It’s the French girl, the unfriendly one from the photo shoot today. Her eyes are filled with something Jules knows as terror. The man turns his head to Jules. “Fuck off out of here, will you?”

It’s the awful photographer from earlier.

Jules feels every nerve inside her prickle.

“Is everything okay?” she says to the girl.

She then sees the ripped panties on the bathroom floor. The young woman’s skirt hiked. The tear-stained cheeks.

“I said fuck off,” the photographer barks.

Jules feels a wave of panic, the extreme kind she hasn’t felt—or let herself feel—in some time. She doesn’t think, just makes a fist and plants it squarely at the center of his face, feels a crunch, hears his stupid glasses with the pink lenses shatter to the floor. As he hunches over, his hands to his bloody face, Jules offers her hand to the French girl, who takes it, and pulls her out of there.

On her way out she hears the photographer shouting. “You cunt, you’ll never work in this business again.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Jules is outside the club now. Gabe stands protectively near her and the French girl. The cool air fills Jules’s lungs, the adrenaline amping her up. Her hand is throbbing—who knew punching someone would hurt so much?—but she feels alive. Like she used to. The power she felt punching that asshole—that rapist.

Gabe hails a cab for the French model, her name is Colette. She doesn’t want to involve the police and risk damaging her career. Jules considers trying to convince her to report what happened, but realizes what a hypocrite she is for even having the thought.

When the cab takes off, Gabe looks at her, a curious expression on his face.

“What?” she asks.

He considers her a moment longer. “I just want to take in the girl who punched Alastair Fucking Essex in the face.”

She doesn’t reply.

“Hey, are you hungry?” Gabe asks.

“Always.”

“Follow me.”

It’s late and she’s starting to question her judgment following this giant man toward a nondescript building in the Isola district. The night is crisp and uncharacteristically quiet. Milan is normally a maelstrom of noise—sirens and mopeds and car horns and people shouting from windows.

Gabe opens the door for her, and inside she’s surprised to find a small counter where people are sitting eating tacos. Tacos! It’s been one of her complaints about Italy—the Italians love their own food but seemingly little else. What she wouldn’t give for reminders of home. Taco Bell, Pizza Hut. She’s such an American.

But this place is even better. An authentic taqueria.

Gabe says something in Italian to a large man in the back of the small eatery, presumably asking how long until they can get a spot at the crowded counter.

The man nods, then opens a door behind him.

Gabe gestures for her to come. Jules is uncertain, but through the door the place opens up into a massive room. Elegant decor, a large bar, people drinking cocktails and eating the same tacos served at the grimy counter in the front of the place. A speakeasy.

“You like?” Gabe says ten minutes later as Jules bites into a taco, takes a big drink of her margarita.

“No, me love.”

Gabe smiles, pleased with himself.

This shitty day has taken a turn. The agency wouldn’t approve of the tacos, but fuck them. She may not have a career left anyway after punching the photographer. So she decides she’s going to take the win, eat tacos, drink margs without guilt.

She raises her glass to Gabe’s and he clinks it.

“May the first. Happy Death Day,” she says.

“Pardon?” Gabe shakes his head confused.

“Never mind.”



Back at Hotel Go-See, she stumbles to her room. Gabe escorted her home, a perfect gentleman. She drank too much, as always, but tonight that’s just fine. The other girls are sauntering in from their nights out.

She heads to her room. Genevieve still isn’t back—probably spending the night with the old guy from the club. There’s a piece of paper on her bed. She reads the note:

FBI agent called from America. Call back no matter the time.

Jules’s heart plummets, her mind going to one place: Clare. May Day has taken her sister, as she feared. She examines the phone number, which has a 312 area code. Where’s that? She grabs a handful of coins they keep in a jar and races to the pay phone in the hallway.

She shoves the coins into the slot and frantically dials the number.

A man’s voice, deep and authoritative, answers the line. She introduces herself, says she’s returning the call.

“Thank you for calling back, Ms. Delaney. I hoped you might speak with me about the May Day Killer.”

Jules’s throat tightens, her breaths come out in rasps.

“Clare,” she says, breathless. “My sister, is she okay?”

“I’m not calling about your sister, Ms. Delaney.”

Jules’s thoughts are swirling.

“We know you wrote the anonymous letter. Know you’re what he called one of the Lucky Ones. And we need your help.”







YEAR FOUR
May 1, 1995








CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Quinn arrives at the Barton County Courthouse and heads to the prosecution anteroom on the ninth floor, as instructed.

“Sharp suit! Holy cow, this kid cleans up nice!” says the booming voice of Arthur Griffin III, the county prosecutor.

Truth be told, Quinn felt more comfortable in his body armor and helmet than the suit and tie. But Mom deserves it; he didn’t get to wear a suit to her funeral, he might as well wear one to the trial of her murderer.

“Nervous?” the prosecutor asks. Griffin is in his sixties with silver hair and charisma oozing from his pores. County prosecutor is an elected position, so it’s not surprising he acts like a politician. And politician he is: Arthur Griffin III has been undefeated in the past nine elections. As he’s fond of telling juries, his daddy and his daddy’s daddy held the same office.

“A little nervous,” Quinn admits. He’s a lot, actually, even if he’s not the focus of the trial. The case’s true star is DNA evidence. But in their prep sessions over the last few months, Griffin told him that Quinn will put a human face to the tragedy, something that’s important in a jury trial.

“Don’t be,” Griffin says. “All you gotta do is tell the truth.”

Griffin walks over, gives Quinn’s hand a firm shake. Tests the lapel of Quinn’s suit with a thumb and index finger. “I’d hoped you’d wear your military uniform, but this—well, it’s quite nice.” He nods over at his team. Quinn catches Griffin wink at the two young women, junior prosecutors, sitting at a worktable.

They blush as if there’s an inside joke. Quinn doesn’t think it’s at his expense. Since his return to Nebraska, he’s felt like a different person. A tour in Somalia will do that to you. But so will an extended stay in a small town in Italy with a beauty named Alessia. She made him feel ten feet tall, confident. They both knew theirs was not a relationship made to last. When he said he needed to return home for his little brother and to help the prosecution in his mother’s case, she kissed him and, in her precise but heavily accented English, quoted a line from a novel she’d borrowed from him: “We could have had such a damned good time together.”

Quinn quoted the novel in reply: “Isn’t it pretty to think so?”

It was pretty to think so.

“Here’s the run of show,” the prosecutor says. “I think we’ll get through the whole trial today.”

“In one day?” Quinn says, surprised. He’d imagined a drawn-out affair. The O. J. trial has been going on for months. Griffin decided against going for the death penalty for some reason. Maybe that made some difference. But one day still seems remarkably fast.

“Yep. We’re gonna put the other side out of its misery quickly. We got them dead to rights on the DNA. Their alibi witness is a damn liar. And the defense lawyer is inexperienced. In way over his head. Plus we got a hanging judge.” He jumps to his down-home drawl again. “Shootin’ fish in a barrel.”

Quinn nods.

“You’ll be our side’s last witness, probably just after the lunch break.”

“Can I watch the trial until then?”

Griffin sighs. “I’m afraid not. Can’t have you in there until you testify. It’s a rule to prevent witnesses from being influenced by the evidence. But you can stay in the courtroom after you take the stand. I’ll send one of the team to get you when it’s your time.”

“Okay.”

“But don’t wander off. They’ve stepped up security after the Oklahoma City bombing and, as you probably noticed, it takes forever to get inside the courthouse, so no going outside for air. You can stay in here or in the cafeteria, which will also avoid the reporters.”

Quinn had noticed a couple news trucks outside the courthouse, but it was hardly a media circus.

“Any questions?” Griffin asks.

“I don’t think so.”

Griffin looks sincerely into Quinn’s eyes, flipping the politician switch again. “Let’s get some justice for your mom, son.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Jules sits at the table in the diner, the first of the group to arrive. She’s not sure why she agreed to come, but one thing she’s learned about FBI Special Agent Jack Smith—he’s persistent. Jack said he just happened to be in town from D.C. today, but Jules knows it is no coincidence he’s back in Omaha on May 1st.

The waitress comes over, asks if she wants some coffee.

“Only if you have an Irish one,” she says, but the lady doesn’t get the joke. Probably because it’s not a joke. It’s not even ten in the morning and Jules is craving a drink.

The bell on the door rings and she sees Lucy. She’s looking goth as ever with the dark hair and eye makeup and Doc Martens. She plops down at the booth.

“So he convinced you to come too?” Lucy says in her husky voice, without saying hello. “He’s been watching too many sitcoms about friends sitting in coffee shops. I knew I shoulda got that Rachel haircut.”

Jules smiles. She remembers when she first met Lucy. Jack had said it could help if she talked to others. Others who understood. Others who had also survived May Day. Other Lucky Ones.

“How’s life as a supermodel?” Lucy asks.

Jules ignores the sarcasm, waves at Carrie, who walks timidly into the diner. She wears a conservative blouse buttoned all the way up. A necklace with a gold cross on the outside of the shirt. She’s the daughter of the minister at Christ Church of the Heartland, a megachurch that draws thousands of people into its pews every Sunday.

“Church mouse is here,” Lucy whispers.

“Be nice,” Jules says.

Jack has worked the case for five years. With only dead ends, he asked the three of them to brainstorm—to try to identify any connections they may have to one another that might help identify him—“the Subject,” as Jack calls him in that clipped FBI-speak. The three of them have gotten together only a few times over the past year, but there’s a bond, one forged in misery.

“Hi,” Carrie says in her high-pitched Barbie doll voice. She’s a delicate, sheltered woman, and Jules bristles a moment imagining what he did to her.

“Who do I have to fuck to get some service,” Lucy says loudly in the waitress’s direction.

Carrie blushes and looks around instinctively. She has appearances to keep up for her father’s church.

“Thanks for coming, Carrie,” Jules says. “How are you?”

“I’m okay. You?”

Jules nods, knowing that none of them are really okay.

“How’s the apartment hunting going?” Jules asks Carrie.

“I found a place! I’m moving out of my parents’ house next month.” Her parents have a sprawling mansion in Linden Estates, along with the CEOs and other rich people, but no other ministers.

“That’s amazing,” Jules says.

“What’s amazing?” Lucy counters. “She’s twenty-five years old.”

“How are you, Lucy?” Carrie says. Ignoring Lucy’s sarcasm is the best approach.

“I’m peachy.” She’s distracted by someone coming in the door. “Clark Kent has arrived.”

Jack sees them, gives a wave.

Jack always looks like Hollywood’s version of an FBI agent: early forties, square jaw, broad shoulders, sharp part in his hair, dark suit, crisp white shirt. He’s one of those too-disciplined types, probably gets up at 5 a.m. every day and runs ten miles. Prepares his meals for the week. Flosses regularly. But that’s what they all needed. A rock.

“Ladies,” he says, nodding. “Thank you for coming.” He smiles at the waitress, who has materialized and is already filling his mug with coffee.

Lucy slides over her cup, stares at the waitress, her eyes slits.

Jules wonders why this nice man, this decent man—this handsome man, she supposes—spends his days trying to get into the dark minds of serial killers.

Allergic to small talk and manners, Lucy says, “So why the victims support group meeting? Are you really this desperate for clues? I’m not doing hypnosis again. That dude was a weirdo.”

Jack frowns. “First off, how are you all? Jules, I saw you in a magazine.”

“Hustler?” Lucy asks.

Jules narrows her eyes at Lucy, turns to Jack. “I’m okay,” she says again.

“You’re still in New York?”

Jules nods.

They catch up: Lucy is still employed at the record store. Carrie still working for the church. Jack is tight-lipped about his personal life, ever the professional.

Lucy finally can’t take any more chitchat: “Look, it’s great to have this little reunion on the anniversary of the worst day of my life, but why are you here, Jack?”

He exhales loudly. “You know that there are others, like you—that he let go?”

“Um, we can read the newspaper,” Lucy replies. “Tell me you’re not inviting more girls to this pity party because I’m not—”

“No,” Jack interrupts, his tone serious. He stares into his coffee a moment. “One of them—one of the others he let go—is missing.”

“Wait, what?” Jules says. “You mean…”

Carrie finishes her thought: “He’s coming back for us.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Quinn sips his coffee in the nearly empty cafeteria of the Barton County Courthouse. It’s his third cup. He probably shouldn’t have more; he doesn’t want to be jittery on the witness stand. He takes another drink, careful not to drip on his tie. For the life of him, he can’t imagine wearing one of these stupid things every day. He examines his lunch, an egg salad sandwich wrapped in cellophane. The bread is limp and the egg a troubling off-white color. He’s tired. The recurring nightmare has returned in recent days, the one in Somalia with Giuseppe, the snakes, the centipedes and— He stops himself. Not today.

“Quinn,” a voice says.

He looks behind him and sees a friendly face. It takes him a beat to realize it’s Holly from George’s group home. She’s in a dress, her red hair flowing over her shoulders. At work, she normally wears jeans and no makeup, her hair pulled back.

She sits at the table across from him.

“Hi, what are you—?”

“I had the day off, so I thought I might—I don’t know?—offer you some company. A show of support.”

For the past several months, they’ve spent a lot of time talking during his visits to the group home. George isn’t much of a conversationalist, after all. Quinn’s learned that Holly is the oldest of five kids, that one of her siblings had severe intellectual disabilities and died, which is why she chose to work at the home during college. She’s graduating from UNO next month, heading to Creighton for law school in the fall. They haven’t broached whether that means she’s leaving her job at the group home, but Quinn expects she’ll have to.

“Did you watch any of the trial?” Quinn asks.

“A little. Just until a short break so I could ask where you were.”

“Going well?”

“Seems so. It’s not like in the movies. It’s kind of boring, really. At least the part I saw—the forensic guy going on and on.”

“You’d better get used to it since you’re going to be a lawyer.”

“No way I’m doing criminal law. Too depressing. Dead bodies and grieving families and—” She stops herself. “Shoot, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”

“What kind of law do you want to practice?” he says, sparing her unnecessary apologies.

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe being an advocate for children.”

He studies her again. She’s one of those women who becomes more attractive the more you get to know them.

They’re interrupted by a member of the trial team. Becky, he thinks, is her name. “You’re up soon,” she says. “If you need to use the restroom, now’s the time.”

Quinn gives Holly one last look, one last smile, and stands.

Before he leaves, she says, “Hey, Quinn?”

“Yeah?”

“Um, one of the parents, they gave me a gift certificate to Maxine’s for Christmas.” It’s a fancy restaurant at a hotel in downtown Omaha. “I haven’t had a chance to use it.”

She continues: “Um, well, we’re both dressed up and I wondered if I could take you to dinner after?”

For a split second, Holly’s face turns the color of her hair.

“I’d like that,” he says.

“I’ll see you after then. Good luck,” she adds, as if she’s unsure that’s the right thing to say.

Quinn stands up straight, feeling taller again, and heads to the courtroom.






CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


“He won’t come back for us, will he?” Carrie asks. Her high voice shakes, like the rest of her.

Jules sits quietly, processing, as the taste of bile rises in her mouth.

Lucy’s eyes are welling, unusual since she usually plays it so tough. It’s funny because the three of them seem so different: a goth girl, a church mouse, and a fashion model. But if you look closely, behind Lucy’s scowl and ghost makeup, behind Carrie’s prim demeanor, they bear a resemblance. The long necks, their bone structure. It sends a chill down Jules’s spine, the thought that he has a type.

Jack grips his coffee mug with both hands, leans forward. “I’m telling you because I want you to be safe.” He takes a sip of coffee, probably the one cup he allows himself a day. He has one of those notches in his chin that her sister Clare calls a “butt chin.” It only serves to complete his serious G-man look.

“The Subject is ritualistic,” Jack continues. “Today, May the first, means something to him.”

“Ya think?” Lucy says, sarcasm dripping, which Jack ignores.

“It’s never made sense,” Jules says. “Why would he kill some of his victims and let some of us go? And why come back now?”

“The profilers think it may be a game. Or maybe there was something about each of you that he decided to spare you.”

Carrie is breathing heavily now, like she might hyperventilate.

“Let’s everyone take a deep breath.” Jack demonstrates in-through-the-nose, out-through-the-mouth. “We’re not going to let anything happen to you,” he adds.

“How can you say that?” Lucy challenges.

“Because I’ve had a team keeping an eye on you.” He looks to the corner of the diner. They all follow his glance and a woman nursing a cup of coffee gives them a subtle nod. Her gaze moves to a man sitting at another booth who taps a finger on his nose.

“So, what? You’re going to follow us around all day?” Jules asks.

Jack smiles. “Something like that. We were hoping you all might consider staying at a hotel we’ve booked. Just for tonight. As a precaution.”

He waits as they all process this.

Carrie speaks first. “I can’t. My father, he’ll ask questions.”

“You still haven’t told your parents about what happened?” Lucy asks.

“Hey, lighten up,” Jules says.

Carrie bravely reported her abduction and assault to the police, but still hasn’t told her parents. That’s more than Jules can say, hiding it from everyone except her half-assed anonymous letter to the police. She couldn’t even do that right since Jack somehow traced the letter to her.

“I just don’t get you two,” Lucy says. “Pretending it didn’t happen.”

This stings because it’s true. “And hiding behind dark eyeliner and a bitchy persona is better?” Jules immediately wishes she hadn’t said it. And it’s again a great irony because Jules has been role-playing too. Modeling has afforded her that luxury.

“I can’t claim to understand what you’re all going through,” Jack interjects, trying to defuse the tension. “But I hope you’ll remember that people deal with trauma in different ways, and there’s no right way.”

“I’m sorry,” Jules says to Lucy. She’s known these women for less than a year and hardly ever sees them, yet she feels closer to them than anyone. Since Death Day, she’s drifted away from her high school friends; Miranda and their clique are off at college. And you don’t really make friends in modeling. You have colleagues, acquaintances. Rivals. The hardest part is that to the outside world, it appears like you have it all. All the stars: Star-studded events. Michelin-starred restaurants. Five-star hotels. But the trappings mask a smothering loneliness.

Lucy looks at Carrie, who is staring at the table. “Sorry I was a dick.”

Silence ensues as they all collect themselves.

“No chance you can stay at the hotel tonight, Carrie?” Jack says at last.

She shakes her head. “But don’t worry. We have a lot of security at the house.” Carrie lives in a gated mansion with on-site guards funded by parishioners of the megachurch.

Jack looks at Lucy and Jules for their assent.

Lucy says it first: “Fine, but it’d better be a nice hotel.”

Jules nods.

“You can go about your day and we’ll be close,” Jack says. “Aim to be at the hotel by dark.”

“Fine,” Lucy says again. “But let’s not pretend all this is just to protect us.”

Jack’s forehead wrinkles. “What do you mean?”

“Admit it: We’re bait.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Quinn raises his right hand, and the court reporter swears him in. His gaze is fixed on the small table for the defense. He’d planned on giving Randy Calhoon, his mother’s boyfriend at the time of her death, a hard stare. But he’s taken aback by Randy, who is no longer the imposing cocksure man Quinn remembers. Randy’s once long hair is now cropped short. His face clean-shaven. And he’s shed some weight while sitting in jail pending trial. But it’s more than his physical appearance. Randy Calhoon is a beaten man. Diminished in every way.

The prosecutor takes Quinn through preliminaries, focusing on Quinn’s brief time in the army, his discharge after being injured while serving his country. His return home to tend to his brother. His plan to go into law enforcement. Griffin doesn’t mention that Quinn’s bad leg will likely disqualify him from the police academy, or that Griffin got him an interview next week for a job with a small private investigation firm that does work for the prosecutor’s office.

In only a few questions, Griffin paints the picture of a family destroyed by a monster and a grieving son who returned from battle to pick up the pieces. Quinn notices one of the jurors, a woman about his mom’s age when she died, dab her eye with a handkerchief. That doesn’t bode well for Randy.

“You know the defendant?”

“I do.”

“How do you know him?”

“He dated my mom.”

“You spent some time around the defendant?”

“Yes.”

“Did you like him?”

“Objection, relevance,” Randy’s lawyer says. Quinn didn’t realize that the young guy was the lawyer at first. He thought he might be an intern. He’s round-faced and wears a suit that’s too big for him.

“Overruled,” the judge says.

“No, I’ve never liked him,” Quinn answers.

“And why is that?”

The defense lawyer is on his feet again but sits when the judge shakes his head.

“I thought he mistreated my mom. Mistreated my brother.”

“How so?”

“He took advantage of my mom’s kindness. He would drink a lot and he’d shout at her, at all of us. My mom was behind on the bills and I don’t think he ever helped, but expected her to feed him, take care of him.”

“Did he ever get physical with you?”

“We had an episode when I thought he’d hurt my brother. There were bruises on George’s arm and I confronted Randy about it.”

“You said that George has an intellectual disability?”

“Yes.”

“Did George tell you Randy hurt him?”

“No, my brother is nonverbal.”

“So he couldn’t report the abuse himself.”

“Objection!”

“Withdrawn, Your Honor.”

“Mr. Riley, Quinn, I want to take you to May first, nineteen ninety-three. Do you remember that day?”

“Yes.”

“You sound pretty certain, given that it was two years ago. Two years ago to this very day, in fact.” Griffin looks over at the jury. “Is there a reason you remember it so clearly?”

“Yes, May first is my birthday.”

“Well, happy birthday, son,” Griffin says, pretending he didn’t already know. “How old are you?”

“I’m twenty.”

“Twenty years old,” Griffin says, as if he can’t believe everything Quinn’s been through at such a young age. “Other than it being your birthday, is there any other reason that date is memorable to you?”

“Yes.”

“Please tell the jury why.”

Quinn inhales. Tells the twelve citizens who are all staring at him about going to his house on that May night—a house that had been shuttered because it fell into foreclosure after his mother’s death.

“The defendant, her boyfriend, didn’t cover the mortgage?”

“He did not.”

“You weren’t able to pull the house out of foreclosure yourself?”

Quinn swallows. “No. When I got back from Somalia I looked into getting the house back, but it was already sold. And I didn’t have enough money anyway.”

“You were in a dangerous place out there in Africa. Didn’t the army give you combat pay?”

Quinn sees what Griffin is doing, trying to invoke sympathy from the jury, but he doesn’t like it. “We weren’t technically in a war, but I did get hostile fire pay.”

“And how much was that?”

“One hundred and fifty dollars a month.”

Griffin makes a sound of disgust. “So five dollars a day?” He pauses but doesn’t wait for Quinn to answer. “I can see why it wouldn’t be enough to save your family home.”

Quinn makes brief eye contact with Holly who is in the back of the gallery. She gives him an encouraging nod.

“Back to May first, two years ago, please tell the jury about that day.”

“I was leaving for basic training in a couple days and had nowhere to stay so I went to my old house. It was mostly cleared out because of the foreclosure. I looked in this old secret spot, a side attic, where my brother used to hide out. Mom used to call it the cubby.”

“And was there anything inside this cubby?” Griffin asks, skipping over the reason Quinn looked inside the cubby.

“Yes, I found a hammer.”

Griffin is standing before the jury now, displaying a clear evidence bag that has a hammer inside it. He dramatically walks over to Quinn, holds up the bag.

“Is this the hammer you found?”

“It looks like it. I recognize the tape on the handle. It was my dad’s. He’d used it to make me and George a tree fort.”

Griffin waits a beat, like he’s letting the jury imagine Quinn’s dad swinging the hammer to build the tree house as Quinn and George looked on in the summer sun. “Is there anything different about the hammer today from when you found it?”

Quinn looks at Randy, then the jury. “Yes. It no longer has blood and hair on its head.”






CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


Jules slips a Xanax tablet onto her tongue, preparing for the lunch with Mom. She crunches it in her teeth like a baby aspirin. It works faster this way, she’s learned. She enters Di Coppoia, in the Regency area of Omaha.

The host snaps to attention when he sees Jules. She’s not famous, but she still stands out from the crowd. The guy escorts her to the table. The place is full of business types and women of leisure having salads with their wine.

Mom is deep in conversation with Clare. Jules didn’t know her baby sis was coming and is pleased. There will be a buffer. When Mom sees her, she stands, comes around the table, and gives Jules cheek kisses, loudly so people take notice. Whatever their differences, Jules knows her mother is proud of her. Or proud to be seen with a successful fashion model, anyway. Able to brag to her friends about Jules’s seemingly glamorous life. It’s why Jules dressed up today.

Clare gets up too, says, “Oh my god, Cindy Crawford is here.” Mocking their mother, she does exaggerated cheek kisses: “Muwa, muwa.”

Mom frowns.

“No school today?” Jules asks Clare.

“Suspended again,” her sister says with an impish grin. “Crack, heroin, meth—you know, the usual.”

Mom shakes her head. “I let her have the afternoon off, since we don’t get to see you very often.”

A nice gesture turned into a jab, which is so Mom.

They exchange the usual chitchat. Mom’s still working for the car dealership, Dad’s busy with his law practice. Her mother probes about Jules’s job, what’s next for her, is she moving up in the modeling world?

Jules isn’t in the mood to talk about work. But she throws her a bone, tells her she has some shows at Fashion Week. She doesn’t tell her that Fashion Week isn’t all that glamorous other than the five minutes you’re onstage. Despite its name, it’s a full month, most of it rushing from casting to casting and going to parties filled with older men.

“Is there anyone special in your life?”

“Nope.”

“You’re not getting any younger…”

Alrighty then. Jules feels that recurring tightness in her chest.

“How about you, Clare? Anyone special in your life?” Jules says, only thinly veiling her impression of their mother.

“Any one? I’m making my way through the football team, then I’ll turn to the swim team. Their bodies are so hard and—”

“Clare Marie,” her mother exclaims. “I’m going to the ladies room. When I come back I expect you both to act like ladies.”

Jules watches as her mother makes her way through the restaurant. One of the businessmen checks out her ass as she walks by. She’ll give her that much, Mom still turns heads. Jules catches a glimpse of the woman who was at the diner, the FBI agent, at a table in the back.

Clare says, “I need you to come home. I can’t take it anymore.”

Jules smiles.

“Seriously, she wants to hang out with me and my friends when they come over. It’s embarrassing.” Clare shakes her head. “And she’s like a prison warden. Everyone’s going to a May Day Killer party tonight and I’m grounded.” Jules tries not to reveal the flash of anger she feels that Clare and her friends are treating the murder of women so cavalierly. But they’re just teenagers, she reminds herself, invincible like she was until May 1, 1992.

“It sounds like you brought some of this on yourself,” Jules says. She understands where Clare is coming from, but is also glad she’s not going out tonight.

“Not you too,” Clare says.

Jules decides to change the subject. “Other than the Mom stuff, how are things?”

“They’re good. I made head cheerleader.”

“No shit! That’s amazing.”

“And, if you promise not to tell Mom, I have a boyfriend.”

“Ooh, do tell.”

“His name is Adam. He’s not the smartest guy in the world, but sweet. He’s on the football team.”

Jules smiles, remembering for a moment those simpler days. When football was the center of the world in their small town. Going to games and the after-parties. Dating dumb Brad.

“You seeing Miranda while you’re back?” Clare asks, perhaps also reminded of Jules’s high school days.

Jules shakes her head. “We kind of grew apart.”

“Good, I never liked that skank. Or your dipshit boyfriend. You know he called me trying to get your phone number and address? Had some bullshit excuse about wanting to send you a Christmas card.”

“Brad?”

“Yeah. I told him to give me his number and I’d pass it on to you. He seemed pissed.”

Mom returns to the table and she orders a salad. In an act of tiny rebellion, Jules orders the fettuccine Alfredo, which elicits a look from her mother. Clare orders a burger, takes a big bite, and with her mouth full says one of their mother’s favorite expressions: “A moment on the lips, a lifetime on the hips.”

“So, what’s this job that brings you to town?” Mom asks, purposefully ignoring Clare.

“A shoot for a new clothing brand,” Jules lies.

“We would’ve loved to have you stay at the house. Dad’s sorry he’ll miss you.”

“I know. But a hotel is easier. The client paid for it and I’m with colleagues. And I’m in for just the night. I’ll be home for a visit soon.”

That seems to placate Mom.

Jules doesn’t like to lie, but it’s better than explaining that she was beckoned back to Nebraska by the FBI. That there’s an agent tailing her as they speak. And that the May Day Killer may be coming back for her.






CHAPTER THIRTY


The rest of Quinn’s testimony went quickly. Randy’s lawyer had no questions for Quinn, which was surprising. But maybe that was a good strategy. The main reason the prosecution put Quinn on the stand was to establish the chain of evidence for the hammer, confirm that Randy knew about Mom’s cubby, and put a human face on the tragedy. Cross-examining him would’ve kept the jury focused on the grisly hammer or on the fact that Quinn and his brother were now orphans.

Sitting in the gallery now next to Holly, Quinn watches the young defense lawyer. The guy may be in over his head, like Griffin said, but Quinn thinks he’s quite good. He’s full of passion and he seems to believe his client is innocent, even if he’s the only one.

He’s called his lead witness, one of Randy’s co-workers.

“You worked with Randy Calhoon?”

“That’s right.”

“You were working a shift October 28, 1993?”

“Yes.”

“Why do you remember that?”

“Because we got word Nadine was murdered. That her body was found near the plant. I’ll never forget that.”

“You knew Ms. Riley?”

“Yes, everyone knew Nadine. She basically ran the factory.”

The lawyer skips over that, perhaps not wanting the jury to think about Quinn’s mom.

“Was Mr. Calhoon with you when you heard the news about Ms. Riley’s murder?”

“Yes. He’d been with me the whole shift, he never—”

“I’ll get to that. But first, how did Mr. Calhoon react to the news?”

“Randy was a mess.”

“You said you were with Randy the whole shift?” the lawyer asks.

“Objection, leading,” the prosecutor says with an exasperated lilt.

“I’ll rephrase. Was anyone working with you on your shift on October 28, 1993?”

“Yes.”

“Who was that?”

“Randy.” He points to Randy, who sits up straight at the defense table. “We load and unload the trucks. He was with me the entire shift—eight in the morning until six.”

The young lawyer lets that sit for a moment.

“Do you remember what time Ms. Riley was found?”

“Yes, it was in the afternoon.”

“Now, the prosecution has explained that Ms. Riley clocked out at nine thirty that morning and was found at five o’clock that same day. Were you and Mr. Calhoon working during that period?”

“Yes.”

“And during that period was Mr. Calhoon with you at all times?”

“To the best of my recollection.”

“Do you know why Ms. Riley had clocked out that morning? It’s unusual, isn’t it, to come in for a morning shift and clock out so soon?”

“I don’t know about unusual. People have doctor’s appointments, kid stuff, things like that.”

“Do you know why Ms. Riley left that morning?”

“No.”

“Did you see Ms. Riley at all that day?”

“No.”

“Would you have ordinarily seen her?”

“Not always. But she’d occasionally have business in our part of the plant. And she sometimes came to the cafeteria to have lunch with Randy.”

“Did you have lunch with Randy that day?”

“Yes.”

“And was Ms. Riley in the cafeteria that day?”

“Not that I recall.”

“Was there any time that day from the time Ms. Riley supposedly clocked out at nine thirty in the morning until she was found at five that day that my client wasn’t with you?”

“To the best of my memory, we were always together.”

The young lawyer pauses, like he’s debating his next move.

“Mr. Martinez, if Mr. Calhoon was with you the entire time, do you have any idea how his DNA got on the hammer that killed Ms. Riley?”

“I think he was framed. I think—”

The prosecutor is on his feet now. “Your Honor, may we approach?”

The stone-faced judge waves them over. Though the courtroom is small, there’s a white noise machine that makes it impossible for Quinn or anyone to hear the sidebar. Holly has taken Quinn’s hand in hers, and it feels good. They watch as the young lawyer appears to be giving an impassioned plea. His crestfallen expression shows it didn’t work. The lawyers return to their tables.

“Mr. Martinez.” The young lawyer pauses, like he’s bracing himself for an all-important question: “Do you think Mr. Calhoon was framed because Ms. Riley reported criminal activity occurring at the plant and she was killed to silence her and make Mr. Calhoon the patsy?”

There’s a gasp in the courtroom. Griffin is on his feet again, but before he gets a word out, the judge bangs his gavel hard. “My chambers,” the judge bellows. “Now!”

Quinn and Holly share a glance in the gallery. Holly, a prelaw major, says, “That defense lawyer’s gonna pay for that.”






CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


Holly was right. The remainder of the trial didn’t go well for the young defense lawyer or Randy. The prosecutor gave a blistering cross- examination of the alibi witness, highlighting that he and Randy were boyhood friends, something close to brothers. More so, the video camera in their area of the facility had mysteriously been turned off for two hours between 9:30 a.m. and 5 p.m., the critical window when Quinn’s mom was murdered.

Griffin’s closing argument, which Quinn watches intently now, is even more compelling. “I don’t blame the defendant’s lawyer for acting out—he’s a young man trying to help his client,” Griffin tells the jury. “But the judge instructed you that his outburst is not evidence.” He pauses. “Now, this so-called alibi. Here’s the thing: It can’t refute the cold, hard science.”

Griffin walks up the jury box, puts a hand on the railing. “Anyone here ever been to Leicestershire, England?”

He waits, there’s a shaking of heads in the jury box. “Me neither,” Griffin says, chuckling, folksy as ever. Like why on earth would a self-respecting Nebraskan ever want to cross the pond?

“In 1983, a fifteen-year-old girl from a small village in that part of England disappeared, only to be found days later strangled by the scarf she was wearing—and I won’t tell you the rest.” He holds the gaze of the twelve jurors. “But three years passed and not a single suspect. Then, another girl the same age was killed the same way in a nearby village.” He swallows, allowing them to take that in.

Griffin lowers his voice and the courtroom grows silent: “They had no suspects. But as luck would have it, during that time, there was a professor at a nearby university, a really smart guy, who made a discovery that quite literally changed the world.”

Quinn wonders where this is going, but Griffin has the courtroom mesmerized.

“This professor, he discovered that each of us has what we now call a DNA fingerprint. Each of us have distinct features in our blood that are unique to us. So, the police there heard about this and they asked every man in those villages to give a blood sample. And all of them, every single one, did so, and none were a hit. They all had an alibi: their blood.”

Griffin then let’s the silence hang in the courtroom for a long moment. “But there was another amazing stroke of luck: Someone at a local pub overheard a guy saying his buddy paid him to impersonate him and give the DNA sample in his place. The police called in the guy who dodged giving a blood sample, asked to take his blood. And then bam”—Griffin smacks his hand on the table—“they got a match.”

Griffin increases the rhythm now: “He’d had an alibi before, but the science doesn’t lie, ladies and gentlemen. Our eyes may deceive us, the circumstances may deceive us, but science does not lie. And you heard from Dr. Kimura today. There were two people’s DNA on the hammer: Nadine Riley’s and the defendant’s.” He points at Randy who is looking at the table. And the crescendo: “Science doesn’t lie, ladies and gentlemen. Science does. Not. Lie.”






CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


It took the jury all of two hours to come back guilty on all counts. Quinn splashes his face with water in the sink of the courthouse bathroom. He thought this would make things better. But he’s learned something he suspects many families of murder victims find out the hard way: Any comfort from the conviction—from knowing the perpetrator will be punished and can’t hurt someone else—is dwarfed by the crushing reminder that your loved one is never coming back.

Quinn also feels something else: a gnawing sense that the jury wasn’t told the full story. The judge chastised the young defense lawyer because he blurted that Mom had reported something to the company. The entire trial seemed so one-sided; the judge seemed to grant every one of the prosecution’s objections and overruled all of the defense lawyer’s. Also, Randy’s alibi was strong, from Quinn’s perspective. Martinez could’ve been lying, but it didn’t seem like it. And the kicker: Ms. Glomm, Mom’s packrat coworker, told Quinn she suspected that his mother was murdered because of something she reported to the company, something in her missing Red Flag file. Something the prosecution carefully avoided talking about.

At the same time, who else had a motive? Who else knew about the hiding spot in the house?

Still, the defense lawyer’s questions resonated with Quinn: Why wouldn’t Randy just dispose of the hammer? Why hide it in the victim’s home that could be searched? Why kill her near the plant when he could easily get her alone at home? Randy’s no genius, but he’s not an idiot either. And couldn’t someone have put Randy’s DNA on that hammer? And another thing: Griffin never established a motive. Randy got drunk and ranted a lot, but he never got physical with Mom. For all his bullshit, Randy seemed to appreciate that Mom was out of his league.

Maybe Griffin was right, science doesn’t lie. Occam’s razor: The simplest answer is almost always the correct one. The boyfriend did it. But Griffin’s story about the murders in England wasn’t a perfect fit. In that case, the science did lie—the DNA initially excluded the perpetrator as the murderer. The police only caught him because of dumb luck: an overheard conversation in a pub about the murderer hiring a friend to give a blood sample in his place.

Quinn dries his face with a paper towel, tries to level the tempest of emotions raging inside him. He then realizes he’s not alone. He hears someone in the bathroom stall.

He’s surprised when he sees Randy’s lawyer emerge from the stall. His face is ruddy, eyes watery, like he’s been crying.

Those red eyes flash when he sees Quinn. The lawyer moves quickly to the sink, washes his hands, doesn’t look up.

“What was it they didn’t let you tell the jury?” Quinn asks.

The lawyer’s eyes rise to the mirror, and his reflection gives Quinn a cautious look. “You were a witness. I shouldn’t be talking to you.”

“The trial’s over. What’s the harm?”

The man dries his hands roughly with a paper towel.

Quinn continues, “Listen, I think your client is a piece of garbage. But I also think something was off in there.”

This time the man’s eyes hold Quinn’s for a long moment.

“What weren’t you allowed to tell the jury?”

The lawyer doesn’t answer. He just digs through his briefcase and extracts a sheaf of papers. He shoves them into Quinn’s hands, then pushes out of the restroom.

Quinn leaves the bathroom himself, reading the legal papers as he walks.

In the corridor of the courthouse, a voice calls out: “Q.”

Quinn’s eyes raise from the documents.

Uncle Pat comes over, gives him a hug. Quinn takes in a waft of alcohol.

“I thought you weren’t coming to the trial?” Quinn says. Pat had told him that he just didn’t have it in him to listen to what happened to his sister.

Quinn thinks it’s more than that—guilt at not protecting her, maybe.

“I saw the verdict on the news, so…” Pat breathes in through his nose loudly. “So it’s over.” A statement not a question.

Over Pat’s shoulder, Quinn notices Holly near the elevator, lingering, so as not to intrude.

“I guess so,” Quinn says. It doesn’t feel like he’d imagined. Anticlimactic isn’t the right word. But what is?

“You wanna go get a drink?” Pat asks.

Quinn hesitates. “I actually have plans.” Quinn looks over at Holly again.

Pat twists around, following Quinn’s gaze. He turns back to Quinn. “You and the redhead?”

Quinn gives a quick nod. “She works at George’s group home,” he explains.

Pat grins. “You sly dog.”

“I can cancel. We can go get the drink and—”

Pat holds up a hand. “I have a code: Never get between a man and a beautiful woman.”

Quinn smiles in spite of himself. It feels weird, smiling, today.

“I don’t want you to be alone. I can—”

“I’d never forgive myself,” Pat says, turning back to Holly. “Don’t you worry about me, Q. And besides, I’m getting together with an old friend who’s in town.”

Quinn doesn’t know if he believes Pat or if it’s just his uncle trying to make him feel better.

“You’re sure?”

Pat nods, then gives him a wink. “Now go make your Uncle Pat proud.”

Quinn doesn’t want to even ponder what that means, but he hugs Pat again, takes in another noseful of what he thinks is Jim Beam, and says goodbye to one of the only two members of his family he has left in the world.






CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


Jules and Lucy sit cross-legged on the matching beds in the hotel room.

“I haven’t shared a room with anyone since college.” Lucy takes a swig from the bottle of bottom-shelf gin she pulled from her duffle bag, smacks her lips. “The FBI, you’d think they wouldn’t be so cheap.”

“Where’d you go to school?” Jules asks. She wonders if she’ll ever make it back to college herself. She’s made a lot of money modeling, probably enough to last her well into her thirties. Will she ever go back? It probably depends on when her modeling career fizzles out.

“I went to Dartmouth,” Lucy says.

“Dartmouth,” Jules replies, probably too surprised. She didn’t take Lucy for an Ivy Leaguer. She honestly didn’t take her for an any leaguer.

“Don’t be impressed. I dropped out after first quarter.” Lucy swallows.

“He took you while you were away at school?” Jules asks. She feels a chill down her back that May Day hunted outside of Nebraska.

“No, it was before I left. If you can believe it, he took me the day I got my acceptance letter from Dartmouth. I thought I could get past it.”

Jules imagines the scene. A young Lucy surrounded by her family as she opened the envelope from Dartmouth College. Then going out afterward with friends to celebrate. Then …

“We have something else in common, then,” Jules says. “I didn’t make it a full semester at school.”

“Oh, I know all about Stadium Girl.”

Jules is surprised again. She didn’t think Lucy paid attention to stuff like that. Lucy holds out the bottle and Jules reaches over and clasps it by the neck, takes a swig, winces since she’s never loved the pine taste of gin.

“That’s when I finally told my mom what happened,” Lucy says. “When I had my breakdown at college.”

Jules wonders if she’ll ever be able to tell her parents. To tell anyone the details out loud. She decides maybe it’s time to share with someone who knows. “He strangled me during … I thought he was killing me. When I woke up I was back in my car. He took my driver’s license, knew my address,” Jules says, defending her silence. “Said he’d come back if I told.”

“Same.”

Jules feels that wave of anxiety wash over her.

“Keeping the secret was poisoning me,” Lucy says. “I got angry with you and Carrie because you hold it together so well. I wasn’t that strong.”

“I’m not holding it together at all. And you’re the one who’s strong.”

“My dad, he—” Lucy’s voice breaks. “He cried so hard when I told him. I’d never seen him cry before.”

Jules is tearing up now.

Lucy says, “I still have nightmares about him. And I sometimes disassociate. Like I leave my own body and can’t remember hours. I got hypersexual, like I was trying to prove something to myself. I … ah, put myself in reckless situations with men.”

“Has anything made you feel better?” Jules asks.

“Serving as bait for the killer sure as shit isn’t helping,” Lucy says with a tiny laugh.

“We’re not bait. If we were, they wouldn’t have put us up here for the night.” Jules passes her the bottle.

Lucy shrugs.

“You don’t really think he’d come back for us, do you?” Jules says. She hasn’t let herself believe that’s possible.

“They didn’t have FBI agents following us all day for nothing.”

Jules swallows, and it hurts since her mouth and throat are so dry.

Perhaps sensing the fear, Lucy adds, “But if he’s as smart as they think he is, he saw them tailing us and it scared him off.”

Jules is quiet. She notices Lucy studying her now, like she’s deciding whether to tell her something. The tears are gone, the hard persona already back.

“You asked what helps me feel better?”

“Yeah.”

Lucy gets off the bed, chugs the rest of the gin.

“There’s one thing that’s helped.”

Jules stares at her. Waits.

Lucy shrugs on her leather jacket, laces on her Doc Martens.

Jules can’t wait any longer, she wants desperately to know. “What is it? What helps?”

“If you really want to know, you’ll have to come with me.”






CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


At the end of dinner with Holly, under the soft lights of Maxine’s restaurant, the waiter brings over a cupcake with a candle in it. Holly gives Quinn the sweetest smile.

“I didn’t know it was your birthday until you testified,” she says.

Quinn doesn’t tell her that he hates his birthday.

“The servers were going to sing while you blew out the candle, but I thought better of it.”

“Thank you.”

She reaches for his hand, squeezes it. “Hey, can I ask you a question?”

“Sure,” Quinn replies.

“Why do you wear a broken watch?” Her eyes go to the Timex on his wrist with its shattered face. “I noticed on one of your visits to George and always wondered.”

Quinn beats back the memory fragments: him in a chopper coming in and out of consciousness, his arms covered in blood—some of it his, some of it Giuseppe’s, some of it from the men they had to kill—the sun reflecting off the shattered glass of the Timex.

“It’s a long story.” He worries she’ll say she has time, but she doesn’t. “Now can I ask you something?” he says. “About the law?”

“The law?”

“Yeah.”

“You can ask, but I’ve just had undergrad courses, I’m no lawyer.”

Quinn produces the papers Randy’s defense lawyer gave him and tells her about their encounter in the courthouse bathroom.

Holly reads them quickly. “This is a motion in limine. The prosecution asked the judge to stop the defense from arguing to the jury that there was an alternative killer or that someone else had a motive for your mom’s murder. The judge granted the motion. It’s a handwritten order on the front of the papers.”

Quinn reads the messy handwriting: Granted. Defendant’s alternative suspect theory too speculative and unreliable without corroboration.

“What’s that mean?”

“It means that the judge wouldn’t allow the defense to argue that someone else had a motive to kill your mom because there was no corroboration that she ever reported anything to the company that would’ve given someone a motive to kill her. The only evidence of that was the defendant’s say-so. The judge wouldn’t allow the argument based solely on Randy’s word without someone backing it up. The motion says the company said it received no report from your mom.”

Quinn recalls Ms. Glomm saying she’d reported the theory to the police. And that the lazy cop never followed up.

“But my mom’s coworker knew. She told me that she thought my mom’s murder was connected to a report my mom made to the company. She said she told the police about it.”

Holly thinks on this. “If the police had exculpatory evidence, they were required to turn it over to the defense, I know that much,” she says. “Your mom’s coworker would’ve been the corroboration needed.”

Quinn realizes that the deck was stacked against Randy even more than he’d thought.

“Her coworker said my mom had this file. She called it her Red Flag file.” He tells her about the mysterious file.

“Did you ever find it?”

“No. The bank either auctioned off or dumped all our stuff in the house. And there was no green file in my mom’s things from the office.”

“I thought you said it was red?”

“Yeah, that’s just what she called it. My mom’s friend said that’s why she remembered it so well: a Red Flag file that was green.”

Holly’s eyes light up. “George! I’ve seen a green folder in your brother’s things.”






CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


Jules and Lucy slip out of the hotel, which is easier than anticipated. They told Jack’s colleague, a young agent from the field office named Madison who is staying in the adjoining room, that they were in for the night. Madison took them at their word. She told them not to leave the room. To call her room if anyone knocked on their door.

In the lobby, Jules spotted the agent who trailed them today. The guy was easy to evade since he was distracted, chatting up the young woman working the hotel’s check-in desk. Not exactly the A-team working surveillance for Jack.

They shouldn’t be doing this. What if he’s out there, watching … But something has her mesmerized, following Lucy like she’s the Pied Piper. They twirl through the revolving door and into a cab stationed out front.

Lucy examines a sheet of paper she’s pulled from her bulky handbag. She reads an address to the cabbie.

The cabbie eyes them in the mirror, tilts his head in a you sure? gesture.

“Go,” Lucy says.

The cabbie grumbles but starts driving.

“Where are we going?” Jules asks.

“You asked what makes me feel better and I want to show you.”

Jules’s skin is prickling with anxiety. The alcohol is wearing off. “I think we should go back. Jack will be pissed if we—”

“You say you want to be you again,” Lucy challenges. “You say you want to feel normal.”

“This isn’t normal.”

“Just trust me.” Lucy has a gleam in her eye that is unsettling.

Jules exhales loudly. Trust me. Does she trust Lucy? Her mind jumps again to the scene of Lucy opening her college acceptance letter and she feels for this woman, the girl she used to be.

They drive for ten minutes without a word. “What’s that?” Jules finally says, gesturing to the papers Lucy is scanning again.

“I’ll tell you in a minute.” Lucy cocks her chin to the cabbie. Like she doesn’t want to say it in front of him.

Jules’s shoulders tighten. This is a bad idea. She feels like she’s on a runaway train but, weirdly, doesn’t want to jump off.

They make their way to a neighborhood in South Omaha.

“You can drop us at the corner,” Lucy says, pointing.

There, she pays the cab driver and then looks around. It’s an ugly area with a check cashing store, a used car lot, a liquor store. Everywhere is closed except a gas station up ahead, fast-food places in the distance. Lucy looks at the street signs and heads away from the strip and down a dark road.

Jules follows after her. “Where are we going?” she asks again, this time with more energy. They’re in a derelict residential area. It’s a nice night out but no one’s out walking the dog or taking a stroll. It’s not that kind of neighborhood.

She’s craving a drink now. Her body trembles at a thought: If he was watching them today, followed them to the hotel, he could have followed them here. But no cars are around. No one seemed to tail the cab.

“There it is,” Lucy says, “number two forty.” She points to a small house with its porch light off. She makes for the front door.

“Lucy, wait.” Jules plants her feet. “I’m not moving until you tell me what’s going on. Who lives there?”

“I’ve been fucking this cop,” Lucy says.

Jules scrunches her face. “This is a cop’s house?”

“No. He has access to this new database where they keep track of sex offenders.”

Jules doesn’t like where this is heading. “Whose house is this, Lucy?”

Lucy doesn’t respond. She instead marches to the front door.

Jules chases after her, but by the time she reaches Lucy, she’s rung the doorbell.

Jules’s heart is pounding now, sweat skating down her side. The porch light is off, but there’s light from a television through the front window, a shadow of movement inside.

Jules considers running, diving into the ragged shrubs lining the front of the house. But it’s too late, a man has opened the front door.

He’s thin, wears a polo shirt, looks like he could work at a bank or insurance company.

“Can I help you?”

“Are you Drew Hawley?” Lucy asks in a friendly voice.

“Yes. Can I help you?”

“I think we found your wallet on the street. Your license had your address.” Lucy rifles through her bag.

The man comes out on the porch. “Thank you. But I’m afraid it isn’t mine.” He pulls a leather wallet from his back pocket and displays it.

“Oh my gosh,” Lucy says, her hand still in her purse. “But this one had your ID in it and—” Without finishing the sentence, Lucy rips her hand from her bag and sprays the man’s face with something.

He screams, puts his hands over his eyes.

Jules feels a slight sting in her own eyes and realizes it’s residue from pepper spray.

Everything is in slow motion now. Lucy kneeing the man in the balls, him crouching over, her bringing down her elbows on his head. She’s kicking him on the ground now.

Jules doesn’t scream, doesn’t move. She just watches silently as Lucy kicks the man in the face with her heavy black boot.

Lucy finally stops, catches her breath. The man is in a ball, groaning.

“That’s for the ten-year-old you molested.” Lucy looks at Jules standing there in shock.

Then the strangest thing happens.

Jules starts kicking the man herself.






CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


Quinn and Holly arrive at the group home just after eleven. It’s in a quiet neighborhood of modest homes with well-maintained lawns. Holly has her own keys and she opens the front door. She seems hesitant; she’s not one to disrupt the residents.

Does George have the Red Flag file? Why? George was known to abscond with trinkets from around the house. A silver spoon from the kitchen, one of Mom’s bracelets, even some of Quinn’s books. Maybe he took the file from the cubby and it was packed up with his things when they moved him to the group home. Or maybe Mom hid it with his things deliberately.

Inside the house is dark, lights out at ten. Holly says hello to Luke, who works the night shift and is sitting on the sofa in the living room. He lifts a hand but his eyes don’t move from his Game Boy.

The old wooden stairs creak as they pad upstairs. The long hallway is lined with eight doors, and it’s clear from the mishmash construction that the place has been renovated to add bedrooms. Holly goes to the third door and taps on it softly, waits a moment, and then goes inside.

George is curled up on the bed, just like he used to at home. His breaths are loud and he doesn’t stir. He still wears the headphones to bed.

The bedroom has framed cartoon dinosaur pictures on the wall, left from the last tenant and too young for a seventeen-year-old. Other than the bed, the only furniture is a dresser and small desk. On top of the desk is a stack of books, the one on top with a big, hairy spider on its cover.

Holly slides open the desk drawer. Inside is the small wooden box with George’s treasures Quinn remembers from his brother’s old bedroom. Coins, a miniature Smurf figure, a tiny rubber snake.

And under the box is a green file.

Holly pulls it out, places it on the top of the desk without opening it, looks at Quinn in the weak light.

Quinn feels adrenaline ripping through him. It’s too dark to closely examine the file and he doesn’t want to wake up George, so he signals for them to leave the room.

Downstairs in the kitchen, he lays the file flat on the table and scouts through the small sheaf of papers.

“What is it?” Holly asks, fully invested in the mystery now.

“I don’t know.” The first sheet of paper has cryptic words in his mom’s handwriting: “Pearl” and “Megan” and “D-302.” The next pages look like schedules for something. Dates and places. Could they be related to whatever his mom was going to report to the company? Someone stealing deliveries, maybe? Mom worked with a man named Kenny Pearl, Quinn remembers—her asshole supervisor who never would grant her days off. But who is Megan? What’s D-302? What does this all mean?






CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


Jules is still breathless as she bites into the Double Decker in the dim light of the Taco Bell. They ran nearly a mile without stopping.

Lucy sits across from her, not eating anything, picking at an empty hot sauce packet, her eyes still blazing.

Jules startles at the sound of a siren outside.

“Relax,” Lucy says.

“What if someone saw us?” Jules says. “What if—”

“These guys don’t report. They don’t want cops anywhere near them. He probably has a stack of kiddie porn in that shitbox he lives in.”

“You say this like you know. Like you’ve done this before.”

Lucy offers a sly grin. “How do you feel?”

Jules is still catching her breath, still in shock. She takes another bite of the Double Decker. She knows exactly how she feels. The same way she felt the night she punched the rapist photographer in the face in Milan. Exhilarated. But more important, not afraid.

“I’ll tell you how I feel,” she says. She plucks the sexual predator list from Lucy’s bag. “Let’s do it again.”



The second time wasn’t a charm. The guy—the list said his name is Ray Warren and that he’d raped a seventy-eight-year-old woman when he was a teenager and spent most of his life in prison—was a big man. The pepper spray barely fazed him. He punched Lucy in the eye, bringing her down quickly. Then backhanded Jules in the mouth.

“You gals picked the wrong house,” he said in a calm and terrifying voice.

He dragged them both inside. He would have surely assaulted them if Lucy hadn’t gotten to her handgun in her purse. She didn’t shoot, just held it pointed at his chest. The man did an air kiss as they backed out of his mangy home.

Now they face Jack and his team, who were waiting in the hotel lobby when they returned. Madison and the male agent must’ve discovered they’d slipped out. Both agents look at their shoes now.

“Oh my god,” Jack says, examining Lucy’s black eye, Jules’s fat lip.

“Did he … Did the Subject…” Jack can’t say the words: Did May Day take them again? Hurt them again?

“No,” Jules says. “It wasn’t him. Or anything like that.”

“Then what happened? What—”

“Nothing,” Lucy says. “We ran into a door.”

Jack looks at Jules, then back to Lucy, whose eye continues to swell.

“We just want to go to bed,” Jules says. “I promise, we’re fine.”

“No you’re not,” Jack says.

“What are you—?”

“It’s your sister.”

Jules’s heart crashes to the floor. “Clare? What about her?”

Jack swallows. “She’s missing.”







YEAR FIVE
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CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


Quinn pushes the shopping cart through the Albertsons trying to look inconspicuous. The fake beard is itching like crazy, but his boss at Midwest Investigators of Omaha, Inc. insists he wear it, says that Quinn is too pretty to go unnoticed when surveilling someone without the disguise. Quinn suspects it also has to do with his decidedly conspicuous scar, but it’s a fair point either way.

He picks up a box of Count Chocula in the cereal aisle and examines it, his eyes flitting to the woman turning the corner. She’s dressed up for a Wednesday morning trip to the grocery store. Tight blouse, short skirt, tall heels. The file said she doesn’t work, but maybe she’s just one of those people who likes to make an entrance.

The woman’s cart has a janky wheel, so he can hear her squeaking along an aisle away, which makes tracking her easier.

Something about grocery stores always reminds Quinn of his father. They would go together every Sunday at the crack of dawn to beat the crowd. Mom had enough on her plate caring for George and it gave them some father-son time. A random memory pops into his head. The time when the guy in front of them in the checkout, who appeared down on his luck and probably homeless, had his purchases declined. Quinn understands now he was trying to use food stamps to buy items not on the approved list. After the guy left defeated, Quinn’s father held up a finger at the cashier to stop her from voiding the purchases, which were already bagged. His father then added them to their bill and paid for everything. Outside, they found the man sitting on the curb, and Dad handed him the plastic bags, said, “They made a mistake and it went through.” Quinn will never forget how the guy’s face lit up, or his own confusion about why his father lied, why he didn’t take credit for the good deed. “The world has already taken a lot from that man,” his father said as Quinn clung to the side of the shopping cart rolling to their car, “no reason for us to take his dignity.” Mom pretended to be annoyed—“We’re not made of money”—but Quinn remembers the tender look she gave his father.

He realizes he’s lost track of his mark. Rolling his own cart, which has only one item in the basket—a liter of Coke—he’s stalled by another shopper who blocks the aisle. She seems to be making the momentous decision of whether to go with frosted or unfrosted Pop-Tarts. Her kid stands by her cart playing with a toy. It looks like a long plastic stick. From the device, an electronic voice says, “Twist it! Bop it! Bop it! Pull it!” as the kid twists the end, hits the center twice, then pulls the end, following the commands. It’s both annoying and hypnotizing.

Quinn edges around them and watches as the woman he’s tailing finishes paying at the checkout line. He rushes to the same line. The cashier, a young woman in her twenties with braces on her teeth, smiles at him. “This is it?” she says, ringing up the Coke.

Quinn nods.

“Not much of a shopper.”

Even with the stupid fake beard he senses she’s flirting. “Do you mind if I ask you a question?” he says.

“Yes.”

“Yes, you mind?”

“No. The answer is yes, you can have my number,” the cashier says.

Quinn smiles. “If I didn’t have a girlfriend…”

“All right,” she moans, “what’s the question?”

“The lady in front of me, what did she have in her cart?”

The cashier narrows her eyes at him, confused, but replies. “She bought wine. Some cheeses and crackers. A bottle opener.”

“You just made my day,” Quinn says, as he fast-walks out of the store.






CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


Jules looks across the small table at Lucy. Her friend wears an orange jumpsuit and no makeup. The visiting area of the county jail is a bit like in the movies, but sadder. Little kids and husbands and boyfriends visiting women who’ve been deprived of hair maintenance and makeup, fed crappy food that makes their skin dull and faces puffy.

Lucy appears to be holding up okay, though. She actually looks pretty without the goth getup and eyeliner.

“I’d give you a hug,” Lucy says, “but you know I’m not a hugger. And besides…” She points to a sign that says: PHYSICAL CONTACT BETWEEN INMATES AND VISITORS IS PROHIBITED.

“How are you?” Jules asks.

“Peachy.”

“Any chance at bail? I have money, I could—”

“Nope. Apparently I’m a threat to the community.” She grins.

They arrested Lucy last month after she attacked another convicted sex offender. His wife called the police and they caught Lucy in the act. The incident made the national news, and since then, other men she’s attacked have come forward.

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s not so bad. I’m actually a rock star in here. They hate child molesters and rapists, so they love ‘Lucy Lawless,’” she says, referencing the name the newspapers have given her, a play on the name of the actress who plays the title character in Xena: Warrior Princess. “I’m no Stadium Girl, but infamy has its perks.”

Jules smiles. “I want to thank you for not”—she lowers her voice—“for not, you know…” Ever since Lucy’s arrest, Jules has been waiting for a visit from the police about the two men they attacked last year. Waiting for G-man Jack to put two and two together from that night and confront Jules about it. But if Jack knows—and how could he not after finding them bloodied that night and then Lucy’s arrest?—he’s kept it to himself.

“Don’t be fucking stupid. Of course I wouldn’t say anything,” Lucy says. “What’s the latest on Clare?”

Jules exhales. “No new leads.” Jules feels that familiar emptiness, the hopelessness that keeps her awake at night. But she swallows it down, like she always does. It’s how she gets through the day.

“Fuck. I’m sorry,” Lucy says.

A heavy silence follows. Jules wishes she wouldn’t have brought up that night with Lucy, the night they beat a sexual predator, the night Clare was taken after sneaking out of the house to go to a party. Jules suppresses the urge to cry at the memory, though much of it is a haze, fragments of despair. Jack driving her to her childhood home. The agents crowding the living room. Dad excusing himself, Jules checking on him and finding him curled up in a ball in the master bathroom. Mom in denial, in a Xanax haze, refusing to believe Clare wasn’t going to walk through the door at any moment. But Clare’s boyfriend had called, worried when she didn’t show up at the May Day party. When none of her friends knew where she was.

“When did you get in town?” Lucy says finally.

“I just got in, came here right from the airport. I already miss New York.” Jules scolds herself for complaining given that Lucy’s stuck in this hellhole.

“How long you staying?”

“A few days. Jack asked for me to come back. I’m staying with my parents, which will be torture.”

“Jack’s not making you and Carrie go to a hotel tonight?”

“No.” Jules considers telling her why Jack asked her to return home. That instead of hiding out in a hotel, she’ll be active bait for May Day. It’s a desperate move, one Jack opposes, but he said the politicos at FBI headquarters are feeling the heat from the lack of leads. She decides to keep the plan to herself. Lucy has enough to worry about.

“At least I’m safe in here,” Lucy says.

Jules wonders if the three of them will ever not fear May 1st.

“He’s not getting any of us,” Jules says. She doesn’t mention that she’s taken shooting lessons, has a concealed carry permit for a handgun. That she wears an ankle holster of pepper spray. She’s left the gun and spray in the rental car, since she doubted the jail would take kindly to concealed weapons.

“How is the church mouse?” Lucy asks.

“Good, I think. I’m actually going to the megachurch with Carrie tonight, if you can believe that.”

Lucy coughs a laugh.

“What’s so funny?”

“Nothing.”

“I wanted to thank you,” Jules says.

“I said, don’t worry, I’m not going to say anything about—”

“No, not for that,” Jules cuts her off. “For making me realize I needed to face what happened.”

Lucy says nothing, only looks Jules deep in the eyes.

After another silence, Jules says, “So what’s next—with your case, I mean?”

“The lawyer says they’ll likely plea me out without significant time. He thinks the prosecutor is worried a jury will find that I’ve committed a community service, not a crime. And Jack has put in a good word. I should know more soon.”

“Can I get you anything, help with anything?”

“Yeah,” Lucy says. “Stay safe today.”






CHAPTER FORTY


After leaving the grocery store, Quinn follows the woman to a hair salon. It’s there he confirms she’s having an affair. She’d been pretty good at hiding it—she’d fooled two other investigators at the office—so Quinn is feeling good about his work. As good as you can feel reporting a cheating spouse, anyway.

The woman’s trick was to go into the salon, then slip out the back door to a motel walking distance away. The salon was too small for the prior investigators to go inside unnoticed, and it’s not uncommon to spend a couple hours there, so she hadn’t raised suspicion. But it was the wine and cheese, the trip to the grocery store before the salon, that did her in. Quinn calls the client, a divorce lawyer who sends his firm regular work, and gives him the news.

“The tape shows her leaving the motel followed by a good-looking guy five minutes later.”

“Excellent. Hopefully this will get you out of the doghouse with your boss,” the lawyer says.

In his free time, Quinn has been investigating his mother’s case, which has tested the patience of his boss.

“Let’s hope,” Quinn says into the phone. “I’ll drop off the tape later today.”

Now, Quinn’s on to his next assignment: trailing a heavyset man who wears a neck brace as he trudges into a Home Depot. If he’s committing insurance fraud—faking injuries from a slip and fall—he’s a pretty good actor. From his car, Quinn aims the bulky video camera at the guy as he goes inside. Being a private eye is nothing like in the movies or noir crime novels. It’s mostly waiting around. When he was medically discharged from the military, he’d hoped to go into law enforcement, become a detective, inspired by his mother’s case. When his injuries prevented that, taking this job was the next best thing. And while not glamorous or fulfilling, it pays the bills and he’s made a lot of contacts, including lawyers. One of them has helped him with a plan for trying to gain custody of George. But he wonders sometimes if the obsession of uncovering what happened to his mother is a solid foundation for a career. Wonders what else he can do without a college education.

He has a flash of a memory of Giuseppe talking incessantly, as he was prone to, during one of their patrols, the hot sun bearing down on them.

“You have the soul of Leopardi, you should write,” his friend said.

“What are you talking about?”

One of the local kids ran over, waved at them. The kid had no shoes and wore a Nike shirt that was too big for him. Quinn looked around and, seeing no other kids, handed the boy a chocolate bar. He put his finger to his lips, hoping the boy understood not to tell the other kids. He’d learned the hard way, giving out candy was like feeding seagulls at the beach.

“I see you writing in your notebook,” Giuseppe said, as they continued walking.

“Letters.”

“No, I know you write story.”

Quinn shook his head, scanned the area. It was oppressively hot and the locals were in no mood for trouble.

“Your story,” Giuseppe continued. “What’s it about?”

Quinn decided that the only way to shut him up was to engage. “It’s about a supper club.”

“A supper club? What is this?”

Quinn sighed. “In the U.S., there’s this question people sometimes ask to get to know someone: ‘If you could have dinner with any single person, dead or alive, who would it be?’”

Giuseppe gave a quizzical look: “Why would I want to eat with someone dead?”

“No, it’s just a—”

“I play, I play, I understand.” He grinned. “And your story is about this?”

“It’s about an all-night diner, and when people go to this one booth at the stroke of midnight, someone who made an impression on them is there to eat with them. Talk to them about life. So for you, it might be Leopardi who appears. If it was my father, it would be Johnny Cash. You get the idea.”

“I like this.”

“And each night the supper club diners learn something about themselves. Sometimes something profound. Sometimes something simple, like it’s never good to meet your heroes because they will disappoint you.”

“How does the story end?”

“I don’t know yet.”

“Who would be at your supper?”

“I don’t know.” That’s not true.

Quinn never finished writing the story. Sven from the Belgian squad burned his notebook as kindling in their barbecue barrel. Quinn tries to strike the memory. He’s been trying hard not to dwell on Somalia, on Giuseppe, but that feeling—a slippery dread—consumes him on the bad days. But he can’t let it today, the anniversary of his first date with Holly.

Quinn watches as the guy he’s surveilling appears from the store and heads back to his pickup truck, carrying a small bag of whatever he bought in the store.

He’ll follow the guy home, confirm he’s not faking, then call it a day. Tonight, he’s meeting Holly and her law school friends at Mr. Toad’s in the Old Market to celebrate his birthday, their anniversary. He’s not looking forward to it, but he’ll pretend.

He keeps his distance tailing the pickup truck, which is fine since he has the guy’s address. Parking a couple blocks away, he pulls the baby stroller from the trunk, unfolds it. He makes sure the doll is bundled so it looks like a real baby, turns on the hidden video camera built into the cradle. No one’s threatened by a stranger with a baby.

His mark gets out of the pickup gingerly, like he’s in pain. The guy gives him a look for a beat, then removes something from the Home Depot bag. Quinn keeps walking. The guy unspools a coil of rope, goes into the garage, then returns with a piñata. Like for a kid’s party.

This piques his interest since the house—small and dilapidated—doesn’t look like a kid lives there. He watches as the man disappears into the backyard.

Hmm.

Quinn does a loop and pushes the stroller on the other side of the street. Then a car pulls up in front of the guy’s house. The woman behind the wheel gives the horn two quick taps, and the heavyset guy appears from the backyard.

Quinn realizes that this is a drop-off. Divorced parents.

The guy gives a wave, and the car door opens and out bounds a kid, about five years old. The little boy wears one of those pointy hats, like he’s just arrived from a birthday party. This is the dad’s turn after the real party. Quinn remembers the last birthday he had with his mom, the altercation with Randy, but shakes it off.

The kid sprints to the man, who kneels to catch him in his arms. The guy, with none of the limitations from earlier, spins the kid around and around, and it’s obvious that he isn’t really injured.

Quinn positions the stroller so the video camera catches everything, proof that the man is faking. It’s apparent when the guy puts the little boy on his shoulders.

Quinn watches the father and son.

It’s these moments that destroy him.

He reaches into the stroller and turns off the camera, decides the guy has lost enough, no reason to take his dignity.

“Happy birthday, kid,” Quinn says to himself as he packs up the stroller and drives away.






CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


Jules pulls the rental car up the familiar street to the house where she grew up. She’s surprised that the grass is so long, since her father used to take pride in cutting it every Saturday morning, making sure to linger the rattling lawn mower under Jules’s bedroom window while she slept in.

She’s greeted at the door by Dad, who takes her small suitcase from her. He’s aged one hundred years since she last saw him. He’s never been an outwardly affectionate man, so she’s surprised by the tight hug that lasts for too long.

Mom is in the kitchen. She still looks beautiful and put together. But it’s only midafternoon and she’s already two bottles of rosé in. She tries to hide the slur in her voice, but Jules knows the sound too well from her own voice.

She senses a distance between her parents, which stings her heart. No one mentions Clare at first, but her missing little sister crowds the room.

Like the other May Day cases, the task force has no leads in Clare’s disappearance. The last anyone heard from Clare was when she told their parents she was going to bed. The truth was that she planned to sneak out to a party—a May Day party that her friends now understand is grotesque. Clare’s window was unlatched, so the FBI’s theory is that she shimmied down the drainpipe, just as Jules had done back in the day, and maybe he took her before she reached the party. Clare’s boyfriend, who to his credit called their parents when she never arrived, was cleared. And so was everyone else in Clare’s life. But while the FBI speculates that May Day is behind her disappearance, with no trace of Clare they can’t even be sure he’s the perpetrator.

“How’s work?” Dad asks. He’s shown interest in her job this past year. Last month he even emailed Jules to tell her she’s in the window display of the Juicy Couture store at Westroads Mall, said he was proud of her.

“New York has been good. Lots of work.” That’s an understatement. Jules has become something of a hot property. She’ll never be a Veronica Webb, a Claudia Schiffer, a Naomi Campbell, but she’s made enough to buy her apartment in the city, live comfortably. She considers telling her father that she met Tupac at the Versace show during NYFW but decides he won’t have a clue.

After marveling at the Motorola flip phone her agency gave her—“It’s so light!”—Dad soon turns to his standby: sports. Prattles on about the Cornhuskers, the crazy season the Bulls are having, even though he hates Chicago.

Mom is quiet, the wine and pills doing their thing. No judgment from Jules, she gets it.

In the living room, she sits on the couch, everyone fallen into silence. She pets their dog Kyle. A memory makes her smile. Every morning Clare would have “waffle time” with Kyle. She’d grab her Eggo from the toaster, go to her room before school, where Kyle would sit on her bed and they’d share the waffle. Mom and Dad tried to stop the practice, said it was unhealthy for Kyle, but the dog is still kicking.

She’s noticed that the house, usually so well maintained, is in a general state of disrepair. It’s as if Mom, normally so caught up in appearances, has said fuck it.

“I’m going to go sit on the porch,” Jules says.

Her parents offer empty smiles.

Perched on the old porch swing, she feels an ominous sensation like she’s being watched. She probably is—by Jack or someone on his team from the FBI’s May Day task force.

A car pulls into the driveway of the house next door. She sees Amy—Clare’s childhood best friend until some teenage drama created a rift—get out of the car. Another memory slams into her: Clare and Amy playing Barbies in the basement, Jules kicking them out when her friends came over. Jules waves at Amy, who gives a timid wave back and disappears inside quickly as if she doesn’t want to talk to Jules.

Jules understands. The dark cloud of Clare’s disappearance must hang over everything in Amy’s life. It’s certainly darkening Jules’s own life. The crushing guilt that maybe if Jules would’ve told the police sooner … if she had only— She decides to stop before she spirals. These days so many things spin her like a top. She pops another pill from the silver case she keeps them in.

She considers going inside. Telling her parents everything. Telling them what happened to her. Telling them she’s agreed to be bait tonight for the FBI. That rather than camp out at a hotel, she’ll go out, let herself be seen, even here at her house, at Carrie’s church, at a bar. A lure, bait, an enticement, for a monster. No, not a monster. The most frightening thing about May Day is that he’s not an actual monster. He’s a man, living among us, and no one has a clue.

Maybe he will come after her again. But this time, she’ll be ready.






CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


Quinn opens the front door to the old house that’s been converted into law offices for three solo practitioners.

The receptionist, Silvie, says hi, gestures that Mark is free and Quinn can head up to his office.

Mark Markowski, the most sought-after divorce lawyer in Omaha (notwithstanding the shitty office), is a large guy in an expensive suit that somehow looks cheap on him. He’s on the phone, holds up his index finger and thumb signaling that it’ll be quick. Quinn looks around the cluttered office, wonders if Mark is related to his mom’s pack rat friend, Ms. Glomm. The room smells of cigar smoke, and that’s confirmed when Quinn sees the butt in an ashtray hemmed in by stacks of papers on Mark’s desk, a fire marshal’s nightmare.

“Alright, but she needs the funds transferred by the end of this week or the deal’s off,” Mark says into the phone. He slams it down without saying goodbye.

Quinn hands him the VHS tape. “It’s clear she’s cheating.”

Mark rubs his hands together like he’s excited to watch. “I told my client. He was furious but ecstatic at the same time.”

Quinn shakes his head, not understanding why the husband is pleased at the news.

“The guy’s loaded. From a rich family. They have a prenup. She gets nothing if she cheats.”

Mark shoves the tape into a small TV/VHS combo unit perched on a table in the corner.

They watch the shaky video of the woman walking out of the salon’s back door, Quinn tailing her to the motel where someone lets her inside the room. It’s one of those depressing two-story places where the rooms face the parking lot. Quinn fast-forwards to the money shot: her leaving the room, straightening her skirt, then a few minutes later, the good-looking guy casually leaving the same room.

“A real detective would’ve found a way to get shots in the room, shown them in the act.” Mark grins. “But this will do the trick.”

Quinn is about to leave when the door bursts open. It’s a woman—oh shit, it’s the woman they just watched on the video—and she looks pissed. The receptionist is chasing after her, flustered.

The woman eyes Quinn a moment, like she’s trying to place him. He thankfully doesn’t have on the fake beard.

“It’s okay, Silvie,” the lawyer says to the receptionist. “You can leave us.” Silvie looks conflicted but disappears, shutting the door behind her.

The woman starts to speak but is cut off by Mark.

“Before you say anything, do you have a lawyer?” Mark asks. “Because I can’t speak to you if you’re represented by counsel.”

“Yes, I have a lawyer. You think I’m stupid? You think I didn’t know he’s been having someone follow me?”

Mark grimaces, directs his gaze to the TV, which shows the video paused on the man leaving the motel room, like maybe she’s not as smart as she thinks she is.

“I’m sorry, but if you have counsel, you need to go. I can’t speak to someone represented unless their lawyer is present.”

“Then we have a problem.”

Mark doesn’t reply, but his expression shows curiosity.

“Because my lawyer said he wouldn’t convey what I need you to tell your client.”

Again, Mark says nothing.

“You tell my husband that I want half. Of everything.”

Mark is smirking now.

“And if he refuses, I’m turning in the Polaroids I found of the teenage girls to the police.”

Mark’s mouth is open now.

“I want you to know this in case something happens to me. You tell Trent. Half or he’s going to fucking jail.”






CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


“Jules!” Carrie says in her high-pitched voice.

Jules walks over and they exchange a hug. If it wasn’t for the giant neon cross at the top of the structure, one would think Church of the Heartland’s campus was a concert hall, not a place of worship. The main area is a glass and steel atrium. It’s the midweek service and a crowd of well-dressed parishioners makes its way into the auditorium.

“I’m so glad you came,” Carrie continues.

Jules’s family attended church only on Easter and Christmas, if at all, so she’s curious about the large crowd and what all the fuss is about.

“It’s great to see you,” Jules replies.

Carrie leads Jules through the crowd to a door manned by two muscular men wearing polos with walkie-talkies clipped at their waists. She and Carrie are soon in box seats, like celebrities at a sporting event. They engage in pleasantries, Jules mentions visiting Lucy at the jail, and Carrie seems uncomfortable at the topic. “I’m praying for her,” is all Carrie says.

The auditorium soon goes dark and a man appears on stage in the center of a spotlight.

“Is that your father?” Jules asks. He’s less buttoned up than Jules anticipated. She expected a cheesy evangelist like from TV, but the pastor is handsome, dressed casually, looks like those older male models in outdoorsman catalogues.

Carrie smiles. Jules wonders if she’s ever told her father what happened to her.

Pastor Jim, as it says on the video monitors behind him, begins his sermon.

“Thanks for worshipping with Jesus and with us. For those who are new, I’m Pastor Jim. Today I want to talk about the warm glow of giving.”

That makes sense, Jules thinks. Somebody’s got to pay for this expensive megachurch facility. For their mansion. She glances at Carrie, whose eyes are glued on her father.

“Jesus said it’s better to give than to receive. But what you may not know is that this is backed up by science.” He pauses, scans the crowd. “Evidence from brain imaging shows that giving gifts activates areas of our brain associated with reward and pleasure, and even gives us a dopamine boost.” He goes on like this for a while, about the virtues of giving, until he offers the question: “So why wouldn’t you want that warm glow of giving?”

Jules watches as everyone is eating it up, not realizing that the giving Pastor Jim is interested in is to the church. She’s regretting coming. Regretting how she’s feeling about Carrie, who is either brainwashed or gullible or just looking for anything to stop the pain and fear they both feel every day.

After more giving talk, a band takes the stage. A Christian rock group complete with an elaborate light show. She looks over and Carrie has a tear rolling down her cheek.

Maybe this is okay, this is how she deals. Is it any worse than the alcohol and pills Jules needs?

At last, the sermon is over and Carrie asks if Jules wants to meet her dad.

“Sure.”

Backstage is like a meet-and-greet at a concert, VIPs surrounding Pastor Jim. Carrie grabs Jules’s hand and pushes to the front where her father is holding court.

“Daddy,” Carrie says, as a security guard lets her get close.

“Sweetheart,” Pastor Jim says, his arms open for a hug.

“This is my friend Jules,” she says.

The pastor gives Jules a once-over, his eyes reminding her of the wolfish stares of the older men at the Nepentha Club in Milan.

Jules sticks out her hand for a shake to avoid any attempt at a hug. She’s feeling the roiling in her gut she gets sometimes when surrounded by men.

Pastor Jim holds her gaze for too long, but then is distracted when a well-dressed man, presumably a church official, whispers something to him. The pastor turns, gives the VIP who’s been brought to the front a big smile and his full attention.

Jules does a double take when she sees who’s surrounded by church security. It’s Mr. Vanderman. Her former guidance counselor. She watches as everyone coddles him. Why are they treating him like royalty?

Then she remembers. Mr. Vanderman is from a wealthy family. Perhaps one that contributes to Church of the Heartland.

Mr. Vanderman locks eyes with Jules, and she loses her breath for a moment. He steps closer to her.

“Jules Delaney?”

She nods.

“Oh my goodness. It’s been—what?—four years?”

She nods again, not sure why the words are stuck in her throat.

Other than the fact that Jack and the FBI have been searching for any connections between the victims for years. And Jules just found one.






CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR


“Mr. Quinn!” the friendly voice says as Quinn enters the flower shop.

The store’s owner, Mr. Agbayani, smiles. It’s an act, Quinn knows. The smile that tries to hide the loss.

Quinn wasn’t looking forward to the visit. The annual vigil the family holds for their missing daughter Minnie, who was last seen playing hopscotch on the sidewalk outside the store. But it’s the least Quinn can do since Midwest Investigators has come up with no leads. The case is so ice cold, the firm stopped charging the Agbayanis. It’s a pro bono investigation now that was reassigned to Quinn on his first day. A lost cause for the new guy in the office.

In the corner of the store there’s one of those fold-up card tables. A photo of beaming four-year-old Minnie is displayed on it next to picked over cheese plates. The store closes soon, so Quinn’s just in time to pay his respects. He doesn’t like to think of it that way since it assumes Minnie is dead.

“I’m sorry I’m so late, work went longer than I anticipated.”

“No apologies, Mr. Quinn. This is just an informal gathering of hope. May first is a sad day for so many families, we want to reclaim it, make it also a day of hope. I’m so happy you made it.”

Quinn’s boss had warned him that it would be sad. “Eric and everyone at the firm, we want to let you know we haven’t given up.” That’s true, Midwest Investigators hasn’t given up. Mr. Agbayani came to the firm three years ago, frustrated that the police seemed to have put the case on the shelf. Mr. Agbayani thinks the police have tunnel vision that Minnie’s parents are involved in her disappearance. But Quinn disagrees. The senior investigators at Quinn’s P.I. firm tapped their contacts at the Omaha police and got access to the file. OPD worked the case hard. They gave Mr. and Mrs. Agbayani a hard look since stranger abductions are exceedingly rare—missing and murdered kids usually fall at the hands of family—but the homicide investigators don’t believe the parents are involved. The problem is that Lila Agbayani—called Minnie because she likes to wear her hair so it looks like mouse ears—vanished without a trace. No witnesses. No obvious suspects. No physical evidence other than a lens from a pair of glasses police found on the sidewalk outside the store. There were no prints on the lens and it was non-prescription, so there’s no way to trace it to a particular person. Police speculated that the perp could’ve worn fake glasses as a disguise; perhaps Minnie put up a fight and the glasses were knocked off, the perp snatching them up not realizing that a lens had fallen out. But there’s an alternative, less exciting theory: The lens was there for days and has nothing to do with the abduction.

“Can I get you a soda? There’s still some food left.” Mr. Agbayani smiles. It’s the smile of a man who knows that this story will probably end with the discovery of tiny bones found on a roadside or buried in a shallow grave.

“Oh, no thank you, I’m great,” Quinn says.

“At least try these,” Mr. Agbayani says, gesturing to a platter filled with an assortment of homemade cookies. “One of our vendors makes the best cookies you’ve ever tasted.”

Quinn isn’t much for sweets, but he picks one up to be polite. An oatmeal cookie. Next to the platter is a card that has a religious message on it. He takes a bite. “Wow, this is good.”

“Reverend Agness says his wife bakes them with a prayer for Minnie.”

Quinn thinks he remembers the couple. When Quinn was assigned to Minnie’s case after his colleagues had exhausted every possible lead, he decided to reinterview every vendor of the store. He did a phone interview with the reverend and his wife, who live 250 miles away in farming country and have a specialty fertilizer business to supplement their income. They knew nothing. The day Minnie went missing they were holding service with a churchful of witnesses, a fact confirmed by Quinn’s colleague early in the investigation. And their fertilizer business, which makes deliveries to Omaha-area stores once a month, has no other employees.

“Delicious,” Quinn says. “Speaking of deliciousness, I wanted to thank Mrs. Agbayani for the soup.” On his last visit to the store, Mrs. Agbayani had made him a traditional Filipino dish called bulalo.

“Narra hasn’t been feeling well or she would’ve left you another one of her dishes.” Mr. Agbayani doesn’t elaborate and Quinn assumes that today is just too much for her to bear.

“I’d like to buy some flowers, if that’s okay?” Quinn says. “I know you’re closing soon, though.”

“Absolutely, Mr. Quinn, what’s the occasion?”

“Anniversary. First year dating my girlfriend Holly.”

“Happy anniversary!” Mr. Agbayani leads Quinn to a display of bright blue flowers.

“Carnations are traditional for a first anniversary.”

Quinn takes his word for it. As Mr. Agbayani prepares the bouquet, he says, “Young love,” with a twinkle in his eye.

Quinn gets a millisecond of an image of what Mr. Agbayani was probably like before his daughter was taken.

Young love. Is that what they have? Quinn and Holly certainly complement one another. She’s outgoing, warm, vivacious, talkative; he’s stoic (she says), quiet, gives her room to be center stage. She helps him put on his silly disguises for work, packs his lunches; he helps her study for her law school classes, does those flash cards for Torts and Criminal Law, lets her rehearse her presentations for moot court. They both love reading. They both love George. They haven’t had a real fight, though lately she’s been growing frustrated with his obsession with his mother’s case—his preoccupation with his mom’s cryptic Red Flag file, his fixation on his mother’s coworker Kenny Pearl, his gut feeling that Randy Calhoon isn’t the real killer. But otherwise, he thinks they’re happy.

It’s okay there’s not a red-hot spark, right? His thoughts meander to his mother. One of those nights when she’d had too much to drink and was feeling nostalgic and missing Dad.

“I wanted nothing to do with your father at first,” she said, with a sweet smile. “All the girls fawned over Rick Riley with his leather jacket and long hair and those dark eyes, but I was a cheerleader and not in the same crowd and, honestly, kind of afraid of him. But one day on my way to class, I dropped my folder and all my papers went flying all over the hallway. I was flustered gathering them up because the bell rang and I was going to be late for class.” She stopped, looked out at nothing. “And your dad stayed behind and helped picked them up. And when he gave me the pile, our hands brushed, and I swear it was like touching a live wire. And in that moment I saw this bad boy thing was an act, and I saw him. And I know it sounds corny and like one of those silly Meg Ryan movies, but I knew.”

Mr. Agbayani hands Quinn the flowers. Quinn says his goodbyes, and Mr. Agbayani gives him a hug before he takes off. “I haven’t given up on Minnie,” Quinn says.

“I know that, Mr. Quinn. I know.”






CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE


Quinn arrives at Mr. Toad’s Pub carrying the flowers, worried that he still has some fake beard glue residue on his neck. The place has an Irish pub vibe, decorated with shelves of old books amid signs for Guinness.

He spots Holly on the outdoor courtyard at a table between two trees strung with white lights. She’s with her classmates laughing about something. Probably the law school inside jokes he doesn’t understand. He went to a trivia night with Holly and her classmates one time and the teams all had silly names like “It’s Raining Mens Rea” and “Swinging Dictas” and “The Bad News Barristers.”

“Hey!” she calls out when she sees him. She comes over, takes the flowers. “Thank you, they’re beautiful.”

“Mr. Agbayani said carnations are for first anniversaries.”

She smiles and nods, knowing why he was visiting the store today.

Tom, who Quinn knows has eyes for Holly, comes over, shoves a glass of beer in his hand. “Happy birthday, man!”

Quinn takes a sip. Tries to muster some enthusiasm. “Thanks.” He always feels out of place around Holly’s classmates. They’re nice enough, but he feels patronized for some reason. It’s his own insecurity and he needs to get over himself.

“Twenty-one! Is that your first legal drink?” Tom asks, reminding everyone that he’s younger than the rest of them.

Quinn nods, doesn’t mention that his actual first legal drink was in Somalia, where soldiers could consume alcohol at eighteen while on post, never mind that alcohol was otherwise illegal in the rest of the country. Prohibition resulted in most of the locals chewing khat, a narcotic stimulant. Quinn had his first legal beer after a particularly grueling patrol.

“How’s studying going?” he asks the group, trying to scrub the thought of Somalia from his mind.

His question is met with groans. It was nice of them to come out during finals.

Holly looks pretty, even with the bags under her eyes and her frayed Creighton Law sweatshirt. She’s been studying around the clock for 1L exams, determined to be in the top of the class and make law review.

They drink a few pitchers and Quinn is starting to relax, though he keeps thinking about the woman he followed at the grocery today. If he refuses, I’m turning in the Polaroids I found of the teenage girls to the police.

“Everything okay?” Holly asks. She’s been asking him this a lot lately when she catches him lost in thought, spiraling about his mother’s case, her Red Flag file, and Kenny Pearl.

“Yeah, just a crazy day at work.”

“What happened?”

He tells her about the lady and her threat, doesn’t mention the guy faking the neck injury. He’s spared further discussion when one of the girls calls Holly over. Tom sidles up next to Quinn.

“Holly said you’re working on a case alleging Brady violations?” In his short time hanging with 1Ls, he’s learned that the adage “A little knowledge is a dangerous thing” is true. The Brady rule, as Quinn has learned helping the young lawyer defending his mother’s boyfriend, requires the government to turn over any exculpatory evidence—evidence that tends to suggest a defendant’s innocence—to the defense. The failure to do so can require a new trial. Quinn got Ms. Glomm to sign an affidavit saying that she’d told the police about his mother’s plan to report criminal activity to the company, a possible alternative motive for her murder, yet this information was never turned over to the defense. He also got good ol’ Toby from Burger Hut to sign an affidavit that he saw Quinn’s mom talking to a man the morning she was killed, a man in a business suit who was tall and strapping and obviously not Randy Calhoon.

“Yeah, I’m helping to try to overturn the verdict of the man convicted of killing my mother,” Quinn says, mostly to watch Tom squirm, but he doesn’t.

“No shit!” Tom looks out at the group. “Holly, you didn’t tell me the whole story on that Brady case!”

Tom is fascinated and peppers Quinn with questions. Quinn’s mind flits to his trip to the prison to visit Randy after the conviction.

“I didn’t kill your mom.”

“Then who did?”

“If I knew that…”

Quinn had slid the papers across the table. Copies of the contents of his mom’s Red Flag file. “Does this mean anything to you?”

Randy examined the documents, which were a mishmash of his mother’s notes and work papers that made no sense to Quinn. He showed Randy the paper with “Pearl” written on it; the one with “Megan” and “D-302.” They also reviewed what looked like the schedule for company deliveries and ordinary course company records.

“It says ‘Pearl,’” said Randy. “That’s gotta be Kenny Pearl, her supervisor. I told you, Nadine said she found something and was gonna report it. And everybody knew Kenny had a thing for your mom since high school.”

“What did she find?”

“She clammed up about it. At first I thought someone was stealing. But the night before, she told me she uncovered something big. That she needed to confront someone. That’s where I think she was going when she clocked out that morning.”

“To meet whoever she was gonna confront?”

“Yeah. If I knew more, I’d tell you.”

Quinn wondered: Could whomever she was meeting be the man in the suit Toby saw? Who was he? And what was she meeting him about? The same questions that had kept Quinn up at night for months.

“What about the rest of the papers? The name Megan. The delivery schedule? D-302?”

Randy studied them, raised a defeated glance. “Scheduling deliveries was just part of your mom’s usual paperwork; she did all the scheduling. And I don’t know no Megan. And that number means nothing to me.”

Tom’s voice tears him from the memory. “So, what happens if an appellate court agrees there’s a Brady violation? Does the appeals court just reverse the conviction or how’s that work?”

“Two weeks ago, the appeals court remanded the case back to the trial court to consider the evidence.” Quinn doesn’t say that this will likely be a lost cause, given the hanging judge.

Quinn excuses himself to the bathroom even though he doesn’t need to go. Like the courtyard, inside the bar is crowded. Mostly people in their twenties and thirties, downing pitchers, lining up shots, laughing. Why can’t he be so carefree? Lighten up for a change? Why did he feel the need to escape Holly’s friends, who’ve been nothing but nice to him?

It’s then he sees a familiar face. He almost rubs his eyes like he might be seeing things. But it’s her, he’s sure of it. She’s taller than most of the patrons, and she’s also hard to miss.

Quinn edges through the bodies to get closer. A guy holding a beer is standing too close to her, talking at her intensely, and she looks bored. Quinn can’t help but stare. She still looks the same but perhaps more sophisticated. It’s then she catches him watching.

Her face shows a moment of recognition, then lights up. She waves him over, and the guy with the beer glowers when he sees Quinn coming their way.

“Jules Delaney,” Quinn says.

“Quinn Riley.”

They’re both silent for a beat, studying the other with the faintest of smiles on their faces.

Jules then pushes past the guy who was trying to chat her up. Turns to him and says, “It was great running into you, Todd. Tell your sister I said hi.” She latches her arm around Quinn’s and leads him away.

“Thank you for rescuing me,” she says, as they walk to a small opening in the crowd, and she stands, facing him. “You remember Miranda from high school?” Jules continues. “That’s her big brother. He’s a cop, the kind who took the job because they get to carry a gun.” She rolls her eyes.

Quinn says nothing.

“Cat still has your tongue, I see,” she continues, playfully. “How are you?” She examines him, doesn’t pause even a beat at his scar. She hasn’t seen him since it happened.

“I’m good. And you seem to be doing well, ‘Stadium Girl.’” He smiles.

“I was hoping you didn’t see that. I actually imagined your face when I first saw the video. It was so embarrassing.” She tells him about her job, about traveling the world, about living in New York. She’s friendly, seems genuinely happy to see him. But she also seems to be putting on an act. But she also seems to be putting on an act, her enthusiasm forced. Or perhaps this is her fashion-model persona. Or maybe a defense mechanism to get through the day. He’s heard about her sister’s disappearance. The news loves a May Day Killer story. He decides not to bring it up.

“So, what are you up to?” she asks, sipping through a straw from what looks like a vodka tonic.

Before he answers, Jules’s gaze snags on something near the door to the bar. Quinn sees a handsome guy in a suit looking over at them. He nudges his head at Jules, like saying it’s time to go.

“Crap, I need to get going. But we need to catch up, Quinn.” She digs through her handbag, pulls out something, hands him a business card. “Maybe we can get coffee or something while I’m in town.”

Before Quinn replies, Jules does something unexpected. She runs her hand along his face, tracing his scar. “I want to hear everything about what’s happened, Quinn.”

As she glides through the crowd Quinn feels something he thinks his mom might call a live wire.



Later, in the dark of his apartment’s bedroom, lying in bed next to him, Holly turns to Quinn. “Is something wrong?” she asks.

“Why do you keep asking me that?”

“You’ve been, I don’t know, more distracted, lately.”

She doesn’t say obsessed, at least. Obsessed with finding the truth about his mother’s murder. She knows he is … obsessed, that is. He nearly lost his job over it when Kenny Pearl threatened to file harassment charges against Quinn and his employer after Quinn’s repeated efforts to question the man.

“Who was that girl at the bar?”

“What girl?”

“Quinn, I saw you.”

“Just a friend.”

“If you say so.”

“I do.” Holly isn’t the jealous type, so he’s surprised by the reaction. But he’s never told her about Jules Delaney. He considers reassuring her. But he says nothing. He’s not sure why. Maybe because it’s better that she thinks he’s distracted by another woman than by his obsession with Kenny Pearl.

Pearl knows something. He has to. Why else would his mother have written his name in the Red Flag file?

After Holly falls asleep, Quinn carefully slides out of bed, scoops up his tiny mountain of clothes, and heads to the living room of the apartment, gently shutting the bedroom door behind him. He puts on his jeans, pulls his shirt over his head, laces his sneakers. Then he grabs the car keys and slips out of the apartment, knowing he may later regret it.






CHAPTER FORTY-SIX


Jules senses the figure behind her as she fast-walks from her car along the flagstone walk leading to her front door. Dammit, her dad left the porch light off. Her heart is thumping in her chest, rippling in her neck.

It’s after eleven and no one is outside. Not Amy the neighbor. Not anyone walking the dog. No one. She’s spent much of the evening fending off annoying approaches from men at Wicked Rabbit, a singles bar in the Old Market. She’s not sure why the FBI asked her to go there, but Jack and plainclothes agents were keeping an eye on her all night, so she felt safe. As safe as one can feel being bait for a serial killer. She nursed her cocktail, something called Sunset in Wonderland, and tried to look casual while staying alert. But it’s hard not to draw attention when you’re six feet tall and a model. When the buffoons at the bar got too annoying, she headed to an Irish pub down the street, Jack and his team on her heels. She had the bad luck to run into Miranda’s brother. It’s hard to believe that Miranda and their group had been such a big part of Jules’s life, but she has no desire to see any of them now.

But the stop at the Irish bar wasn’t a total loss. What are the odds she’d run into Quinn Riley? Probably not bad since Omaha’s bar scene isn’t huge, but still.

She imagines for a beat a world where she had a friend like Quinn used to be, someone she felt comfortable talking to, someone who never seemed to judge, someone who listened. He looked good, still handsome, without probably realizing it. She wonders about the scar. What happened to him in the army. Maybe he’ll call her for coffee. She wonders what that would be like. Would they fall into the groove of study hall? She often thinks about those days before, when she was a different person. She looked forward to talking to Quinn, their different social circles allowing her to be herself, say whatever came to mind, put down her guard. She sometimes ponders if anything would have happened between them if he hadn’t been shipped off to juvenile detention and she hadn’t been … She suspects the Jules from before would have been too caught up with herself, her social status, to give it a real chance. But maybe not.

Other than that spark of Quinn Riley in her evening, the bait operation had been a wash. An ill-conceived idea by the desk jockeys at HQ, as Jack had said.

They should be focusing on a real lead: her encounter with Trent Vanderman, or “Hot Counselor” as they used to call him when she was in school. Is it a coincidence that he’s part of Christ Church of the Heartland? That there’s a thread connecting Carrie and Jules, however thin? Jack seemed genuinely intrigued by the connection, but as usual remained tight-lipped. The thing is, she’s been around Vanderman enough to know he wasn’t the man who did those things to her. May Day didn’t have the same build and his speech wasn’t as refined. You’re one of the Lucky Ones. The voice. It wasn’t Vanderman. At the same time, the task force has speculated that it’s possible May Day isn’t working alone. Jack isn’t forthcoming about the investigation, but the junior agents aren’t so discreet. Jules flirts with Agent Roderick, or Rod, as he likes to be called, who always tries to impress her with confidential intel. He told her that May Day’s ability to leave no forensic evidence behind, abduct the women so smoothly without witnesses, makes them think he may have some law enforcement training or perhaps works with a partner who helps cover their tracks. And some of the other survivors, including Lucy, said that even though they were blindfolded, they sensed someone else present in the room when he …

She expels the thoughts from her mind, walks faster toward her front door.

Then her heart leaps into her throat at the yelling, the onslaught of figures running, the sound of a struggle.

In the melee, she realizes someone’s been tackled to the ground; Jack is yelling as he puts a knee in the man’s back. Two agents have their guns drawn.

The porch light comes on and Jules’s parents appear at the door, concern on their faces, confusion. It’s like Jules is frozen in place, the way she was last year on this very day when she and Lucy assaulted the sex offender on his porch.

Jack hoists the person to his feet and Jules is dumbfounded. “Brad?”






CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN


Quinn sits in the car watching the house. After darting out of the apartment in the middle of the night, he’s starting to realize Holly is right, he’s obsessed. What will he say if she notices he slipped out? And what does he expect to gain from skulking outside Kenny Pearl’s house? He’s already dug into every facet of Kenny Pearl’s life. He’s talked to the man’s neighbors, Mom’s work friends at the plant, searched public records. He’s confronted Pearl himself, once as he left the factory, another time at a sports bar, another time outside his home, another time when Pearl was on a date. Pearl talked with Quinn at first, but shut things down after that last encounter. That’s when he called Quinn’s office. Threatened to involve the police, get a restraining order.

Quinn’s jerked out of the thoughts by the bang on the driver’s side window to the car. An electric current travels through him at the sight of Kenny Pearl in the street gripping a baseball bat.

Quinn rolls down the window, forcing himself to take deep, slow breaths to keep calm.

“This needs to stop!” Pearl says, his voice tinged with anger and perhaps fear.

“I just need to know what—”

“Enough!” Pearl says, squeezing the bat so tight his hand is white. “I liked your mom, I respected your mom, but you’ve crossed the line.”

Quinn steps out of the car. Kenny Pearl backs away, still ready with the bat.

“You’re just like your father.”

A fire rages through Quinn at that. “Keep my dad’s name out of your—”

“You think he was so perfect. But I know the truth.”

Quinn’s heart is banging hard now. “What are you fucking talking about?”

Kenny Pearl shakes his head. “You don’t know?” He guffaws.

Quinn is dumbfounded at the turn.

Pearl continues: “I had nothing to do with what happened to your mom. Nobody would ever want to hurt her. But your dad? Oh, he had enemies.”

Quinn steps toward Pearl. He’s not sure he can contain the fury, not sure he’ll be able to stop himself from snatching that bat out of Pearl’s hand and beating him with it.

But then Pearl says something that sends Quinn’s world off-kilter. “You want to go off on some quest to find imaginary murderers, fine, but leave me the hell out of it. Talk to Megan Tucker’s family—they’re the only ones with a beef with the Rileys.”

Megan. The name in his mother’s file.

Shadows of Kenny Pearl’s neighbors are appearing on porches now. Quinn hears a siren in the distance.

“Get out of here. And don’t ever come back.”






CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT


It took some convincing, but Jack and his team ultimately released Brad Paxton.

Jules’s ex-boyfriend is a lot of things, but a rapist and murderer isn’t one of them. At twenty-one, washed out of college after an injury and his football days behind him, he’s clutching for the past, including Jules. Her mother said he’s called the house several times leaving his number for Jules to call him. Jules never did. It’s not because he cheated on her, not because he pressured her to do things she wasn’t ready for. It’s more that if they hadn’t gotten into a fight at the concert that night, maybe, just maybe, she wouldn’t have been on her own and taken by May Day.

Brad’s put on some weight, has a double chin, beer gut. “Why is the FBI watching your house? Is it about your sister?”

Jules nods, tells him to get home.

That was the easy part, the harder part will be dealing with her parents.

Inside, Dad is pacing the living room, a caged animal; Mom sits on the couch, staring at nothing.

“Why would the FBI think he’d take you?” her father asks, his tone desperate, like he can’t fathom another daughter gone.

Oddly, it’s Mom who’s more perceptive. “What is it you’re not telling us, Jules?”

It’s time. She sits next to her mother, pats the couch for her dad to join them. “We need to talk.”



Later, after she saw her father cry for the second time in her life, after her mother truly comforted Jules for the first time in her life, she heads upstairs, tired, emotionally hungover. But also somehow feeling lighter. She’s told them. Finally revealed her crushing secret. And she’s still standing, feeling not just lighter, but stronger.

It’s odd how that works.

She heads to her childhood bedroom, but stops when she sees the handmade sign on Clare’s door: PRIVATE: KEEP OUT. She smiles thinking about her plucky sister. Feels a wave of deep sadness. She hasn’t had it in her to go inside since Clare disappeared, but she pushes open the door tonight.

It’s a shrine. Left as it was after agents invaded her sister’s privacy and rummaged through her drawers, searched for a diary that could yield clues. Jules could’ve told them that Clare wasn’t the diary type.

On the mirror are photographs of Clare with her friends. One at the lake where the girls wore bikinis that they thought made them look grown-up. There’s a photo booth shot of Clare and a boy, she forgets his name. Clare’s pom-poms are on her shelf, next to a Beanie Baby.

Jules pulls a yearbook from the shelf, the one issued spring last year, right before Clare vanished. Jules turns the pages absently, flipping past the year-in-review section. It’s a photo montage—movie posters for Pulp Fiction and Forrest Gump, an album cover for The Sign by Ace of Base. She flips to the page with her sister’s photo. Clare looks like Jules, so it’s possible May Day confused her, abducted her to finish the job. But Jules is much taller, her hair lighter. Could it really have been a mistake?

Jules continues to flip through the yearbook. There’s a candid photo of Clare and Amy, Clare’s next-door neighbor and best friend, sitting on the hood of a car, hugging each other in the pose. She wonders what happened to their friendship. They were the absolute best of friends, inseparable.

She flips the pages, looking for Amy’s class photo. When she finds it, she’s surprised that Amy’s face is scribbled over in ink pen. Next to it, in what she thinks is Clare’s handwriting, are the words:

Ho bag. Guidance Counselor Fucker.

What the—?

She flips quickly to the faculty photos, and her breath is stripped from her lungs. Across the face of Mr. Vanderman is a single word scrawled in the same handwriting:

Pedophile.






CHAPTER FORTY-NINE


Quinn skulks back into the apartment. His thoughts are spinning about the encounter with Kenny Pearl. What does it mean? He quietly heads to the bedroom he uses as an office, shuts the door behind him. He turns on the computer, listens as the modem screeches and pings and pongs and then the electronic voice says, “Welcome.” One of the benefits of working at Midwest Investigators is they taught him how to use the World Wide Web, gave him the equipment so he could log in from home, though he doesn’t go on the Web much since it charges by the hour.

He loads Netscape and searches the name: “Megan Tucker.” The results take forever to load. The Web is getting better, but it’s still new, doesn’t have a ton of information. But government agencies and newspapers have starting archiving records, so that’s his best chance for a hit.

Only a few results appear, all from the Ashwell Daily Gazette. Ashwell is in the western part of Nebraska, Dad’s hometown, about four hours away. Mom attended high school there but moved to Monarch her senior year when her parents divorced. Dad followed after graduation and they got jobs at the potato chip factory, which had just opened and was hiring. A couple years later Mom got Uncle Pat a job at the company’s DeKalb plant.

He clicks on the first link. The results take a whole minute to crawl onto the screen.

The newspaper headline reads: ASHWELL GIRL STILL MISSING. It’s from 1972, twenty-four years ago. That’s unusual but it’s a line from the story that ricochets around in Quinn’s head:

“Police have arrested Rick Riley on suspicion of Tucker’s disappearance.”

Dad? How …

Another story from a few days later grabs him by the COLLAR: ASHWELL HIGH SCHOOL STUDENT FOUND BRUTALLY MURDERED.

Quinn is already having trouble catching his breath, but then there’s another punch in the gut: a photo of the missing seventeen-year-old. She’s smiling in what is probably her senior photo. She has long straight hair but is wearing something unusual for a girl her age. Something eerily familiar. A pair of distinctive pearl earrings.

Quinn jumps to his feet, scrambles to the bedroom, causing Holly to stir. He opens the bedside table and retrieves the novel he’s been reading. He yanks out the photo of his family that he uses as a bookmark. Turns on the light.

Amped up on adrenaline, he examines his mother in the photo. He’s looked at this photo a million times and he has no doubt: She’s wearing the same pearl earrings with the little gold prongs as the dead girl.

Even as he tries to make sense of it, one detail becomes clear: Mom’s “Pearl” mention wasn’t about Kenny Pearl. She was referencing Megan Tucker.







YEAR SIX
May 1, 1997








CHAPTER FIFTY


Quinn splashes in the ocean, mindful that there have been reports of deadly sharks in these waters off Somalia’s port of Marka. There’s been no running water on post for two weeks, so it’s worth the risk—the barracks are rank with the stink of soldiers who spend all day in the scorching heat.

The locals are watching on the shoreline, entertained by the crazy naked foreigners. Giuseppe yells to the crowd, “Come see it! The most well-endowed man in all of Italy.” He emerges from the water buck naked, his lanky frame doing body-builder poses to the laughter of everyone.

Then without warning, the water—the entire Indian Ocean—turns blood red. Giant centipedes and black mamba snakes and scorpions are everywhere, the creatures consume Giuseppe and George as they plead for Quinn to save them.

Quinn wakes to the sound of a scream. It’s his own.

Holly has jolted awake too. It takes Quinn a moment to realize he’s in his bed in Omaha, not eight thousand miles away.

Holly turns to him. “The nightmare again?”

Quinn doesn’t want to talk about it. Holly seems to know this immediately, turns away from him, frustrated.

He should talk to her. Talk to a professional like she keeps begging him to.

Instead he gets up. It’s almost 5 a.m. He goes into the living room of the small apartment and does fifty push-ups, fifty crunches. Laces his shoes and goes outside for a walk. In basic training, he’d learned that running was one of the few things that quieted the maelstrom in his head, but the best his injury allows these days is a short walk. Outside, it’s quiet, that desolate time just before sunrise.

When he returns to the apartment Holly is gone. Why wouldn’t she be?

But then he sees the note on the table: I’m sorry I wasn’t more understanding. I’m going to the library to study. I’m excited for our dinner. Happy anniversary! And happy birthday. She always jokes that she lucked out having their anniversary on his birthday—only one gift required. But she always gets him two.

He doesn’t deserve Holly.

By midmorning, he’s visited the flower shop for the annual vigil for missing Minnie Agbayani. He’s starting to realize he’s never going to solve the case. She’s been gone four years. He buys some flowers for tonight—Mr. Agbayani recommended a bouquet of pink and red flowers called Cosmos for a second anniversary—and Quinn heads to hospice to visit his dying brother.






CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE


Jules squints into the morning sun as it glistens off the blue water of the Atlantic Ocean.

The photographer on this shoot is an intense American who is too old for the tight-fitting shirt and cowboy hat. He rants about losing his sunrise. Some college kids—probably on the tail end of their night out—keep screwing around on the beach, distracting everyone, ironically doing that dumb Macarena dance, and generally making a ruckus.

The photographer gives only limited direction, which he repeats over and over: “Turn in profile. Chin up. Make your neck longer.”

Annie Leibovitz, he isn’t.

Why he needs the perfect sunrise or sunset to sell cheap suntan oil is a mystery. But once he loses his morning light, Jules will have the afternoon free. The breaks between sunrise and sunset are ideal for the only reason Jules took this job: The middle of the day is the perfect time for a home break-in.

That’s what she originally thought anyway. But by early afternoon, on a quiet street in the Hope Town area of the Bahamas—dressed in a baggy shirt and baseball cap and looking nothing like a fashion model—Jules isn’t so sure. What if he has an alarm system? What if he has a dog?

She’s been plotting this—the break-in—since she was offered the gig for the suntan oil shoot. The pay isn’t great—they always lowball when the location is desirable. For her it was location, location, location.

She considers abandoning ship, coming to her senses. But instead she’s now prowling around the house looking for an unlocked door or window.

She unlatches a gate, heads to the backyard. It’s a stunning vacation home. Palm trees, tiki bar, hammock, infinity pool. A beachfront view fit for her dumb suntan oil campaign.

It’s not fair what money can buy. Trent Vanderman—school counselor who quietly resigned amid allegations of inappropriate relationships with students—gets to disappear to a life on Fantasy Island.

Jules flashes to the day last November when Jack sat her down at the coffee shop when he was in New York to run the NYC marathon (of course!).

“There’s no evidence that Vanderman had anything to do with Clare’s disappearance.” Jack held her gaze for a long moment. Jack has intense brown eyes. He’s one of those people who make you feel like you’re the only person in the room, on the planet. If he wasn’t so proper, so decent, one could mistake it for flirting. But Jules knows he just wants her to feel seen.

“How can you know? I talked to Rod,” Jules said, not caring that the junior agent on the task force will get flak for speaking out of school. “He told me the profilers think May Day is likely a white male, high IQ, probably with strong social skills. Vanderman fits.”

Jack frowned. “Rod’s an idiot. And he shouldn’t be sharing—” He stopped himself. “I know because it’s my job.”

“Your job. How’s that going for you so far?”

He frowned again, but otherwise ignored the jab.

“Why are you so sure?” she prodded.

“Jules, we’ve been through this.”

“You say Vanderman isn’t May Day, I get that. But what if Clare’s abduction was a copycat to make it look like it was him. Or what if—” She stopped short, knowing from experience that debate was futile.

If the authorities wouldn’t look into Vanderman, Jules decided she would. She tracked down Vanderman’s ex-wife, but the woman told her to fuck off. She went so far as to call Todd—Miranda’s a-hole brother, a county cop—to see if he had any information. Todd tried to lure her out for a drink, but when it was clear that wasn’t gonna happen, he told her about an anonymous tip that Vanderman had a collection of Polaroids of underage girls. That the family brought in high-powered lawyers who basically shut down the investigation. That Vanderman resigned and moved to his family’s vacation house in the Bahamas.

Jules has learned that serial killers are creatures of ritual, that many keep personal items of the victims as trophies. The profilers call it “tokenism.” So if he had photographs of his victims, he wouldn’t have destroyed them. If he’s working with May Day—if he has Jules’s old driver’s license and those of the other victims—then Vanderman would keep them forever. That’s what she’s here to find out.






CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO


“Well good morning,” the pretty nurse says to Quinn. “Are those for me?” He’s carrying the bouquet of Cosmos. He didn’t want to leave them in the car. The area isn’t the nicest.

Stacey wears scrubs that hug her curves and has long braids that she swishes over her shoulders. She’s a flirt and has an infectious positivity that is foreign to Quinn, but he likes that George is breathing its air—even if he doesn’t know it. The doctors aren’t sure how much he comprehends. But they are certain about one thing: George doesn’t have much time left after the last seizure. Hospice will be his last stop on this earth.

“Good morning,” Quinn replies.

George’s room smells faintly of cleaning products and maybe a hint of perfume, probably Stacey’s. It’s a tiny space with plants and other failed attempts at hominess.

He puts the flowers on the sill. Mr. Agbayani is an incredible florist. He tried to refuse Quinn’s money, to argue that Quinn works the case for free, but Quinn would have none of it. He takes off his backpack and slides the chair close to the bed.

“Hey, George. It’s me.”

The machines continue to beep, not a break in the rhythm.

Quinn starts with his usual ritual. Reading from Where the Wild Things Are.

As he reads, he looks for any reaction. There’s none.

He puts the book away and studies the folder for today’s assignment for Midwest Investigators. A background check on a guy named Lance O’Dell, who Berkshire Hathaway plans to hire as an executive. The usual criminal checks came back clean. But the company requires all applicants to take psychological tests. O’Dell’s indicated “addictive personality” traits. Quinn is supposed to shadow the guy see if anything weird pops up. Easy enough.

He’ll tail O’Dell at lunchtime. His boss said the weekend is too obvious—Friday night isn’t going to tell you much about a person. But someone who slips off to the bar or to the racetrack in the middle of a weekday …

He’s dreading the anniversary dinner tonight. He shouldn’t be, but he is. He and Holly both know they’re on a ship headed toward an iceberg. She’s been supportive. But she’s tiring of his shit. The nightmares. The gloom. The anchor of Quinn and George around her neck. Quinn’s obsession with finding his mother’s killer.

He instinctively pulls out Mom’s case file.

It’s been dead end after dead end. Even Randy Calhoon’s lawyer said it’s time to let it go. Deep inside Quinn knows everyone is right. But somehow letting go feels like letting his family down, again.

Also, his mom’s Red Flag file meant something. He feels it in his bones. The reference to Megan Tucker, a classmate of Dad’s who was brutally murdered, Dad wrongly accused. The photo of Mom wearing pearl earrings that look identical to the ones Megan has on in her senior picture. Quinn has dug up everything he could on Megan Tucker. The newspaper articles largely repeat the same facts: Megan was last seen alive at a house party—talking to Quinn’s father. Police found her body four days later. The press accounts are vague, but the killer had raped and strangled her.

Dad was initially arrested, then released for insufficient evidence. He moved to Monarch after graduating, reuniting with Mom, who’d moved there after her parents’ divorce. Took a job at the factory.

Quinn has driven the four hours to Ashwell on two occasions. He tried to talk to Megan’s family, but they shut down when they heard Quinn’s last name. Megan’s brothers—meth dealers, by the looks of them—threatened him if he came around again. He talked to the local police, but everyone who worked the Megan Tucker case is dead or retired, and they aren’t sharing files with a P.I. He’s been trying to track down the retired sheriff who led Megan’s investigation.

Nurse Stacey comes into the room, checks George’s chart. “I hear you’re a private eye? Like in the movies.”

“I wouldn’t go that far.”

“Sounds interesting, though.”

“Sometimes.”

“I bet you’re good at it,” she says.

“Why’s that?”

“’Cause you like to keep things close to the vest.”

He smiles. Fair enough.

“I got something for you to investigate.” She cocks a brow. “How this fine-ass woman is still single and why all the damn men in this town are scrubs?”

“I’ll look into it.”

“You do that, handsome.”

After a time, Quinn packs up his folder. Thinks about Mr. Agbayani’s daughter, Minnie. About Mom. About George.

“Some private eye I am,” he says to George. “I can’t solve a damn thing.”

The unique chime of his Nokia phone interrupts the self-pity. That’s what it is, he decides: self-pity.

“Happy birthday, Q!” Uncle Pat says on the line.

“Thanks, Pat.”

“You and that lady friend of yours got big plans tonight?”

“Just dinner,” Quinn says. He thinks about Holly, her frustration with him this morning. The reality that she’s leaving for Chicago in a few weeks to work as a summer associate at a big law firm; how the widening gulf has grown between them; how maybe she’s staying with him because she feels obligated, given George’s condition, given that his little brother isn’t going to make it.

“You having any luck with your investigation about your mom?” Pat asks. Quinn’s had told him about the tension with Holly over it.

“Nope.”

“Sorry, Q.”

Quinn’s asked Pat about his father’s arrest back in the day, about Megan Tucker’s murder. Pat said that it was all B.S., that Dad had nothing to do with it. That Dad was talking to Megan the night she was last seen because he was comforting her after some girls at the house party were harassing Megan, calling her a slut.

“Let’s get together soon, kid.”

“For sure.”

Quinn hangs up the line. Another call comes in. It’s his boss Eric from the office.

“Happy birthday.”

“Thanks, Eric.”

“You got what you need for the Berkshire Hathaway file?”

“Yeah. I’m heading out soon to tail the guy.”

“Well, I got you a birthday present.”

“Yeah?” He expects Eric to make some joke about a stripper or something. But then Eric surprises him.

“I found that sheriff you’ve been trying to track down.”

Quinn feels a jolt of excitement. He’d asked Eric to run Sheriff Rupert’s name by some of his contacts at the DMV, see if they could track down the retired lawman who led the Megan Tucker case. He didn’t mention that part to Eric since he’s already on thin ice with the firm about Kenny Pearl.

“The guy lives at a nursing home in Beaver City.”

Quinn takes down the information. “I owe you, Eric.”

“Yeah, you do. Happy birthday, man.”

They end the call and Quinn feels a small tingle of hope. Maybe the retired sheriff will have some answers to these puzzles—who killed his mother, who killed Megan Tucker—that are quite literally driving Quinn insane. He decides today’s assignment for Midwest Investigators can wait. If he leaves now, he can make it to Beaver City by late afternoon.

Quinn says goodbye to his brother, who remains nonresponsive. On his way out of the hospice, he stops at the nurse’s station. Hands Stacey the flowers without a word and leaves.






CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE


None of the doors are unlocked. No windows left open. Jules looks around the backyard and decides she’s come this far. She picks up a smooth, heavy rock—one of several decorative rocks displayed near the outdoor shower. She grips it with both hands and swings it between her legs like a little kid at the bowling alley, and then hoists it up and through the patio door. The glass shatters into tiny pebbles like a car windshield.

She waits, frozen, listening. No alarm. No dog. No one comes running. She’s really doing this?

She’s really doing this!

The hole isn’t wide enough to squeeze through. She notices the long pole—a pool cleaner—leaning against the small changing shack. Gritting her teeth, she shoves the end of the pole into the broken glass of the patio door, then grinds it around, slowly enlarging the jagged aperture.

It feels like it takes forever but it’s been only a few seconds … she thinks. She starts to climb through the hole but then realizes there’s an easier way: She threads her arm through the gap and unlocks the inside latch. She slides the door open and steps carefully over the glass.

The place is nice, even if its vibe doesn’t fit the Bahamas. More Nantucket than Hope Town. Hardwood floors. Crown molding. Chef’s kitchen with high-end appliances.

Not a mansion but large enough for a family to vacation comfortably.

She breathes in and out for a few moments to level herself. She needs to act quickly. She rushes down the hall to the bedroom in the back. The bed is unmade, so this must be Trent Vanderman’s room.

She looks in the obvious places—the dresser drawers, the nightstand, the closet. But a serial killer keeping trophies wouldn’t stash them where they’d be easily found.

She finds a safe in the closet. No way she’s getting in there. But again, a killer wouldn’t keep tokens from his crimes somewhere so obvious. Somewhere police might search.

She tests the floorboards with her foot, searching for a hidden space. She knocks on the walls for hollow spots, rummages through the medicine cabinet in the spacious bathroom, peers in the air conditioner vents.

Nothing.

Sitting on the bed she catches her breath.

Then her heart nearly bursts at the voice.

“Don’t move, Jules.”






CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR


Quinn arrives in Beaver City late afternoon. The nursing home is in a nondescript building off the interstate. He doesn’t have an appointment, isn’t sure about visiting hours, so this could be a waste of time.

At the front desk he’s met with a heavyset woman who wears too much makeup. She looks lazily up at him. She’s reading Star magazine, which has the headline JONBENÉT MOM FLEES HUBBY AS COPS CLOSE IN.

“Can I help you?” she asks unenthusiastically.

“Yes, hi,” Quinn says, channeling some aw-shucks charm, then a lie: “I’m here to see my grandfather.”

The woman frowns. “Visiting hours end at five.” She eyes the clock on the wall. It’s 5:03 p.m.

Quinn does his best to look downtrodden. “Darn it. I’m in town for only today, visiting everyone before my next surgery.” He gestures his scar. “I was in the army and…”

Piling on the lies isn’t ideal but he thinks that sympathy is his only hope of getting to meet with the sheriff.

She thinks for a moment. “My son was in the service. That happen in the Gulf?”

He nods. Another lie; it’s easier than explaining Somalia.

“My son did two tours. He’s never been the same.”

Quinn feels like crap for lying. He gives her an understanding nod, one that acknowledges that combat changes you forever. That part is the truth at least.

“What’s your grandfather’s name?” she asks at last.

“Colton Rupert,” Quinn says.

“Ah, Colt. He’s a curmudgeon, that one.” She smiles like it’s endearing.

“That’s him. All those years as a cop I guess.”

She picks up the phone, says something.

“Take a seat,” she says to Quinn.

A few minutes pass, and he’s starting to worry that Colton Rupert has called his bluff.

But soon, a slight Black man with a mustache in a nursing home uniform retrieves him.

“Your grandfather is a trip,” the guy says, as he escorts Quinn through the nursing home. “Asked me if I’m in the Crips or Bloods.”

“Sorry about that.”

The guy shrugs, like he’s used to casual racism.

He knocks on the door then enters. “We’ve got a visitor for you, Colt.”

“They already told me that,” the man grumbles. He’s in a wheelchair facing out the window. He doesn’t turn around.

“I’ll leave you to it,” the guy says, shaking his head on his way out.

When the door is shut, Colt Rupert says, “I got no grandson so you have thirty seconds to tell me who you are and what this is about before I call the police.”

“My name is Quinn. I’m a private investigator. I’m here to talk about the Megan Tucker case.”

The former sheriff spins around in his wheelchair quickly, examines Quinn. “About damn time.”






CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE


“You’re in luck, kid. That case is my white whale,” the old lawman says.

He gestures for Quinn to take a seat on a worn lounge chair, one probably brought in from the sheriff’s house before they stuck him in the home.

“My firm, we do cold cases pro bono, and I’ve been assigned to this one,” Quinn says. The lies are flowing freely tonight. Though it’s true—he is working the case for free, even if his company hasn’t authorized it.

“Good luck with that.”

Quinn doesn’t reply.

“What is it you want to know?”

“The police haven’t shared the file with the public so I wondered if you could tell me about your investigation?”

“Not much to tell you. The girl, Megan, was from a rougher family. We’d arrested her brothers more than once for odds and ends. Fighting. Drugs. Her old man was one of Cheyenne County’s biggest cookers and her brothers were destined to continue the family business.”

“I met the brothers. They threatened me,” Quinn says.

“You’re lucky you came out of that in one piece,” Rupert says. “So, as you can imagine, we didn’t get much help from the family when Megan first disappeared. They didn’t trust us, weren’t forthcoming.”

“You think Megan’s murder had something to do with her family? Their drug business?”

“Possible. But I never thought so. If a rival dealer was behind Megan’s murder, we would’ve seen some retaliation. Dead bodies. But we didn’t.”

“So, do you have a theory?” Quinn doesn’t mention his father. He wants to hear it from the horse’s mouth.

“We arrested a kid. A classmate of Megan’s—the last person seen with her.”

Quinn fights showing any reaction.

“I leaned on the kid hard. Probably harder than I should’ve. But we had a missing girl, at first. I’m not proud to say I got pretty rough with him.”

Quinn imagines a young version of his father in an interrogation room. A phone book slammed against his head. It’s funny, we know our parents in one way only—the way they raised us, spent time with us—and forget that they were people before we ever existed. People with pasts. People who made mistakes. People with secrets.

“What did he say?”

“He denied having any involvement. Said he was just helping her because some of the kids were picking on her at a party.”

“Picking on her?”

“Yeah, they said she slept with another girl’s boyfriend or something. Teenage crap.”

“Did you believe him? The suspect.” Neither of them has said his father’s name.

He thinks on this. “Hard to say. The rumor mill was in high gear. You know small towns.”

“What were the rumors?”

“That the suspect—last name was Riley, I recall—he and the girl may have had a dalliance. That Riley’s girlfriend was furious and told him to take care of the problem.”

Quinn feels the hairs on his neck rise. “You mean Riley’s girlfriend told him to kill Megan Tucker simply for cheating?”

The former sheriff exhales. “We never had anything to back it up. Then we found Megan’s body in an abandoned property on the outskirts of town. The ME placed time of death during the same period we had Riley in custody. The perp had kept her for days, did some unspeakable things to that poor girl.”

“So you ruled him out?”

Rupert shakes his head. “Could’ve had a partner.”

Quinn’s mouth is suddenly very dry. “You mean the girlfriend?” My mother.

The ex-sheriff shrugs again. “Or someone else.”

“Was there any evidence at the murder scene?” The newspaper reports claimed police had evidence but were withholding it.

Rupert hesitates like he’s debating whether to share more and decides what the hell.

“Before we found the body, we had investigators tailing Riley’s girlfriend and his friends just in case the rumors were true.”

“Do you remember their names?”

“You’re taxing an old-timer’s memory.” He looks at the ceiling. “The girl’s name was Nadine something. She moved away that summer. Riley hung out with Nadine’s brother, a local troublemaker.”

Uncle Pat. “You ruled them out?”

“Yeah, neither were near the abandoned ramshackle house at the estimated time of death.”

“Any blood or other—”

“Don’t I wish. After I retired, I actually called my old office to double-check whether we possibly collected something from the scene that could have DNA—you know, now that there’s that technology. But things were different back then. We lifted for prints and stuff, but no one was saving skin or hair or other samples.”

“Did you have any other suspects?”

He hesitates again. “There was a kid who other witnesses claimed was bothering Megan. John Smith. But we never had anything to connect him with the crime.”

“But you liked him for it?”

“That’s going too far. He was a good-looking guy, a charmer. But when I questioned him, he was, I don’t know, too smooth. And I learned he’d been in foster care in Hitchcock County. I knew some of the social services folks from the county and they told me something interesting.”

“What was that?”

“That John Smith’s mother had been a prostitute, which is why he was in the system. That he’d been moved around to different families because of some issues with his foster siblings—teenage girls.” Rupert shakes his head. “He apparently never touched the girls, but got caught spying on them, peepholes and that kind of thing…”

“Gross. But what’s it have to do with Megan?”

“The scene with Megan was devastating. The girl violated in the worst kind of ways. Strangled after he did those vile things.”

Quinn swallows down the image.

“But there was something unusual. We found a chair in the closet in the bedroom.”

He doesn’t understand at first.

“My theory has always been that there was more than one perp. One of them was an animal who loved to inflict pain.” The sheriff looks out the window now. “The other liked to watch.”






CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX


Jules’s heart is pounding like a techno beat as raw terror rushes through her.

“Get back!” She couldn’t bring her gun or pepper spray on the plane, so she holds up her fists defensively.

Trent Vanderman looks shocked that she’s in his house. He holds up his palms, like he’s in retreat, not a threat.

“What are you—?” He doesn’t finish the sentence. He throws down his arms as if defeated. “What do I have to do to prove I had nothing to do with your sister’s disappearance?” He storms out of the bedroom.

Jules should run. Get out of here.

But she needs answers. She needs to be brave. Find her strength. Be like Lucy.

When she arrives in the living room, Vanderman, who wears shorts and flip-flops and looks like an aging movie star, is opening the refrigerator. He pulls out a beer. Pops the cap.

Jules stares at him. Run. Get out of the house.

Vanderman holds up another beer, an offering. When she doesn’t respond he places it on the granite counter, takes a seat in the living room.

Run. Get out of here.

But instead, Jules walks over slowly, keeping her eyes on Vanderman, and grabs the bottle, pops her own top, and stands in the living room facing him. Far enough so he can’t lunge. Far enough to dart out the smashed patio door if needed.

She begins: “You knew me, my sister, and Carrie. That can’t be a coincidence.” Jules has been obsessed with Vanderman ever since she saw him at the megachurch, saw Carrie’s father giving him the VIP treatment. Vanderman’s connection to three May Day victims can’t be a coincidence, screw what Jack thinks.

Vanderman throws up his hands, confused.

“We’re all victims of the May Day Killer.”

“What?” He looks stunned now. “I didn’t know— I’m so sorry.”

There’s something weird about when someone’s telling the truth. It looks different. It sounds different.

And the look on his face, the sound of his voice, has the ring of truth.

If he isn’t May Day, he’d have no way to know that Jules or Carrie were assaulted. Their names were never released to the public.

“I—I’m so, so sorry, Jules,” he repeats.

“You had pictures of teenage girls,” she challenges.

“Says my ex-wife who was trying to extort a settlement in our divorce.” He stops, his expression devastated. “And she won. I lost everything. My job. My reputation. All from an accusation.”

“You haven’t lost everything,” she says, looking around the lavish home.

“Jules, I worked at a high school. Tried to do something good for the world. Make up for some of the crap my family has done. Do you think living in this house makes up for losing my life?”

“I saw you. The day I was taken. The day I was…”

He shakes his head like he has not one clue. No memory of seeing her at Hagers liquor store that day. And why would he if he wasn’t involved?

He’s either a brilliant actor or he’s telling the truth.

“I’m sorry about what happened to you. To your sister. But I had nothing to do with it.”

“Then why did Clare write ‘pedophile’ next to your picture in her yearbook? Why did she say you were fucking Amy, her best friend?”

Vanderman lets out a long heavy exhale. He chews on the inside of his cheek as if debating whether to share something.

“What?”

“Your sister, she and Amy got in a fight, she started the rumor because Amy apparently had a crush on me. Clare had, well, an unhealthy fixation on me. She somehow slipped Polaroids of herself in my office drawer … I reported it immediately. The school did a full investigation. The FBI also looked at everything after you made your accusations against me.”

“Bullshit.”

“It’s true. Talk to the FBI or whoever you want. The damage is already done to me.”

Clare was a hothead. And it explains why Clare and Amy never resumed their friendship. Jack has been adamant that Vanderman had nothing to do with Clare’s disappearance or anything else. And maybe he didn’t give Jules details because it made Clare look bad.

The devastation churns in her stomach with the recognition that he’s telling the truth. That her one clue, her one possible lifeline to Clare, is gone.






CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN


Quinn arrives back at the apartment just before midnight. His meeting with the old lawman only raised more questions, sent his mind whirling. And now he has to face Holly after skipping out on the anniversary dinner and not returning her calls.

It was a jerk move, not responding. He’s sabotaging the one good thing in his life.

Will he be like Sheriff Rupert? Will his mom’s case be his own white whale? Still haunting him in a nursing home as he faces old age and death? Years from now, Quinn sitting in a wheelchair staring at the Red Flag file trying to understand the puzzle of Mom’s notes: “Pearl,” “Megan,” “D-302.”

Before he left the nursing home, the retired sheriff wheeled close to Quinn, and said, “You look like him.”

“Look like who?”

“Don’t insult my intelligence, son.”

Now, Quinn takes a deep breath, ready to accept his fate with Holly, and opens the apartment door.

Inside is dark. He slaps on the light.

And he realizes all of her things are gone. It’s over.

He’s alone. And maybe that’s how it’s supposed to be.







YEAR SEVEN
May 1, 1998








CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT


“That is happiness; to be dissolved into something complete and great. When it comes to one, it comes as naturally as sleep.” Quinn closes Willa Cather’s My Ántonia, and smiles. He’s been captivated by the novel about an orphan on the Nebraska frontier and his memories of a remarkable childhood friend. He imagines feeling happiness like that someday, for it to come as naturally as sleep, and hasn’t given up on that. But today, he parks in the small lot of the flower shop, braces himself for what has become a painful ritual: paying his respects at the yearly informal vigil for missing Minnie Agbayani; reporting the lack of any meaningful leads to her parents; seeing the despair in their eyes; watching Mr. Agbayani feign cheerfulness, cling to hope.

Quinn gets out of the car, mentally prepares himself. On the curb in front of the shop, a woman in her forties wearing an apron and gardening gloves stands directing a man with sleeve tattoos who is unloading a heavy crate of something from the bed of a pickup truck. A delivery to the store of some sort. The woman’s dark hair is being overtaken by gray and is pulled into a bun.

Inside, Mr. Agbayani looks years older than he did on Quinn’s last visit, the aftermath of his daughter’s disappearance and now his wife’s cancer. Quinn doesn’t know how he gets through the day. How he carries the weight. But Quinn’s learned a lot about carrying weight around.

He’s greeted as always with a cheerful, “Mr. Quinn!”

Quinn asks how Mrs. Agbayani is doing, and Mr. Agbayani lies and says she’s well.

The woman from the pickup truck appears in the shop, carrying a platter of something wrapped in cellophane. She holds the door open with her back for the man who is carrying the crate. As the man takes the delivery to the back of the store, the woman places the platter on the table, and comes over and hugs Mr. Agbayani. She holds his gaze, quietly saying something that seems personal since Mr. Agbayani is tearing up. Quinn keeps a respectful distance, pretends to browse the store.

After the woman leaves, Mr. Agbayani plants on the fake smile again. “Mrs. Agness makes the best fertilizer for exotic plants. And the best cookies.” He gestures to the platter.

“I remember,” Quinn says. Quinn thinks back on his phone interview with the Agnesses his first year on the case. Something’s gnawing at him.

“Was that the reverend? The man who brought in the crate, I mean.” He was younger than Mrs. Agness, had tattoos, a pitted face, didn’t dress like the head of a church.

Mr. Agbayani smiles. “No, Reverend Agness couldn’t make it today. Mrs. Agness said he got called away to help a member of the church who’s in crisis. The delivery man, Randall, is someone from the church who helps with the fertilizer business now and then.”

Quinn feels a tingling sensation. “Did the man work for them back when Minnie…?”

Mr. Agbayani gets a concerned look on his face. “No, I don’t think so. Randall started about a year ago, I think.”

The fertilizer company has no employees, but Quinn didn’t know they hired people for side jobs. He needs to ask the couple if they hired anyone at the time Minnie disappeared. Mr. Agbayani thinks maybe so, but he can’t remember.



Later, in his small office at Midwest Investigators, Quinn can’t stop thinking about the man who delivered the fertilizer with the reverend’s wife. He knows the couple was 250 miles away in Fairlane, Iowa, when Minnie disappeared, but what if someone they hired to help with deliveries had seen Minnie previously and came back for her. He finds the reverend’s number in the file and calls. An answering machine picks up. A woman’s voice says, “You’ve reached Fairlane Community Church. We’re not available right now, but please leave a message and we will return your call as soon as possible.” The woman goes on to give the times for the weekly services. Quinn leaves his name and number and hangs up.

He glances at Minnie’s file of dead ends again. The Omaha police had only one piece of evidence—a non-prescription lens from a pair of glasses found near where Minnie was playing when she disappeared. The investigators at Quinn’s firm had visited more than a dozen optometrists to try to identify anything they could from the lens: the type of glasses, whether there was any way to trace the lens maker, and a never-ending series of questions that led nowhere.

Beyond the lens, Midwest Investigators had identified only one suspect not previously considered by the Omaha police: a convicted sex offender, the son of one of the flower shop’s customers, who turned out to have a solid alibi, a video of him working his shift at a gas station at the time Minnie vanished.

Quinn’s mind flits to his mom’s case. How the video covering Randy Calhoon’s area of the factory was mysteriously turned off during the critical window of time when his mom was murdered. He tries to stop himself from going down the rabbit hole. He lost Holly and jeopardized his job at Midwest Investigators over his obsession. He needs to let it go. Once he starts fixating on his mother’s case, it can swallow an entire day. He needs to accept that either Randy really did kill his mom—the jury and everyone else’s view—or that he’s never going to uncover the real killer.

One rabbit hole that Quinn has fallen down many times is John Smith—the man the old sheriff identified as a suspect in Megan Tucker’s murder back when Quinn’s parents were teenagers. His mother wrote “Megan” in her Red Flag file for a reason. John Smith benefited from having the most common name in the United States. It also helped him that he was raised in foster care. Quinn has tried to get foster records, but those are either not public or nonexistent since rural social services agencies in the 1970s weren’t exactly sticklers about recordkeeping. Still, everything he’s learned about Smith is contrary to the old sheriff’s gut feeling that Smith was involved with Megan’s murder. Smith was a good student, received a college scholarship to a school in Illinois, according to an old teacher Quinn tracked down. A good-looking guy, Smith was bounced around several different foster homes, finally landing in Ashwell for his senior year. The yearbook Quinn found has no photo of him. It has photos of Dad and Pat senior year, but not Mom since she’d already moved to Monarch to live with her mother after his grandparents’ divorce.

John Smith, wherever he is now, left Ashwell and never looked back. And who could blame him? The town is bleak now; god knows what it was like in the seventies.

Quinn taps on his computer, typing Reverend Agness’s name and Fairlane Community Church into Yahoo. He gets a hit for the church. On the front page of the site is a photo of the kind of old wooden church that punctuates many rural communities.

The site doesn’t have much information. A directory of staff, which Quinn will run down. And then something else catches his eye. A hyperlink: FCC’S COMMUNITY REENTRY PROGRAM PROVIDING SECOND CHANCES TO THE INCARCERATED.

That’s interesting. He clicks and reads about the church’s program that provides services to individuals recently released from the Nebraska State Penitentiary.

Quinn feels goose bumps ripple down his arms. What if Reverend Agness and his wife hired ex-cons for odd jobs? What if one of them made a delivery with them to the store and saw Minnie? What if … He stops himself from spiraling.

There’s only one photo in the Reentry Program section of the site, a group shot of several men working a soup line—a church-organized event, by the looks of it. He doesn’t see the man from this morning in the photo, the one with the pitted face and tattoos who was helping Mrs. Agness with the delivery. But another man grabs his attention. He has a beard and wears glasses that are perched on his nose over a patch he wears over one eye. It’s then Quinn feels the lightning bolt strike through him at the discovery. A one-eyed man.

He jumps up from his desk and races outside to his car, tears out from the lot headed to Fairlane, Iowa.






CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE


Jules’s eyes rise from the paperwork on her desk to the person who has appeared in her office. Lucy no longer has jet black hair, no longer wears dark eyeliner. She’s in a smart blouse and blazer and is almost unrecognizable from the vigilante the media tagged “Lucy Lawless.” She’s now the office manager, receptionist, and whatever else needs doing at Find Them, the nonprofit Jules created last year.

“Ms. Delaney, your special guest has arrived,” Lucy says with exaggerated formality.

Jules rolls her eyes. She stands, straightens herself, takes in a deep cleansing breath, and strides out the door.

In the reception area she greets the charismatic man who spends his weekends preaching to thousands of parishioners at the Church of the Heartland. He’s sitting facing the front desk, stands when he sees Jules.

“Thank you so much for coming,” Jules says, giving his hand a firm shake.

“My daughter’s pretty persuasive,” he replies.

Jules smiles. It was Carrie’s idea to seek funding for Find Them from her father’s church. Last year, Carrie finally found the courage to tell him what happened to her. About May Day. And her father rose to the occasion with love and support. Now he may be opening his checkbook.

Jules used her own money to open the nonprofit. It was enough for the office space in this strip mall, enough to hire a handful of employees, including Lucy and Carrie, but not enough, she quickly realized, to fulfill the organization’s mission.

Enter the megachurch.

“Give you a tour?” Jules offers.

“I’d love one.”

Jules guides Pastor Jim, as he likes to be called, from the reception area to the large space Find Them staff call the bullpen. An open office with twelve desks for employees, volunteers, and college interns. With the energy of a newsroom, the team works the phones, taps on their computers, and otherwise pretends not to notice Pastor Jim.

As Jules leads him through the room, Pastor Jim says, “The first question I always ask a potential grantee is ‘What’s your mission statement?’”

“I’m glad you asked.” Jules points to a back wall, which is inscribed with the words: TO GIVE A VOICE TO THE LOST.

He seems to like that. He knows that his daughter could well have been one of the lost.

Jules notices him eyeing the photos pinned on the wall under the mission statement.

“We call that our crime wall,” she says.

She walks him over to it. Painted on the wall is a giant map of Nebraska, Iowa, Kansas, Missouri, and Illinois. Pinned in the states are photographs of the missing. Dozens and dozens of missing kids, missing young women, missing old women from each state.

Pastor Jim exhales loudly. “There’s so many.”

“These are just the ones we’ve identified who went missing over the last ten years. We hope to expand out to a longer period and nationwide. We’re the first organization, to my knowledge, to try to document it all in one place, identify all the missing. We’re working at computerizing the details of their disappearances to find potential connections. Statistics show that most violent crime is committed by a small percentage of offenders. It’s likely some of these cases are connected.” She’d learned much of this from Jack and his FBI colleagues who are still hunting May Day.

“I had no idea…” He shakes his head like he really is dumbfounded.

“That’s another part of our mission,” Jules says. “Raising awareness. Many of these women live in marginalized communities, and the media tends to focus mostly on the white and affluent who go missing.” Jules doesn’t say she’d first noticed the disparity with her sister’s case. The year Clare vanished, three others, all women of color, also went missing but received hardly any news coverage.

“This is how you’ll spend the money? Documenting cases, pressuring the media?”

“Also providing counseling and other services for survivors and their families, generating age-progression sketches, helping law enforcement produce and process leads.”

They keep walking to the side wall. It’s similar to the crime wall with its painted map of Nebraska and surrounding states. But this one is slightly different. It has string that connects photos of the missing along a timeline of years.

“What’s this?” Pastor Jim asks.

“This focuses on the May Day Killer.” Jules breathes in. “Through research, we’ve documented every missing or murdered woman who was taken on May first of a given year—in these states, anyway.” Neither of them say it, but the fact that May Day is still out there hangs in the air.

Pastor Jim’s eyes well when he sees the photo of his daughter on the wall. He blows out a breath then appears to collect himself. He points to a photograph of one of the other missing girls. “Your sister?”

Jules nods. She doesn’t like to exploit Clare’s disappearance. It’s hypocritical, given Jules’s criticisms of the media for only paying attention to missing pretty white women. But to keep Find Them going, she’ll do what she has to do.

Pastor Jim stares at the May Day wall for a long time. Other than the Nebraska victims, there are photos of women who disappeared on May 1st in Illinois in the 1970s and 1980s, some later found murdered, some never found. Then a woman in Missouri, one in Iowa. Jules doesn’t know if there’s any connection to May Day, but she’s determined to find out.

“Do you want to say hi to Carrie?” Jules asks, recognizing the mood has turned dark.

“You know it.”

Jules guides Pastor Jim to a small office. While most of the staff work in the bullpen, crowds make Carrie anxious.

“We have a visitor,” Jules says at the doorway.

Carrie turns around from her boxy computer. “Daddy!” she says, jumping to her feet.

She gives him a hug and then steps back, looks at him with those innocent eyes. “So?”

“So,” Pastor Jim repeats. “I think it would be an honor to support this fine organization.”

Carrie claps like an excited schoolgirl.

“I’ll have my team be in touch,” Pastor Jim says to Jules. “But congratulations, Jules. This is impressive.” He turns his gaze to Carrie. “And I couldn’t be more proud of you, sweetie.”

Jules feels something in her chest, pride she thinks. More funding means she’ll be able to help more people. And maybe help catch him.






CHAPTER SIXTY


Quinn fills up his tank at the rural gas station. He definitely doesn’t want to run out of fuel in this expanse of cornfields and desolate roads. Studying the map he’s spread open on the hood of the car, he traces his finger along the route to Fairlane, Iowa. He should’ve printed out MapQuest directions before rushing out half-cocked. He’s been on the road for what feels like forever, but he’s got another twenty minutes before he reaches town.

He’s starting to think this frolic is just wishful thinking. That he’s so desperate for any lead he’s grasping. But no. The photo of the man with the eye patch wearing glasses. The guy is part of a program for ex-cons, someone the Agnesses could’ve hired to help with deliveries to vendors, like Mr. Agbayani. Someone who wore glasses that wouldn’t need a prescription lens for both eyes. The only clue police have ever had in the case, the non-prescription lens found at the scene. There’s something here, he can feel it.

Back on the road, he listens to talk radio for a while, but is tired of stories about Monica Lewinsky and Linda Tripp and Ken Starr and the rest of the sordid mess surrounding the president. He pops in a cassette and listens to Fuel, his favorite band of late. He turns up the volume for the song “Shimmer,” sings along loudly to stay alert on this hypnotically uneventful rural road.

The voice in his head, the one telling him that he’s just chasing white whales, is back. The one that says he’ll never find who took Minnie Agbayani, never be sure who killed his mom, never decipher her Red Flag file. The one that says he’s just grasping for anything to fill the void that grew exponentially larger after George’s death.

His thoughts swing to that day when the hospice called. Said Quinn should get there right away. George didn’t have much time left. When he arrived, Uncle Pat was already there. He seemed to be having a heated discussion with Nurse Stacey in the hallway outside George’s room.

“Hey,” Quinn said. They both stopped arguing. Stacey looked flustered. Maybe even shook-up.

“Everything okay?”

Pat said, “You wanna tell Nurse Ratched that we need to take Georgie out of here.”

“I told him, I can’t authorize that,” Stacey says. “That I could get fired. I could—”

“Tell you what, sweetie, how about we flip on it.” Pat pulled out his lucky coin. “Heads or tails.”

Stacey shook her head. “I’m not doing this.”

“You mind if I have a moment with my uncle?” Quinn asked. Stacey glared at Pat but retreated.

“What’s going on?” Quinn asked.

“Nobody’s into games of chance anymore,” Pat said stuffing the coin in his pocket.

Quinn held his gaze.

“We can’t let him die here, Q.” Pat looked about the depressing hospice room.

Quinn shook his head again, still not comprehending.

Pat took in a breath, seemed to be thinking how to pitch whatever he had in mind. “If it was your last day on the planet where would you wanna go? Where would you want to take your last breath?”

Quinn doesn’t even need to think about this. “Recanati, Italy. A place called the hill of infinity.”

“Well, don’t we owe something like that to Georgie?”

An hour later, Quinn’s anxiety level at its peak, they pushed George’s wheelchair through the gates of the Henry Doorly Zoo. The plan was clumsy, but had worked: Quinn distracted Stacey and the staff while Pat stealthily wheeled George out of the hospice. Pat had secured George’s wheelchair in the bed of his semi, leaving Quinn to fly around whenever he took a turn. But they made it. And George spent his last moments in the Insect Pavilion.

Quinn doesn’t know if George could see the stick insects, mantids, millipedes, and other creatures, but he likes to think so. And he’ll always be grateful to Pat for that day. He sighs and turns up the car radio again.

At last, he comes up on a sign that reads, FAIRLANE, POPULATION 943. He makes his way to Main Street, which is literally a single strip with a diner, a hardware store, and some thrift shops. He parks the car near a phone booth, since his mobile phone has no reception in these parts. He calls the church, but gets only the answering machine again. The file didn’t have the couple’s home address. He decides to drive to the church, which is off Main according to his map.

It doesn’t take long to find it. The wooden church, with its sagging steps and peeling paint, is more worn down than in the photo on the website. The parking lot is empty. He gets out of the car and goes to the front doors, but they’re locked.

Next, he heads over to the diner. It’s lunchtime and the place is busy. The booths are all taken, but there’s a single space at the counter. When he takes the seat, an older man wearing a seed cap glances at Quinn for a beat. The waitress behind the counter, who looks like she stepped out of a 1950s movie, says, “Be with you in a minute, hon.”

She tops off the old man’s coffee and then carries a tray of food to one of the booths. When she returns behind the counter, she licks her finger, flips the page on her order pad, asks what Quinn wants. He orders a burger and fries.

No one seems to be paying him any mind, but he senses all of them are. Quinn’s father once told him that certain people in this world are underestimated and underappreciated. Farmers, nurses, and teachers topped Dad’s list. Farmers, Dad said, are shrewd businessmen; the complexity of farming and the family dynamic of the business demands it. They’re also protective of their communities. They’re not going to answer a stranger’s questions about the man with the eye patch, not going to just hand out the reverend’s home telephone number or address.

That’s confirmed when the old guy next to him says, “You aren’t from around here, are ya?”

Quinn smiles. “That obvious?”

The man tuts. “Salesmen don’t do so well here, mister.”

Quinn holds up his palms. “I’m no salesman.”

The man holds his gaze, waiting for an explanation of who he is and why he’s in the middle of nowhere.

Quinn considers how to play this. Candor will not carry the day with an outsider, he thinks. “I’m just out of the army,” Quinn says. “I’m touring small towns to find somewhere my wife and I can call home. We’re having a baby in July.”

The old man nods, takes a sip of his coffee. “I’ve lived here my whole life,” the old guy says. “Can’t complain. Well, I can, but I won’t.”

“I’m glad I sat here, then,” Quinn says. “How’s the community to newcomers? Some of the towns I’ve visited were a bit insular.”

“Well, probably ’cause you use words like ‘insular.’”

Quinn smiles.

The guy gives him a sidelong glance. “I suspect a God-fearing man who served his country would do just fine here.”

“Well, I already made a friend.”

The guy doesn’t respond.

“Is there a community church?” Quinn asks earnestly.

“Of course there is.”

“After what happened to me,” Quinn gestures to the scar on his face, “faith was the only thing that got me through.” Quinn doesn’t like using his injuries to manipulate, but might as well get something out of them other than stares, bad dreams, and a limp.

“We got a nice church here. The reverend doesn’t do too much Bible thumping.”

“Maybe I’ll stop by to meet him.”

The guy shakes his head. “He won’t be there on a Friday afternoon. They’re working folk like everybody else.”

Quinn hesitates but decides to go for it. “You wouldn’t know his home address would you?”

The man studies him again.

“Hey, Janice,” the old guy says to the waitress. “This guy wants to know the home address of Reverend Agness. What do you think?”

The waitress eyes Quinn. She then tears a sheet from her order pad, slams it on the counter next to Quinn. “I think it’s time you pay your bill, mister.”

Quinn is flummoxed.

Then the old guy says, “You were right. Insular.”






CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE


Quinn leaves the diner defeated. No one in this town is going to just hand over the reverend’s home address to a stranger.

As he walks down Main, he considers his options. Keep calling the church in case someone answers? Head back to Omaha? Maybe he should call his boss, who has a contact at the DMV he pays for information—he’ll be able to get him an address. But that will take time.

As he heads back to his car, something draws his eye. The sign for the VFW. At Quinn’s checkups at the VA hospital, the doctors and counselors always encourage him to get involved with the Veterans of Foreign Wars, fellow soldiers who could provide friendship and support. He never has, largely because he imagined it would be full of eighty-year-old men telling war stories.

But fuck it. He’s come this far. Maybe brothers-in-arms will trust him enough to give him the address for the Agnesses. Maybe they know the man with the eye patch.

Ten minutes later, he sits at the bar at the somewhat dreary complex. And Quinn was right—the age gap between him and the dozen or so patrons is significant. But they’re a lively bunch.

At a tall table, a group is slamming beers and creating a ruckus. One of the men comes over to the bar—which is self-serve and has only two taps for draft beer. As the man refills his pitcher, he nods hello at Quinn.

“You’re new around here,” he says.

Quinn nods.

The man wears jeans, a short-sleeve button-up shirt, and a cap that reads, USS DWIGHT D. EISENHOWER. “I’m McClung. Paul McClung. Come on over, meet the boys.”

Quinn steps down from the bar and follows McClung to the table with the others.

“Boys,” McClung says, “we have a new friend visiting from…”

“Omaha,” Quinn says. “Nice to meet you.”

There’s a din of friendly hellos and the men continue with their conversation. Quinn is surprised that the topic is a new medication that they refer to as “boner pills.”

One of the oldest of the group, Lenny is his name, tells Quinn, “These things work so well, my wife keeps hiding the pills from me.”

“Hell,” one of his buddies says, “I’d hide them too to keep your wrinkled ass off me.”

The group laughs.

“Fair,” Lenny says.

Paul McClung turns to Quinn. “Sorry. This group likes to debunk the theory that age brings wisdom.”

Quinn smiles.

“There is some wisdom here from us old-timers,” Lenny chimes back in. “Use your pecker as much as you can now while you can!”

They all break into laughter again.

“I’ll do my best.”

“What branch?” another of the men asks.

“Army.” Quinn tells him his battalion and regiment.

“That how you got that limp and beauty mark?” McClung asks.

Quinn nods.

“Iraq?”

“No, Somalia.”

That elicits a groan from all of them.

“Total shit show,” McClung says. “We had no business there. Damn politicians.”

More grumbling.

“You were part of that Blackhawk that went down?”

Quinn has no choice but to go to that place that he doesn’t like to go. “No. I was injured a few weeks after that. Tensions were high as we were planning the withdrawal…” He doesn’t need to say more. The debacle with the Blackhawk helicopter was big news. He heard they’re making a movie about it.

“What brings you to Fairlane?” the youngest of the group says, like he senses Quinn could use a change of subject.

“Work.”

“Oh, yeah? What’s your business?”

Quinn decides to be straight with these men. “I’m a private investigator.”

“Ah,” Lenny says. “Dave, your wife finally hired someone to find your pecker.”

“Jesus, Lenny, can you ever talk about something other than peckers?” says McClung.

Quinn dips his toe in: “I’m here to interview someone for a case I’m working on, but I’m having a heck of a time finding their address.”

This quiets the men.

“But that’s okay,” Quinn says, reading the room. “I got to meet you all, so the day isn’t a total loss.”

The guys fill up another pitcher and grouse about the price of gas, which is now $1.06 a gallon, and politics, tornadoes, Tammy Wynette’s death. Quinn considers asking if they know the man with the eye patch, the ex-con, who was part of a church program, if they know the home address of the reverend and his wife. While they seem to like Quinn, he knows they won’t give him anything. And, besides, he’s enjoying hanging out with them.

The men disappear one by one for home until only Quinn and Paul McClung remain.

“Forgive us, son. It helps to laugh when you’ve lost people.”

The man holds his gaze. Quinn isn’t sure if he’s referring to the inevitable loss of people as you age or losses on the battlefield.

McClung looks at his beer. “Dave was in Nam. He’s the only one left from his high school graduating class. Every one of us has lost brothers.” He points to the north wall of the bar past the pool table. It’s covered with rows and rows of photographs, headshots of men and women in uniform. Above the photos are the words, WALL OF HEROES.

Oof.

They sit in silence for a long moment. Finally, Quinn says, “Does it get easier?”

McClung thinks on this. “It never goes away. And the hard part is that your family and civilian friends don’t understand—how could they? You can’t explain fear like that. Or what losing the guy who had your back does to you.” He offers a tender smile. “That’s why I spend time with those knuckleheads.”

Quinn nods.

“But yeah, it gets better.” McClung pauses and examines Quinn again. “If you don’t get in your own way.”

Quinn feels a tear roll down his cheek. He brushes it away with his hand quickly, surprised, embarrassed.

“So who is it you’re looking for in town here?” McClung asks, pretending not to notice.

Quinn tells him.

“Not a churchgoer myself,” McClung observes without providing the Agnesses’s address. Before Quinn can ask about the man with the eye patch, McClung excuses himself to the restroom.

Quinn feels a hollowness in his chest. He wonders what it’s like to have a group of friends to razz you. To hang out with and drink beers and understand without any of you talking about it. It probably feels good, he thinks. And he has been getting in his own way.

He takes the last gulp of his beer. The old veteran returns and Quinn puts out his hand for a shake. “It was really great to meet you and the guys, Paul.”

“It was good to meet you, Quinn. Come back anytime, son.” Shaking Quinn’s hand firmly, McClung palms him a cocktail napkin. Quinn unfolds the napkin. On it is a handwritten map.

“Be careful on those back roads. They’ll rattle the fillings out of your teeth.” McClung tips his hat and ambles out.






CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO


At just past five, most of the staff of Find Them have cleared out for the day, and Jules sits in her office. She’s proud of obtaining the funding today, proud that on this Death Day she’s in a much better place than over the past six years. Still, she can’t help but feel discouraged. There have been no new leads in Clare’s case, they appear no closer to finding him. And the photos on the office’s crime walls haunt her every single day. She’s considered removing them, but Lucy and Carrie and the team say they’re a reminder of what they’re working for.

She slides open the desk drawer, eyes the bottle of Macallan, a gift an old friend from modeling sent to celebrate the grand opening of Find Them.

She thinks about Gabe—the Greek statue of a man who was with her the night she punched that photographer in the face. Italy seems like a lifetime ago. When they first met at the club, when he took her for tacos at the speakeasy. It was Gabe who saved her career—who backed her up about what happened with the creepy photographer. At first, everyone at the agency had been skeptical, asked her pointed questions, like she’d done something wrong. But once Gabe weighed in, threatened to talk to the press if it wasn’t handled correctly, the matter was closed. Select Modeling blacklisted Alastair Essex. He deserved so much worse.

Jules and Gabe had stayed in loose touch over the years—crossing paths at shows or industry parties—and remained flirty friends. He’s moved to Paris. Jules saw him last summer when she was in town for the John Galliano show at the Bagatelle Gardens.

“You’re sure?” Gabe asked. “You’re done? This is it?”

They strolled down the half-mile lane of vendors at the outdoor market in Gabe’s neighborhood in the 16th arrondissement.

“Yep,” Jules said. Modeling had run its course. She had enough money in the bank and thought it was time to do something more with her life than look pretty. She told him about her idea of opening a nonprofit.

“Good for you,” Gabe said, gazing at the colorful produce and spices and fresh meats and cheeses and flowers in the canvas-roofed stands.

Gabe took her hand in his. She didn’t know if this was the gesture of a friend or Gabe finally making his move after years of flirting.

She didn’t pull away.

A vendor called out to Gabe, said something in French. Gabe wagged a finger at the man, playfully scolding. The guy probably said something about Jules.

Gabe stopped at one of the stalls. Two older men were making what looked like a crepe, but different. The vendors greeted Gabe like an old friend. They weren’t speaking French, but she didn’t recognize the language.

Gabe surprised her and replied in the same language, seemed like he was instructing them on making two of the flatbread things, pointing at some herb-like spread. She watched as they put them under a contraption like a waffle iron, wrapped them in wax paper.

He took the two flatbreads from the vendor, handed one to Jules. “It’s called man’oushe. My mother is Lebanese and I grew up on these. Try it.”

She hesitated, an instinct her agency had drilled into her about eating, but then felt a wave of satisfaction that she’d never have to worry about indulging ever again.

They simultaneously took a bite and it was extraordinary.

But not as extraordinary as the sex that night.

Gabe had helped her reclaim her body, a step toward reclaiming herself. Along the way, she stopped drinking as much, didn’t refill the prescriptions for the pills. Though they both knew that theirs was not a relationship that would last, Gabe will always be special to her.

She eyes the bottle of Macallan again. On Death Days past, she would’ve already downed the whole thing. But she’s done with that.

She’s startled by a knock on the door, and she quickly slides the desk drawer shut.

“I’m heading out,” Lucy says. “Connor and I are getting dinner. You want to come?” Connor is Find Them’s newest hire. A recent college graduate, earnest and sweet.

Jules has been so proud of Lucy since she got out on probation. Jules had helped with that by giving her a job, something that went a long way with the judge. Lucy’s sworn off all her old pathological behaviors.

“Thanks for the invite,” Jules says. “But my parents are picking me up to go to dinner.” She looks through her office’s glass wall and notices Connor shuffling on his feet while he waits for Lucy. “You two are getting friendly,” Jules says.

Lucy turns and eyes Connor, who wears khakis and a polo. The corners of Lucy’s mouth raise a trace. The old Lucy wouldn’t have given the kid a chance, but she’s learning to let some light into her life.

“You want us to wait until your parents get here?” Lucy asks.

Jules, Lucy, and Carrie make it a rule never to be alone on May 1st.

“No, the interns are still here. Go. My folks are on their way.” Not to mention, Jules has a big gun in her handbag and a vial of pepper spray strapped to her ankle. You know, like any normal person.

Lucy hesitates. “Okay, um, have a great night.”

They don’t say the words they’re both thinking. Be careful. He’s still out there.






CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE


Quinn navigates the dusty roads scribbled on the napkin. He would’ve never found this place with a simple address. He doubts the dirt roads are even on any real map.

Eventually, he makes the final right turn and sees a house on probably the only hill in these flatlands.

He drives slowly toward the farmhouse, which looks straight out of The Wizard of Oz. A woman is tending to a garden on the side of the house. She puts a hand over her eyes to shield them from the setting sun as she peers at Quinn’s car.

Quinn offers a wave as he steps out of the vehicle. “Hello,” he says as friendly as he can. He imagines drop-in guests are rare out here.

“Hello,” she says with a suspicious lilt in her voice. He’s in the right place. It’s the same woman from this morning at the flower store.

“Mrs. Agness?”

“Yes?” she says cautiously.

A man appears on the porch now. He wears a dress shirt and slacks, looking nothing like a farmer. Her husband, the reverend, Quinn thinks.

“I’m Quinn Riley. I’m a private investigator—I work for Mr. Agbayani at the flower shop.”

The concern in Mrs. Agness’s face softens a trace. Her expression indicates that she might recognize Quinn from the store this morning.

“What can we do for you, Mr. Riley?” her husband says, standing beside his wife now.

“I’m so sorry to bother you both at your home. But I had a question for you concerning the case.”

The reverend exhales. “Such a tragedy. I think we talked a ways back.”

“That’s right,” Quinn says. The call had been short. Maybe too short in retrospect.

“As I’ve said, we weren’t in Omaha the day Minnie … I’m afraid we don’t have any information.”

“I understand,” Quinn says. Mrs. Agness has removed the gardening gloves and she’s holding the reverend’s hand now.

“Your fertilizer business,” Quinn says, “you sometimes hire help?”

Reverend Agness nods. “We don’t have any full-time employees, but sometimes we take on hourly help for certain things.”

“Deliveries?”

“Sometimes. We try to go ourselves. But sometimes.”

“I saw on the church’s website, you have a program for helping people released from prison.”

“Yes,” Reverend Agness says.

“Did you ever hire anyone from that program to help with deliveries? In particular for deliveries to Mr. Agbayani’s shop?”

“Look,” the reverend says, “I know where you’re heading with this. These men face a lot of discrimination, and I don’t think they should be under suspicion simply because—”

“Oh my god, the handyman,” Mrs. Agness blurts.

Her husband cocks his head to the side. “I don’t think Keith would—”

“Who’s Keith?” Quinn interrupts, a shot of adrenaline riding through his veins.

“Keith Cratch,” the reverend says. “He was the church’s handyman. He was in the Reentry Program. But I don’t think we ever had him do deliveries for our business, I don’t—”

“We did,” Mrs. Agness says. “When you had the flu…”

“Tell me, does Keith wear glasses?” Quinn’s pulse is racing now. “Is he missing an eye?”

“How did you know—”

“Does he still work for the church?” Quinn interrupts.

The reverend shakes his head decisively. “One of our parishioners reported that Keith made a lewd gesture to one of the girls who attend our Sunday school. We had to let him go.”

Quinn’s chest is fluttering. “Where is he?”

“I don’t know. The parents didn’t want to put their child through reporting. The townsfolk, well, he’s lucky he got out of here in one piece. I had to intervene. Appeal to their better angels.”

“You didn’t mention this to the investigator in Minnie’s case? Didn’t mention this to me when we spoke,” Quinn says, failing to suppress the incredulity in his voice.

The reverend stammers now. “This … this happened after Minnie, after we talked … We didn’t connect it. There was no reason … no reason to think—”

Mrs. Agness cuts in. “Oh my goodness. You don’t think Keith…” She cups a hand over her mouth.

“I need to find Keith Cratch, and I need to find him now.”






CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR


Quinn is feeling like he’s onto something. It’s a foreign sensation, this potential investigative success in the Minnie Agbayani case. He finally has a name: Keith Cratch. A man who wore glasses but had only one functioning eye, someone who could’ve had a non-prescription lens like the one found on the sidewalk where Minnie was last seen. A man who’d served time, though Quinn doesn’t yet know for what. A man attracted to children, according to a complaint made to the church.

Quinn needs to get back to the office, or at least to somewhere with cell reception, and get his team at Midwest Investigators and the Omaha police on this.

After wringing out every bit of information he could about Keith Cratch from the reverend and his wife, he pulls his car back onto the dirt road. His mind is racing. And he has what feels like a giant stone in his gut at the prospect of this man taking Minnie. He looks about the vast fields as he drives and can’t help but think they would make a perfect place to dispose of a body.

But his mind also whirrs with a lingering question: Why on earth didn’t the Agnesses connect the dots here? They defended themselves by saying that Keith Cratch normally didn’t make deliveries for their business, that they’d forgotten he made a delivery to the Agbayanis’ shop. That Omaha is 250 miles away. That Keith didn’t try to take the girl from their church. That there had also been some parishioners who claimed the allegation wasn’t true. Quinn needs to speak to the church girl’s parents. The reverend wouldn’t give Quinn their names, not until he spoke to them first.

Quinn sees a vehicle coming his way on the narrow road. A yellow school bus. It’s after five, late for school, but in the rural communities the school could be miles away. The road isn’t big enough for both vehicles, so Quinn is forced to pull over onto the narrow grass shoulder.

The driver waves as the bus rumbles past, a trail of dirt in its wake.

Thoughts unfold. He recalled from his first interview that the Agnesses do not have children. Yet the school bus is obviously dropping a student off at the Agnesses’s farm. There are no other homes for miles.

Sure, it’s possible the Agnesses adopted a child in the years since Quinn interviewed them. Or maybe they’re babysitting or even raising a family member’s kid. That’s not unheard of. But something compels him to yank the car around in a U-turn and floor it, catching up to the bus.

When the bus pulls to a stop at the mouth of the long drive to the Agness farm, Quinn pulls over some distance away. Tugs out his binoculars from his P.I. kit.

The bus’s lights are flashing. The red STOP sign arm eventually folds back in, and the bus plows away down the dirt road. Quinn feels another surge of adrenaline wash through his system.

Through the lenses he has a feeling of disbelief and euphoria as the girl—she looks about nine or ten—makes her way up the driveway. She has an oversized backpack.

Quinn can’t see her face. But he can make out the girl’s brown skin.

And her hair, which is styled to make mouse ears.

Minnie Agbayani is alive.

It’s then that Quinn hears the explosion, feels the pebbles of windshield glass showering over him from the shotgun blast.






CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE


Quinn instinctively ducks low in the car, fear gripping him as there’s another shot and it’s the back window that shatters this time.

He’s panicking, but his military training, his experience staying alert and calm amid chaos, is kicking in.

In a fast and fluid move he raises his head just long enough so he can see outside to assess the danger. In the haze, there’s a shadow of a figure emerging from the field, the outline of a shotgun raised and aimed at the car.

Quinn considers getting out, running, but he’s no match for a double barrel. Instead, he throws himself to the floor. With one hand he presses the gas, with the other he turns the key. The engine roars on and he then pops the vehicle into drive, jamming the gas pedal with both hands, sending the vehicle flying.

There’s the sound of another shot, then the car judders as it slams into something, then grinds to an abrupt stop.

Quinn jumps out and surveys the scene only to find the reverend’s lifeless body pinned under the car.






CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX


With the last of the interns headed out, Jules packs her things and makes the final rounds of the office before her parents arrive. They insisted on her staying the night at their place, picking her up rather than meeting her at the restaurant, which was sweet. They’re going to Spaghetti Works for dinner. It would seem like an odd choice were it not Clare’s favorite restaurant. She has a memory of Clare and her best friend Amy at the place when they were around eight, slurping a shared strand of spaghetti like in Lady and the Tramp.

She turns off the lights to the office’s kitchen, doesn’t dare look inside the fridge at what’s been rotting there. In the bullpen, she gazes about at the workspace. Admires their work. She stops at one of Find Them’s two crime walls, the one focused on individuals abducted on May 1st over the years.

Staring at Clare’s photo amid the others, another memory of her little sister at the Spaghetti Works leaps into her thoughts: Clare putting the long breadsticks in her mouth so they hung out like a walrus’s teeth. God, she misses her.

She glides her hand along the string connecting the photos. She spent months searching for women taken on May 1st or across Nebraska and the surrounding states. It’s been painstaking work. The World Wide Web is getting better, and the Westlaw and Lexis databases enable searches from newspapers around the country. But the papers from smaller towns usually are not available online. So she’s had to go to libraries, search microfiche.

The Nebraska May 1st crimes are connected—the similarities of survivor accounts confirm this. But the others could be just a coincidence—women get taken every day in this country, so it doesn’t mean May Day is the perpetrator just because they were taken on May 1st.

She’s analyzed the board repeatedly, tried to find patterns other than May 1st, tried to find connections with the victims, but she’s unearthed nothing. The only connection she’s ever found is her old school guidance counselor, but the FBI ruled Vanderman out. And so did Jules after confronting him at his home in the Bahamas.

She wonders for a moment if she’s making any difference or if this is all a fool’s errand, since they haven’t had any true success yet.

After shutting off all the lights, she makes her way to the lobby, waiting for her parents to arrive. When Dad’s Mercedes finally pulls into the strip mall, she heads outside, locks the office door.

On the ride to Spaghetti Works, her parents chatter about nothing, as if they’re bracing themselves for the memories when they sit down for a meal at Clare’s favorite restaurant. Jules’s phone rings, and she fishes it out of her handbag.

“Ms. Delaney, this is Officer Melissa Weberman with the Omaha PD,” the woman says.

Jules feels a spike of dread. A call from the police doesn’t normally bring good news. Not on this day, especially.

“Yes?”

“My captain asked me to call you, I think you know him. He said your organization has resources for helping families of missing children. And helping the children if they are recovered.”

Her heart is beating hard now.

“Yes.”

“We have some amazing news. A missing girl, Minnie Agbayani, has been found.”

“Alive?” Jules feels lightheaded for a moment, a euphoric feeling.

“Yes,” the officer says brightly. “Can you have someone meet with the family at the Douglas County Hospital? They’re bringing Minnie there now, and she’s confused at what’s happening. And her family may need a counselor to help guide them.”

“I’m on my way.”






CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN


After thanking her parents for the ride, insisting they go to dinner without her since she may be awhile, Jules rushes through a horde of reporters and into the hospital. News that Minnie Agbayani has been found alive after five years spread quickly.

The hospital staff is abuzz. Jules tells the receptionist who she is, why she’s here, and she’s whisked into the back. A police officer meets here in a corridor lit by harsh fluorescent lights.

“Thank you for coming.”

“No, thank you,” Jules says. “It’s really her?”

“They had her prints on file. It’s a match.”

“How? Who?”

Officer Weberman shakes her head, leads Jules into a small room. Inside is the child psychologist who volunteers for Find Them.

Jules is experiencing what can only be described as sensory overload. She thanks the psychologist, who briefs her on what she knows:

Minnie appears unharmed, she was told her parents were dead, and the couple that raised her—presumably the people who took her—appear to have treated her well. No signs of physical or sexual abuse. It appears the woman had experienced several miscarriages and everyone in the small town believed the couple adopted Minnie from outside the country. A private investigator visited the couple on a hunch and when he saw Minnie, the man who abducted her tried to kill him. But the P.I. took him down, detained the wife until police arrived.

Jules’s heart almost breaks when Minnie’s parents arrive. The father is a slight man in his forties with kind eyes. The mother holds a cane and is so thin, like she’s unwell or recently suffered a severe illness.

Jules introduces them to the psychologist. Mr. Agbayani is trembling like he can’t believe this is happening.

“They say it’s her, it’s really her,” he says, tears streaming down his face.

“I’m told Minnie will be here within the hour. She’s confused, so Dr. Morris can talk about how we can make this easier for her.” She directs them to a small table where they can confer.

Before they take a seat, the couple lunges for the door. Jules fears that Minnie arrived early and they still haven’t had time to prepare. But it isn’t Minnie Agbayani at the door. Jules almost can’t believe what she’s seeing. Mr. and Mrs. Agbayani are hugging a man. They’re crying and Jules feels herself getting choked up.

“You did it!” Mr. Agbayani says. “You found our Minnie.”

Jules can’t take her eyes off the hero. No fucking way.

When the visitor finally takes notice of the others in the room, he comes over.

“Jules Delaney? What are you—”

He’s interrupted as a little girl appears in the doorway. She runs and throws herself into her parents’ arms.






CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT


On the way out of the hospital, Jules trails after Quinn Riley, both assaulted by harsh camera lights and questions shouted by journalists.

The night is crisp and light and it feels almost like a dream as Jules follows him.

Quinn is polite to the reporters but declines to be interviewed. He and Jules finally reach his car ahead of the mob, and Quinn opens the door for her. She slides into the vehicle.

Inside, he starts the engine and reverses out of the spot slowly to allow the reporters time to back out of the way. The maneuver is clumsy and he apologizes, says he’s not used to the car, that it’s a loaner from his firm since his car was impounded by the police.

Eventually, they’re on the interstate.

“Thanks for the ride,” Jules says.

“You’re welcome,” Quinn says. It’s surreal being in a vehicle with him. The last time was at the Irish bar. Before that it had been five years ago, when they bumped into each other at a group therapy session at the same hospital. When she drove him to the fairgrounds and he disappeared without saying goodbye. In the melee at the hospital tonight, she didn’t get a chance to talk much to Quinn.

“We’ve got to stop meeting like this,” she says.

He smiles. He’s still not a talker, Quinn Riley. She sneaks glances at him while he drives. He’s gotten more handsome, she thinks. He still has the cheekbones, the intensity in those dark eyes. Still has the unruly hair.

“You’re still modeling?” he says at last.

“I’m retired. I actually moved back home this year. Started my nonprofit.” She waits. “And you’re a private investigator?”

At the hospital, the nurses fawned over Quinn, tending to his minor cuts and bruises, gossiping about the media frenzy over him and his heroic rescue of Minnie Agbayani. The staff were glued to the TV where breaking news alerts updated about the death of an Iowa reverend, the arrest of the reverend’s wife, the manhunt for the person that the wife confessed they hired to take Minnie for them, their church’s former handyman.

“Yeah, I became a P.I. after a short, but memorable, stint in the army,” he says.

“I would’ve already known all this,” she says, “if you’d called me. I gave you my card at that Irish pub…”

He smiles, says, “I saw your boyfriend and thought it wasn’t a good idea.”

Jules shakes her head confused. Then she realizes: He must’ve seen Jack that night at the bar.

“I don’t have a boyfriend.”

He makes a sound of amusement in his throat. “Well, I had a girlfriend, and she was not pleased that I was talking to you.”

“Had?”

“Long story…”

“Quinn Riley,” she says if only to hear the words out loud. “I can’t believe it.”

“What can’t you believe?”

“I don’t know. We—” She pauses. “We just always seem to have parallel— I don’t know.”

He gives an exasperated laugh.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

Soon, they’re on the familiar streets of Monarch where they both grew up.

“Staying with your parents?” he asks.

“Long story,” she says, borrowing Quinn’s avoidance tactic.

They sit in the idling car in her driveway. “You want to come inside, have a coffee?”

He holds her gaze. She feels a tingle run through her at how he looks at her. She has the sudden, if not bizarre, urge to kiss him.

“It’s getting late,” he says.

“Yeah, of course, sure,” Jules says. She feels embarrassment heating her face. “My parents, I’ve talked about you, so I wanted them to finally meet you,” she says, recovering.

“Next time.”

She reaches for the door handle.

“Hey, Jules.”

She turns, looks at him.

“I wanted to call you.”

“You should’ve.”

“When I was in juvenile detention, and then when I was stationed in Somalia, where this happened”—he gestures at his face—“I wrote you letters.”

“You did? I never got them.”

“I know. I never sent them.”

“Why wouldn’t you—Why…” She lets the question fade. Then: “Well, what did these letters say?”

“I don’t remember.”

She tilts her head, disappointed.

“But I can tell you they made me feel better when I was at my lowest. Made me feel like I had a friend.”

“Well, you do,” she says, offering her hand. “Have a friend.”

He takes her hand and gives her that look that causes electricity to flitter up her arm and down her spine. “Friends.”







YEAR EIGHT
May 1, 1999








CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE


Jules scans the packed ballroom of the Magnolia Hotel. Though she’s pleased at the turnout, she knows the success of a fundraiser isn’t the head count. It’s how big the checks are. She got some advice from an old modeling friend who turned her experience organizing runway shows into a lucrative event-planning business: Keep the booze flowing and don’t wear heels since you’ll be on your feet all night. Spot-on advice.

While everyone finishes their dessert in the soft lighting of the elegant room, Jules stands out of view in the wings of the main stage eyeing the VIP tables up front. Pastor Jim is here with the leadership of Christ Church of the Heartland. The megachurch’s grant was critical to tonight’s gala and to taking Find Them to the next level. It’s also a lesson in judgment, Jules has learned. She’d judged the church and its charismatic leader based on her preconceptions—televangelists of the past who’d fleeced their parishioners and done ungodly things. But she’s come to respect Pastor Jim, his faith, and the comfort he brings his followers. And that’s not just because the church’s donations now constitute half of Find Them’s revenue. At least that’s what she tells herself.

Jules’s gaze swings to her parents. Mom looks beautiful in a tight gown that shows off her figure, which somehow is defying the aging process. Dad is not faring as well, the toll of Clare’s disappearance more apparent on him. It doesn’t help that her little sister’s photo is among the dozens of enlarged photographs of missing women that are placed on easels throughout the ballroom—a reminder of why everyone is here tonight. Jules brought the point home earlier in the evening by reminding guests that the perpetrator of the murder of two teenagers found in the trunk of a torched rental car near Yosemite Park in March is still on the loose. She didn’t mention that the May Day Killer is also still hunting, but she didn’t need to. Everyone knows. The date she chose for tonight’s gala wasn’t exactly subtle.

Her eyes jump to the back of the room. G-man Jack is here looking sharp, if stiff, in his tux. He’d said it was to support Jules and the cause, which she thinks is true, but she also knows he’s probably studying the crowd. Looking for anyone who fits the Bureau’s profile of May Day. Also, he’s here to keep an eye on Jules, Carrie, and Lucy in case he makes a return appearance. The FBI is still tracking him but the Bureau is facing an unprecedented number of active serial killers on the loose, and resources are spread thin. Not to mention fears that a recent mass school shooting in Colorado might be a symptom of a contagion spreading across the country. Which probably explains why Jack’s here without other agent support tonight.

Finally, Jules’s gaze lands on Quinn Riley. He’s sitting with his co-workers from Midwest Investigators. Quinn looks handsome perched next to his more weathered colleagues, ex-cops who seem uncomfortable in their rented tuxes but have made good use of the open bar. Quinn sits quietly. He’s nothing if not consistent.

“If you don’t fuck him soon, I’m gonna do it,” Lucy’s husky voice says, as she and Carrie sidle up next to Jules.

“Lucy!” Carrie says, still always somehow shocked at the things that come out of Lucy’s mouth. You can take the girl out of the church … They each hold clipboards and have done an excellent job keeping the guests happy and the show moving.

“You’re up in five,” Lucy says, referring to Jules’s presentation of an award, the final event of the night.

Jules nods.

“Jules,” Carrie says in her sweet voice, all of them staring out at Quinn. “I think it’s time you tell him.”

“I’ve sent signals…”

“He’s a boy,” Lucy interjects. “They need a whack on the head with a two-by-four, not signals.”

Jules frowns. Anyway, what is it she’ll tell him exactly? Over the past year, Quinn Riley has become a good friend, a real friend—one of their circle now—and she doesn’t want to ruin that if he’s not interested. Is he interested? She senses he is. They spend every weekend together, hiking, brunch, movies—the stuff couples do. But also the things friends do. He’s told her about his past relationships. There was a girl in Italy. And, more serious, Holly, who used to be one of his brother’s caregivers. Quinn regrets how he handled their relationship, how it ended. He’s said that people he loves tend to experience tragedy, which make her think he’s made a conscious decision to be alone.

For her part, she told him what happened. About May Day, what she used to call her Death Day. She flashes on the memory of the night she told him everything. How when she was done he just sat there looking dazed, like a boxer the second before collapsing after a knockout punch.

“Say something,” Jules said at last. “Quote some Hemingway or some shit like you always do, but say something.”

Quinn brushed away a tear on her cheek, held her face in his hands, looked into her eyes. “Sometimes the words, they don’t come out like I intend when I’m not writing them out,” he said, apologizing for his silence.

“But I want to say that I’ve always admired you—marveled at you, actually—since you were a girl. But as a woman—what you’ve overcome, what you’ve survived, how you’ve helped people—you’re a rare and beautiful soul, Jules Delaney.”

In that moment, she knew.

As the servers float about the room filling coffees and bringing after-dinner cocktails, Jules straightens herself for the final act.

Lucy hands her a printout of her remarks, and she takes the stage.






CHAPTER SEVENTY


Quinn stares at the stage of the ballroom. Jules walks slowly in that way of hers to the podium again. He would’ve never agreed to come tonight if it had been anyone other than Jules Delaney holding the event. That’s not entirely true. He turns and looks across the table at the other special guests: the Agbayani family. Quinn wondered at first whether it was a good idea for ten-year-old Minnie to appear at the fundraiser tonight. The press attention on her over the past year has been nothing short of harassment. But Mr. and Mrs. Agbayani said that Minnie insisted. That she wanted to be here tonight to help other girls, to thank Quinn.

Jules looks beautiful in her sparkly dress. But that’s Jules Delaney for you. And tonight she projects a confidence he hasn’t seen in her since high school. He’s noticed glimmers of this change over the past year as they’ve rekindled their friendship. As he’s put himself out there more, hanging out with Jules, Carrie, Lucy, and their circle of friends. He’s been a loner for so long that the contentment that comes from laughing with friends, from having someone to talk to about books, from just going on a walk, has been a revelation. But it’s something more with Jules. And he’s decided he needs to do something about it. Follow the advice of an old-timer from the VFW and get out of his own way.

Still, tonight is bittersweet, having no family here. Uncle Pat said he’d attend, but the seat next to Quinn’s is empty. That’s Pat for you.

Quinn feels someone squeeze his shoulders from behind.

“Sorry I’m late, Q,” Pat loud-whispers under Jules’s opening remarks. Pat made it, and he’s even wearing a sports jacket. “But looks like I got here just in time,” he says, staring up at the stage as he slides into the empty chair.

Quinn pats his uncle on the back, turns again to Jules at the podium.

“And now, the moment we’ve all been waiting for, the presentation of the inaugural Find Them Heroism Award, presented to individuals and organizations that exemplify our mission of giving a voice to the lost. Tonight, the award goes to Midwest Investigators, which not only donated their services to a case that had gone cold, but also broke the lead that resulted in the return of one of our lost.”

The crowd breaks into applause.

“Accepting the award on behalf of Midwest Investigators is a truly special person and an old and dear friend of mine, Quinn Riley.”

The crowd roars again, and Quinn feels a rush of emotion when Minnie jumps to her feet, followed by her parents, then a cascade of the two hundred people in the ballroom.

Quinn walks slowly to the stage, trying to mask the limp as much as possible, the applause not letting up. He’s promised himself not to get emotional, but he’s feeling a tremor in his chest.

He gestures with his hands for everyone to sit down. When the applause finally fades he leans in to the microphone.

“On behalf of Midwest Investigators, I want to thank you all. And thank you to Find Them for this honor. I’m not one for giving speeches, but I do need to single out some people.” Quinn adjusts the microphone trying to get the words out over the lump in his throat. “First and foremost, I want to honor Minnie Agbayani. Her bravery is hard to comprehend.”

There’s another swell of applause.

“And to Mr. and Mrs. Agbayani who never lost hope.”

More applause.

“Thanks also to Midwest Investigators and my mentors and colleagues there.”

Loud whoops and whistles come from the P.I. firm’s table.

“Thanks to my Uncle Pat.” His eyes lock on Pat. “I wish Mom and Dad and George could see this.”

He’s trying to hold back the tears but feels his eyes welling.

“And thank you, Jules Delaney. Who would’ve guessed that the girl who used to pester me during study hall would’ve made such a difference in the world.” Quinn looks over at Jules at stage left. “Who am I kidding? Everyone would’ve.”

He collects himself now. “Last, I hope you all will open your checkbooks tonight and donate what you can to Find Them. Because Jules, Lucy, Carrie, and everyone with this fine organization have proven that mysteries can be solved. We can find them. And when we’re lucky, we can even bring them home. Thank you and goodnight.”






CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE


The ballroom has finally emptied save a few stragglers and servers clearing the tables, the sound of clanking plates and clinking silverware filling the room, which is less grand in the bright lights. Jules feels a wave of relief that the event went smoothly, that the donations have exceeded expectations.

“Jules,” a voice calls from behind her.

Jules turns and sees Quinn looking dashing in his tux.

Before she replies, Quinn says, “I wanted to thank you for a lovely night.”

“Are you kidding? Thank you!” She hugs him.

“I talked to your parents and they’re so proud of you, Jules. Everybody is.”

Jules notices Lucy giving her the eye from across the room.

“You’re coming to the Dubliner?” Quinn asks. The after-party at a nearby bar.

“It’s your birthday, I wouldn’t miss it.”

“Sorry it doesn’t exactly fit the elegance of the evening,” Quinn says, looking about. “The guys at the firm picked the place…”

“I think it’s perfect,” Jules says. She even brought a change of clothes more suited to a sweaty Irish pub. “We just need to get things squared away here. I’ll be there in about an hour, if you think it will still be going on?”

“My Uncle Pat’s become fast friends with the investigators from my office. Trust me, it will still be going unless the bar runs out of booze.”

Jules smiles. “How could I miss that? And I’ll finally get to meet the famous Uncle Pat.”

“In all his glory, I’m sure.” Quinn hesitates. “Well, okay, I’ll see you there.”

It’s been a magical night. One of those rare ones, so Jules decides, Fuck it. “Hey, Quinn.” He turns back to her. She walks up, gets close. He doesn’t pull away.

“There’s something I need to say.”

He looks at her with a furrowed brow, like he’s concerned by the seriousness in her tone.

“Everything okay?”

“Yeah. The night was perfect. Which is why I wanted to—”

They’re interrupted by someone calling Quinn’s name. Quinn turns to the pretty woman with red hair.

“Holly?” he says with surprise.

The famous Holly. Quinn’s ex. The woman blushes, cute dimples piercing her freckled cheeks. “Malcolm from the group home called me, told me he saw on the news you were getting the award. I wanted to, I don’t know … I wanted to see you.”

Quinn stands between them, clearly at a loss for words.

“Can we talk?” Holly continues.

Quinn hesitates, looks at Jules.

Jules reacts on instinct: “Go. I’ll see you at the pub.” She feels heat in her face.

“But you had something you wanted to—”

“I’ll catch you at the Dubliner. It’s nothing important, it can wait.”

Quinn hesitates again, nods, and he and Holly walk slowly out of the ballroom.

Lucy and Carrie, obviously spying from across the room, fast-walk over.

“Who was that?” Lucy says.

“Holly.”

It takes Lucy a second to understand. “Did he invite her? What’s she—”

Jules holds up a hand. “I have no idea. And he’s a grown man and can do what he wants.”

Carrie says, “They could be just friends. He would’ve said something otherwise…”

Jules isn’t so sure. But she’s determined not to ruin the night. “It’s fine. Seriously,” she says.

Lucy and Carrie share a glance, but say nothing.

“I need to close out with the hotel’s event manager,” Jules says. “I can meet you at the bar.”

“We’ll wait,” Lucy says. “I drove you here and—”

“Seriously, go have fun, I’ll be there soon.” Jules pauses. “Jack said he’d drive me over. I’ll be fine,” Jules adds, reading Lucy’s mind. It’s May 1st.

“We’re staying,” Lucy says, leaving no further room for debate. Carrie folds her arms and gives a decisive nod in agreement.

Jules protests but a warmth spreads through her. At this night. At these friends.

Quinn Riley or not.






CHAPTER SEVENTY-TWO


“I miss you,” Holly says in the only quiet corner of the noisy bar. The place is trying too hard to be Irish, with a mist of green light over everything, loud Irish music, a brick wall with framed jerseys from Irish soccer teams. Omaha has a weird affection for Irish pubs.

Quinn and Holly finally managed to get a moment alone after being swept up in the group headed over to the pub, Holly and several of his colleagues piling into his car. Quinn looks out at the long table crowded with pitchers of beer. Pat is still entertaining Quinn’s colleagues with his parlor tricks and general Pat-ness.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t more understanding about what you were going through,” Holly continues. “I was stressed with law school. I should’ve been there for you, been more understanding about your mom’s case, about George.”

“You don’t owe me an apology. I owe you one.” Quinn takes her hands. “I honestly thought you’d be better without me. You’re just starting your life. Your career.”

Holly stares deep into his eyes. “You should’ve let me decide what’s best for me.”

Quinn nods. Over Holly’s shoulder, he sees Lucy and Carrie have arrived. A couple seconds later Jules appears. The men in the pub are already gawking.

“That’s why I flew in from Chicago at the last minute,” Holly says.

“Chicago?” Quinn says.

She smiles. “Finishing my first year at my firm.”

“You got it! The associate position at that big law firm,” he says. “I’m so happy for you. You worked so hard.”

“I want you to come.”

“Come where?”

“To Chicago, silly.”

Holly. Beautiful, sweet Holly. Good inside and out. His eyes again fix on Jules and the others. Jules’s back is to him but Lucy seems to be glowering at Quinn for some reason. Lucy whispers something in Jules’s ear. Jules then does one of those quick glances behind her. Quinn watches as she then heads to the restroom near the entrance of the place.

“I’m sorry,” is all he can think to say to Holly. “I’m really sorry.”






CHAPTER SEVENTY-THREE


Jules pushes open the bar’s restroom door. It’s a grimy affair that brings back memories of the filthy lav in the Hotel Go-See in Milan. She’s glad she changed out of the gown into jeans and a blouse to spare the garment touching the sticky floor. In the stall, she hovers over the seat, pees, then twists around to grab the toilet paper that sits on top of the tank.

She’s starting to think she should’ve called it a night. She’s exhausted from the event and Quinn’s ex showing up wasn’t something she’d anticipated. At the sink, she washes her hands, examines herself in the tarnished mirror that is spattered with overspray. In her head, she gives herself a pep talk, the way she used to when emerging from backstage to the mouth of the runway: Be strong, be confident, be fierce. Cheesy, yes, but it helps.

She heads back into the bar. It’s just past eleven and the place is packed. Jules sees that the group from the fundraiser have commandeered two tables now. Across the room, Lucy is playing pool with one of the investigators from Quinn’s firm; Carrie is watching, nursing a glass of what Jules guesses is water. Quinn is at the table near the bar, but Holly is nowhere to be seen. Quinn doesn’t notice Jules, so she plans to make a casual entrance. If he brings up what she wanted to tell him, she’ll make something up.

She wanders over, watching as Quinn heads to the bar carrying empty pitchers. A college kid steps in front of her, says, “How you doin’”—a line from some sitcom—and she politely blows him off.

She heads closer to Quinn’s table when she hears the laugh. She has the wave of a memory, him chuckling as he wrapped his hands around her throat. Then another sound startles her, a coin hitting a table, twirling. She stares at him. At first she thinks it’s the anxiety playing tricks on her. But as she watches, hears his voice, she knows it’s him.

And he sees her from across the room.

She’s suddenly short of breath. Thinks her legs might give. She needs to get out of here. She turns, rushes back to the bathroom worried she may throw up.

Her heartbeat vibrates through her entire body. She’s too terrified to think clearly. The memory paralyzing her. In the bathroom now, she leans against the sink, dry heaving. Then another burst of panic. She needs to warn Lucy and Carrie. She needs to find Jack.

Someone comes in the restroom. He points a gun at her, offers a sickening smile. “I guess you’re not one of the Lucky Ones, after all.”






CHAPTER SEVENTY-FOUR


Quinn holds four pitchers of beer, two handles gripped in each hand, and sets them on the table. The bar is packed and it took forever to get the drinks. One of the investigators on the team shouts, “Sláinte,” which must be some Irish-pub thing. Not to be outdone, Pat raises his glass and everyone follows suit.

Over the loud din, Pat gives a toast in a mock Irish accent: “May your glass be ever full. May the roof over your head be always strong. And may you be in heaven half an hour before the devil knows you’re dead.”

This elicits cheers and table pounding from the group.

Quinn surveys the bar, looking for Jules. At the pool table, Lucy is showing Carrie how to play, arm around her guiding the cue. Pat continues to entertain the investigators from his firm, all of them several drinks past what is socially acceptable. That’s just a regular Saturday night for Pat, but these guys are all married with kids, so it’s a rare night out on the town. Not to mention it’s uncommon that a P.I. firm that specializes in cheating spouses and insurance fraud gets a heroism award.

Quinn moves through the thick crowd and checks the back of the bar, which has a small area off the main room, but he doesn’t see Jules. He checks another spot where patrons are playing darts.

When she’s not there either, he heads over to the pool table to Lucy and Carrie and two guys who eye Quinn like he’s trying to move in on the girls.

“Hey, have you seen Jules?”

Lucy looks up. “I thought she was with the group?”

Quinn shakes his head.

A look of concern spreads over Lucy’s face. She scans the bar, then yanks a BlackBerry from her purse and calls Jules.

When there’s no answer, Carrie says, “I’ll check outside.”

“No,” Lucy says.

“I’ll go,” Quinn says. He hurry-walks, threading through the bodies. Lucy is on his heels and stops to check the bathroom. For good measure, Quinn checks the men’s restroom.

She’s not there either, and Lucy has a panicked look in her eyes. “We need to get Jack,” Lucy says.

“Sure, yeah,” Quinn says. He finally met the famous Jack tonight. “You go find him, and I’ll check outside.” Quinn feels worry niggling the back of his neck.

Outside, the night is quiet. The bar is on a side street with a connected parking lot. Pacing the lot, he looks for Jules’s car. It’s not here. But maybe she got a ride with someone. The area is poorly lit, the moon coming in and out of the clouds. No sign of her. His pulse accelerates. He rushes to the corner, looks down the street. Nothing.

Back in the bar, he’s met with Lucy who is in full-blown panic, and Carrie who is crying. “I called the hotel,” Lucy says. “She’s not there. And she’s not answering her phone. Jack went to his hotel after the event to change clothes and is almost here.”

Quinn’s boss comes over. “Everything okay?”

“We can’t find Jules.”

Eric shakes his head like he’s not understanding the frenzy. He doesn’t know the full story, the reason for the concern.

Quinn needs to keep his wits about him. Needs to stay calm.

The other investigators are stirring now, realizing something’s up. But they’ve all had too much to drink to be any help.

“What’s goin’ on, Q?” Uncle Pat says. It’s hard to tell if he’s drunk even though Quinn’s sure he’s had more to drink than everyone.

“Our friend—Jules—the woman who hosted the event tonight. She’s missing.”

“The good-looking lady?” Pat says. “I saw her about fifteen minutes ago when I went to drain my lizard. She was out front, talking to somebody.”

“Who?”

“I didn’t get a look at his face. But it was a cop, I think. Wore a brown uniform.”

Quinn’s thoughts are racing, dread landing in his gut.

“What can I do to help?” Uncle Pat asks.

Quinn thinks for a moment. “Stay with them until Jack arrives,” he says, looking at Lucy and Carrie.

“Who’s Jack?”

Quinn doesn’t have time to explain. “Pat, just keep an eye on them until he gets here. Okay?”

“Yeah, sure, kid.”

“And make sure those guys get cabs and don’t drive home,” Quinn says, looking at his colleagues.

Pat scrunches his face like he’s not one to enforce drunk-driving laws, but acquiesces.

Quinn comes over to Lucy and Carrie. Their eyes are filled with tears and panic. He puts a hand on each of their shoulders. “Do not leave until Jack gets here.”

“Where are you going?”

“To your office. Maybe she went back for something.”

“She’s not answering her phone,” Lucy says, more alarm in her voice. “She wouldn’t ignore me. Not today. Not on May first.” Her voice quivers.

“We’re going to find her. I need the office keys.” He holds out his hand and she digs through her purse and shoves them in his palm. She then takes out a large handgun. “Take this.”

“Whoa. Put that away,” Quinn says. She’s on probation and shouldn’t be carrying a gun. “Lucy. Look at me.”

Her red eyes stare into his. “I need you to stay calm. It won’t help Jules if we lose it. Can you do that?”

She holds his gaze, nods.

“Keep calling her mobile phone. I’ll call you when I’m at the office.”

“Should I call her parents?”

“Wait until you hear from me. We don’t want to alarm them unnecessarily.”

Quinn rushes out, forcing himself to follow his own advice and stay calm, but worries their panic may be justified.






CHAPTER SEVENTY-FIVE


Quinn parks in the lot of the empty strip mall and jumps out of his car and races to Find Them’s front doors. Through the glass, the only light visible inside is from the glowing exit signs. It takes a moment to find the key on the full ring Lucy gave him.

Inside, he looks around the reception area, which has a desk facing the sitting area with magazines on a small table. He goes through the door to the back. He’s never been in the back offices before and is surprised at the large space with so many workstations. No one is here, as one would expect at this time of night. He listens. The only sound the hum of the refrigerator in the small kitchen.

He slaps on the light and looks around breathlessly. Spotting a side office with Jules’s name on a placard by the door, he runs over, finds a modest office with an orderly desk, framed newspaper stories about Find Them.

But Jules isn’t here. And there’s nothing to suggest she’s returned since the gala. He rushes back into the main office area and is struck by two massive separate walls of photos.

He calls Lucy’s mobile phone. She answers right away.

“She’s not here,” Quinn says. “Any word?”

“No,” Lucy says, distraught. “Jack just got here. He’s called in reinforcements.” Her voice breaks.

Quinn tries to catch his breath, level his thoughts. Then he sees something that snares his attention. The timeline on the wall under the heading MAY DAY KILLER. The photos of missing women and girls linked together by a thread of red string.

He follows the timeline in reverse: 1998, a missing girl from Nebraska City; 1997, a girl from Grand Island; 1996, a girl from Rushville; 1995, Jules’s sister Clare from Monarch; 1994, Carrie; 1993, a girl from Ralston; 1992, Jules herself; it goes on this way until 1987. Then the string extends to other states, a cluster of women taken on May 1st in Illinois, a few in Missouri and Kansas.

Something is gnawing at him. Then he realizes what it is: the towns where the girls were taken. Nebraska City, Grand Island, Rushville, Omaha.

Those cities, that pattern.

Oh my god.

His mother’s Red Flag file. She listed those very cities on the delivery schedules in the file. The schedules Quinn has pored over and over for years, ultimately determining that they were just Mom’s old work papers mixed in with the real clues about Megan Tucker and “Pearl.”

It’s been in front of him all along.

Lucy’s voice in his ear rattles him out of the thought.

“Quinn. Quinn! What’s going on?”

Quinn stares at the crime wall in disbelief. “This is a hard thing to ask,” Quinn says into the phone. “We’ve never talked about it in any detail. But I need to know what you remember about where he took you. Any clues on where Jules was taken.”

He continues to work the math in his head: What do the towns on the truck delivery schedule have to do with the missing on the crime wall?

Lucy says, “We’ve already told Jack everything. Somewhere far unless he drove around just to throw us off. A structure in an open area, a field maybe.”

“Like a cabin? Or something different?”

“I don’t know. We were blindfolded. But it was quiet inside, like it was sealed up.”

Quinn shivers but not from the cold.

Over the line, Carrie says something in the background he can’t make out.

Lucy repeats it: “Jules keeps her anonymous note in the cabinet behind her desk. Along with my police report and Carrie’s journal. We shared them with each other.”

“What anonymous note, what—?”

“Our descriptions of everything we can remember about what happened.”

“Where?”

She tells him and he runs back to Jules’s office, phone pressed to his ear. Lucy directs him to the built-in cabinet behind Jules’s desk.

Quinn opens the cabinet, sees a leather folder, opens it. Inside are photocopies of what look like a police report that has Lucy’s name on it, separate pages from diary entries, and a letter handwritten on spiral notepaper. Quinn reads the heartbreaking letter Jules must’ve written to the police before she told anyone else what happened. An anonymous tip.

And it’s then he has no doubts about his mother’s Red Flag file.

“You tell Jack to go to Ashwell, Nebraska. I think I may know where he took her.”

There’re some sounds of movement. A male voice is on the line now. “How do you—”

“There’s no time! Get to Ashwell! I’ll meet you there, Jack.”

“Where? What’s the address?”

“I don’t know the address, but I can tell you how to get there. I’ll call you on the way to explain.”

Quinn has the memory of a road trip to Ashwell after his father died, visiting his father’s haunts as a boy. That bizarre field with the hundreds of wartime ammunition bunkers dotting the field like anthills that farmers now used to store grain and equipment.

Somewhere he now believes that May Day took his victims.






CHAPTER SEVENTY-SIX


Jules fades in and out of consciousness.

In: She’s in the trunk of a vehicle. Her head is pounding, hair wet with blood.

Out.

In: She hears the sound of tires humming on the road.

Out.

In: She tries to stay conscious, focused. She’s struck by a memory from when he took her before. The sound of the road changing from asphalt to rocks, a dirt road.

Out.

In: Still in the dark, still curled in the small space. Stay awake. Stay awake. She feels for her handbag where she keeps her gun. But it’s not in the trunk.

Out.

In: She jolts awake when the car juts to a stop. Fear seizes every part of her.

She curses herself. She should’ve fought back at the bar. But it all happened so fast: the gun jammed in her side, him walking her outside like they were together, him popping the car’s trunk in the dark lot, then the blow to the head and things going black.

In the haze, she decides she has to harness her fear and fight for her life. She stretches to reach her ankle where she keeps her holstered pepper spray. She manages to release the tiny vial and grips it in her hand, concealing it.

She squeezes her eyes shut when she hears keys jangling on the trunk’s lock. Play dead.

The trunk opens and another memory makes her almost gasp, but she fights it. The sound of the wind howling across the flatlands. But she stays still, pretending to be unconscious.

“Dammit.”

The voice sends another ripple of terror through her. When she spotted him at the pub earlier, he was flipping a coin, the sound of the quarter twirling in the air, hitting the table causing her body to uncontrollably tremor. “Heads or tails.” The same words he’d said to her on May 1st, 1992, when he’d pulled the car over and she’d thought he was going to kill her. She’d been blindfolded, but she never forgot that sinister voice: I said, heads or tails, sweetheart?

When she didn’t reply, he yanked her by the hair, got his mouth close to hers, his breath sickening.

“Heads,” she whimpered.

“You’re one of the Lucky Ones.”

Her Death Day.

But not today.

He smacks her face lightly a few times, trying to wake her. She plays this out in her mind. Keep pretending to be unconscious or come to? If she stays knocked out he’ll try to carry her out of the car. That’s not optimal for an escape. She makes a decision: feign coming to. She cracks open her eyes, groans.

She feels a hand gripping her arm. Smells alcohol emanating from him.

“Let’s go.”

She moans again but manages to climb out of the trunk as he tugs on her arm. Sweat slides down her back.

Goose bumps rise from another memory from that night: the feel of the gun jammed into her back as she’s marched on the soft ground of a field.

She had been blindfolded before but she knows that this is the same place.

The barrel jabbed into her back, they walk past a structure jutting from the ground, like an old bunker that looks like a large igloo covered in dirt and grass. She sees the silhouette of another one up ahead. And another.

“Please,” she says.

“How’d you know it was me?” he asks. “I could tell by the look on your face.”

She doesn’t reply.

“You were a sweet one.” He makes a vile smacking noise with his mouth. “Mmm, mmm, mmm.”

She feels like she’s dissociating, somehow seeing everything from above. Out of her body, she asks the question: “My sister?”

“She was an even sweeter one. She didn’t win the coin toss, though.”

The words make her vomit.

He tells her to keep moving, swallow it down. But she’s bent over, hands on her knees.

“Don’t make me say it again.”

Jules musters every ounce of courage she has. Thinks of Clare, thinks of Lucy, thinks of Carrie, thinks of every lost soul on her office’s crime walls.

She stands, staggers. He grabs for her arm to catch her from falling. That’s when she twists around and sprays the entire contents of the pepper spray into his eyes. The only thing louder than his scream is her cry of rage.

Then she turns.

And she runs.






CHAPTER SEVENTY-SEVEN


Quinn keeps the accelerator to the floor; he’s going over eighty and the car feels unsteady, but he doesn’t let up.

His thoughts are traveling at an even greater speed, the pieces aligning, the pixels coming together, the puzzle pieces interlocking—choose your cliché. Mom uncovered something. Maybe the reports of the May Day Killer victims reminded her of the delivery schedule for the plant; victims killed on the very days deliveries were made to places in those towns. Maybe that led to her thinking back on a girl named Megan Tucker, murdered when they were teenagers … maybe made her look at old stories about Megan … maybe that’s when she saw the photo of Megan wearing earrings that look distinctively like the ones Mom wore. And maybe she left the plant that morning to confront him, or maybe to ask him to explain, and he bludgeoned her with a hammer and framed an easy patsy, her boyfriend Randy Calhoon.

Only one person fits in each of those scenarios: Uncle Pat.

Quinn squeezes the steering wheel so tight his hands are white as he races to Ashwell, Nebraska. To the place Pat took him as a boy, a trip to make him feel more connected to his father, the field with the abandoned World War II ammunition bunkers where his father used to hang out as a kid.

He calls Lucy’s mobile, but there’s no answer. Maybe the battery is dead. He doesn’t have Jack the FBI guy’s number and is going too fast to dig up Carrie’s number, so he’ll have to wait.

As he drives, he starts to question himself—this is crazy. He’s been hunting for a man named John Smith, focused on Megan Tucker’s murder, the connection to his mom’s murder. But now everything is interconnected to the May Day Killer. To one person, his Uncle Pat. It’s been right in front of him.

But how could he have taken Jules tonight? Pat was in the bar with the rest of them. Unless he slipped out. Restrained her somehow in his car, the trunk maybe, then came back inside. He remembers Pat saying he went to the restroom and saw Jules talking to a cop outside, something to throw them off.

How could Quinn be so blind for so long? How could Dad call this man his friend? And the most devastating question: How could Pat kill his own sister, Quinn’s mom?

He tears down the interstate until he careens off the exit onto the rural roads that lead to Ashwell. If it is Pat who has Jules, he doesn’t have much of a head start. Quinn is going to find him, stop him. And make him pay.






CHAPTER SEVENTY-EIGHT


Jules feels the return of a familiar passenger: complete and utter terror. But she’s free, for now. She makes her way through the field in the darkness. She stops, catches her breath behind one of the bunkers. When the moon briefly emerges from the clouds she can see the shadows of what must be hundreds of the tiny mountains across the field.

Her heart free-falls at the sound, an unusual sound she heard once before. Screeching metal. Coming from one of the structures.

She crouches low, prowling through the field toward the noise.

Then she sees a light. Coming from the entryway of one of the bunkers. A giant steel door stained a deep green to blend into the landscape. The creaking noise awakens a memory. She never understood what that sound was when he first took her: the giant door being yanked open.

Her stomach twists at the shadow of the man—him—disappearing inside.

She stalks closer. This is where he took her. Jules has the urge to flee—to get as far away from this place as she can. But then it hits her. If this is where he took her, it’s where he probably took the others. Where he took Clare.

She steels her nerves, tells herself to be brave, but her entire body is trembling. She moves closer.

She suppresses a scream when she sees him again. He’s outside the cavern now, pacing, one hand on his head, the other pressing a mobile phone to his ear. He must’ve come outside because of no reception in the bunker.

She clutches a hand over her mouth as he scans the field. Looking for her.

The man then runs toward the gravel road where he parked the car.

Jules thinks of her sister’s mischievous grin, Clare feeding their dog waffles, saying something hilariously mean. She thinks of Lucy and Carrie together at the event tonight looking so pretty, so healed. She thinks of every girl and woman on her crime walls. And she resolves she won’t let fear seize her, they all deserve more. She dashes into the bunker.






CHAPTER SEVENTY-NINE


Quinn tears down the rural road. He’s not certain this is the way—he hasn’t been there since he was a kid, but that day was etched into his mind. A kind of memorial to his father. It meant a lot to him. How can the man who gave him that—Uncle Pat—be the same man, no, the monster, who did these things to Jules and so many women?

He sees a sign that reads, SIOUX ORDNANCE DEPOT and knows he’s in the right place. He turns onto the gravel road and kills his headlights.

He parks and quietly gets out of the car. The field has hundreds of bunkers. If Pat has taken Jules here, how will he know which one?

In the field, he examines the structures in the weak moonlight. Each igloo has concrete walls at the opening, numbers, like makeshift addresses so the military could track what was stored inside each bunker. This bunker is E-101.

Then it hits him like a punch in the gut. Mom’s Red Flag file, her note: “D-302.”

Quinn knows where they are.






CHAPTER EIGHTY


Jules steps softly inside the concrete dome. The bunker entry’s lit by two exposed light bulbs hanging from wires. The rattle of a generator echoes in the passage. Down the hall, she comes to an open space. It smells musty, the floor strewn with debris from another era. Rusted cans, a coil of barbed wire, trash.

“Hello,” she calls out, her voice shaking. “Hello!” she tries louder. She’s feeling pins and needles. He could be back at any time.

She sees a door to another room. An old storeroom maybe. She tries the handle, but it’s locked. Next to the door is a table with a pack of cigarettes and a Zippo lighter on it.

There’s a slot cut into the door. Like how they feed prisoners in movies, sliding trays through the opening, but this one is at eye level.

For watching. A wave of disgust travels through her.

“Hello!” she calls out.

She opens the hinged cover like a mailbox and she nearly screams when she sees the two wide eyes looking into hers.

It’s then she feels the press of a heavy tube against the back of her head. The muzzle of a gun.

“You’re a feisty one,” the voice says. There’s heavy thud on the back of Jules’s head, blackening her vision momentarily, the pain immense.

From the ground, she watches half-conscious as he rams a key into the door’s lock. The key is attached to a retractable metal cord clipped to his belt. The door to the prison cell opens, and he grabs Jules’s arm, drags her in.

She hears a whimper from someone inside.

In her fog, she sees a mattress on the ground. A figure on it folding into a protective ball. The light powered by the generator flickering.

She smells something, and panic envelopes her as she watches him grip a gasoline can and douse the area.

“Sorry, gals. It’s been real,” he says, as he heads to the door.

Jules marshals every bit of strength she has and lunges at him, reaching only his waist. He backhands her as she clings to him, and Jules falls to the ground. She curls up in a ball, prays he doesn’t realize she’s snatched away the retractable key chain.

She hears crying now; the other prisoner is a woman or young girl. He leaves the room, slams the door.

He’s going to set this concrete dome on fire. Kill them and destroy all the evidence.

Through gulped breaths, the girl says, “He grabbed me after my shift at the mall today … he started to … I want my mom…” She’s hyperventilating.

He must have abducted another May 1st victim, but locked her up here so he could attend the ceremony for Quinn. Then he saw that Jules knew it was him, so he had to take her.

Jules says, “I’m going to get you out of here. You’re going to be okay.”

The girl makes a sickening sound of more gasps for air, more sobs.

It’s then Jules hears voices outside the door.






CHAPTER EIGHTY-ONE


“Pat,” Quinn says, his voice shaded with disbelief, with desperation.

His uncle is holding a gas can inside the dome of bunker D-302. Quinn thinks he hears crying from behind a door in the back. His heart is thumping so hard he swears it’s audible outside his chest.

“What have you done?” he asks his uncle.

“Just couldn’t leave well enough alone,” Pat says. He’s holding a handgun now, pointed at Quinn.

Fear blankets Quinn but he forces calm. “So you’re going to kill me?”

Pat bunches his lips. “It doesn’t have to be this way.”

“Mom found out. How could you do that to her?”

“You don’t know all the facts.”

“I know you took Jules. I know you took the others.”

Pat exhales, not moving the gun. “You can turn around, Q, just go on with your life. No one will be the wiser.”

“You’re fucking delusional. You’re sick.”

“It is a sickness, you’re right about that. The same one your dad had.”

“Don’t you say his—”

“Oh, if I’m goin’ down, the world’s gonna find out your dad wasn’t the Mr. Perfect he pretended to be.”

Quinn steps forward, rage overtaking him.

“Ah, ah, ah,” Pat says, waggling the gun.

“He would never—”

“We did the first one together. Sweet Megan Tucker. Mmm, mmm, mmm.” He licks his lips and Quinn feels like throwing up.

“Liar. Pathetic fucking liar.”

“Whatever you say, kid. But your dad owned this bunker, your grandfather bought it for storage when the military closed this place. They find out about me, they find out about your dad. Is that how you want everyone to remember Saint Rick Riley?”

Quinn’s blood is running hot, fear and anger squeezing his insides like a fist.

“Your dad, he tried to kill the monster inside of him. When you were born, he made a vow to stop. He killed our partner, John Smith, to keep him quiet. He let me go because of your mom.” He licks his lips.

Quinn won’t take more of this blasphemy.

“I guess your mom figured it out, recognized the earrings your dad gave her.” Pat gives an ominous grin. “If it makes you feel better, your dad never touched the girls—he just liked to watch.”

Quinn charges him, slams Pat against the steel door; the gun discharges.

They’re a tangle of limbs on the dirt floor of the bunker now. Quinn has a nanosecond of a memory, the fight for his life in the abandoned building in Somalia. He punches Pat hard in the face, goes for the gun, gripping Pat’s wrist, pulling it backward, trying to pop the ligaments. Pat screams, releases the gun.

But he hammers his head at Quinn, then bites down on Quinn’s arm like a hydraulic clamp. The pain is shocking, and now Pat’s scrabbling for the gun. Quinn moves for it, but it’s too late. Pat aims the barrel at Quinn. Pat’s unsteady but gets to his feet.

It’s over.

But then Pat is making a sickening sound, clasping his neck with a hand, still clutching the gun in his other hand. There’s a cord around his neck, and behind Pat, Jules is hauling on it like a garrote with both hands.

A figure appears behind Jules, a young woman, who joins in, helping Jules pull on the cord.

Jules continues to strangle Pat with the cord. It’s the second time in his life Quinn has been saved from sure death. But this time he won’t let his savior perish.

Pat fires the gun behind him, trying to hit Jules, but the cord is cutting into his neck, the aim awkward, and the bullets hit concrete, ricocheting.

The cord breaks and Jules and the young woman fall backward. Quinn charges Pat, who has lost his footing, ramming him hard, hauling him backward down the tunnel, and pushing him in a heap into the open cell.

Quinn slams the door shut. Jules brings the key, attached to the retractable cord she used to attack Pat, and with trembling hands locks the door.

The two of them stand there in a trance for a moment as Pat screams disgusting things from the cell. The other girl hovers nearby.

Pat yells that he’s ruined them. That the world will know that Quinn’s dad was a monster. That the world will know what whores they are.

Jules has her arm around the woman who is trembling but has a brave resolve etched on her face. Jules then walks to the door, opens the lid to the slot, as Pat continues to rant.

“Where’s my sister?”

“Same place you’re gonna be when I get out of here, you whore.”

Jules is unnaturally calm. She seems to notice something near the spot where Quinn and Pat had struggled. She walks over, ignoring Pat, who continues a grotesque tirade, describing what he did to Clare. Jules picks something up from the ground.

Quinn immediately understands what it is. Pat’s lucky coin.

Jules walks back to the slot in the door. Pat is still shouting vulgarities but he stops at Jules’s words.

“Heads or tails?” she asks.

“Fuck you. You worthless cunt, you’re nothing, you don’t have the—”

Jules flips the coin in the air, lets it hit the table. “Let’s say you chose heads,” she says, staring at Pat’s bloodshot eyes through the slot.

“I should’ve finished the job with you.”

Jules ignores him, makes a show of picking up the coin.

“Tails,” she says. Her eyes then go back to the table. To the cigarettes and lighter. She picks up the lighter.

Quinn doesn’t register what’s going on at first.

Jules looks at the other woman, who nods. She glances at Quinn, who understands and also nods.

Jules looks at Pat through the slot in the door. “I guess you’re not one of the Lucky Ones.” She then lights the Zippo and jams it through the hole. A bright burst of flame fills the room, igniting the gasoline Pat poured all over the cell.

The three of them then stagger out of the bunker, the only sound sirens in the distance and the wail of Pat’s screams.







YEAR NINE
May 1, 2000








CHAPTER EIGHTY-TWO


It’s been a year, and Quinn has managed by, well, running. He started by copying Hemingway. Running with the bulls in Pamplona, then drinking himself into a stupor in the Latin Quarter of Paris, then heading to Milan, where Hemingway had spent time in a hospital after a war injury and fallen in love with his nurse.

Traveling in the footsteps of the Lost Generation, he felt inspired to try writing stories again himself, but the words never came.

When the romanticism wore off, Quinn heeded the words from a novel he’d read by a contemporary writer, Lee Child: “They had changed him from a spectator into an enemy … They had pushed open the forbidden door, not knowing what would come bursting back out at them.”

That’s when he headed to Brussels.

There he found the man he was looking for. He followed him for two days, using the skills he’d learned surveilling cheating spouses and insurance fraudsters at Midwest Investigators. Every night the man would troll the red light district in the Rue d’Aerschot and make lewd gestures at the prostitutes working the storefront windows.

But it was only on the night Quinn followed him to the Kingdom of Love Club on Rue du Cirque that he gained some degree of closure. At three-thirty in the morning, the man emerged looking not drunk, but angry.

Quinn didn’t approach him at first. No, he waited and watched as the man hid in the shadows outside the gentleman’s club, like he too was stalking someone.

Thirty minutes later, one of the dancers came outside. A large man, a bouncer, walked her to her car, headed inside once she was locked in. She didn’t see the cherry of a cigarette in the shadows. The dancer started the car.

The man hiding in the shadows ran to the vehicle and stood in front of it defiantly. The woman opened the window, yelled something at him.

Before she could honk the horn for help, Quinn appeared in the headlights. It took the man a long beat, but recognition spread over his features.

Quinn hit him in the face. Over and over and over, even as the dancer’s car tore around them.

He leaned over the man, stopping the beating only when he heard movement outside the club. A small group watching. When they saw who Quinn was trouncing, they seemed to nod with approval and disappeared inside.

Quinn got close to Sven’s face. The man was breathing shallowly but still alive. “That’s for Giuseppe,” he said.

Getting his revenge didn’t leave Quinn feeling any better. He was reminded of Lucy—and also Jules, who’d confided that she’d taken part in one of Lucy’s sprees of vengeance. How they too found any reprieve from their pain fleeting and hollow.

The knock on his door jerks him out of the memories. Now, he sits in a small room he rents above a bar in Recanati, Italy. He’s been there for two months. Alessia’s cousin gave him a job tending bar, rented him the room. She’s in Rome, in a relationship, but she didn’t hesitate to help Quinn when her parents called and said he’d appeared on their doorstep again.

He opens the door and finds Lucia, the waitress from the bar. Quinn has been something of a curiosity to the staff and locals. His Italian still isn’t good, but he’s heard them refer to him as l’uomo tranquillo, the quiet man, or l’uomo triste, the sad man.

She hands him a small package, says someone left it for him. She peeks over his shoulder, like she wants to see inside his room. He says grazie and shuts the door.

Inside the unmarked envelope is a VHS tape. That’s weird. He walks over to the beat-up VHS machine that sits under the TV he’s never turned on. He realizes the TV and video machine are unplugged. He finds the cords and jams them into the outlet. He then slides the cassette out of its sleeve and shoves it into the slot.

The footage is blurry, like someone has recorded over the same tape several times. It starts with a beer commercial, a group of men bellowing Wazzup? to each other. It’s stupid but also kind of funny. But his chest flutters when he sees the opening for a news segment about the May Day Killer, something he’s made an effort to avoid for the past year.

On the screen, an ABC News logo appears on a scene showing a giant outdoor monitor that looms over a bustling New York street.

The narrator says, “From Times Square in New York, Barbara Walters.”

Wearing a white suit and gold earrings, Walters appears on the screen at an anchor’s desk. “Good evening and welcome to 20/20, Friday. Tonight, a special hour. The mystery, the tragedy, the case of Patrick Eli Knox. The serial killer known as the May Day Killer, who terrorized the Midwest, abducting and killing young women, many who have never been found. As you know, nearly a year ago, Patrick Knox was finally identified as the May Day Killer and died in a blazing fire at the secluded location where for years he killed and abused the young women he had taken.” Music fades in.

“Tonight, for the first time, Jules Delaney, who was instrumental in ending Knox’s reign of terror, will tell us the story of her nightmare and the nightmare of so many, hoping, she says, to raise awareness of the other women who disappear every year in this country, who are never found, their perpetrators left free to commit more atrocities.”

Quinn feels his heart rate increase. He doesn’t want to watch this. But his eyes stay on the screen as the camera moves to a shot of Jules sitting on a leather chair in front of a bookcase, Walters sitting opposite.

“Ms. Delaney, this is your first interview about the Patrick Knox case—why are you speaking out now?”

Jules wears light makeup, looks poised, beautiful. “I spoke with my parents, with other survivors, and I decided that silence isn’t the answer anymore. If there are other girls he took who didn’t report it, we want to show them it’s okay to come forward. We want them to understand there is light at the end. We want to find out if other missing women were his victims. And we want to bring attention to the many women and girls from marginalized communities who are taken but do not get the attention or resources we received.”

“This has been a very personal journey for you,” Walters prompts.

“Yes. Patrick Knox abducted me, raped me. And we believe he did the same thing to my sister, who is still missing. And so many others. I won’t call us ‘victims’—he doesn’t deserve to make us that.”

A tear rolls down Quinn’s cheek. He listens through the first half of the segment as Jules tells what happened to her. Marvels at her bravery. The only time Jules loses her composure is when she speaks about Clare.

Walters explains, “The killings began when Patrick Knox was a teenager in 1972 in a small town in Nebraska, but then he appeared to have stopped, until starting again in the late nineteen-eighties in Nebraska. Why the break in the crimes?”

“We don’t know that he stopped. There are women who disappeared in other states, like Illinois—where he worked at the time. He transferred to his company’s Nebraska facility just before the May Day killings and the abductions began in Nebraska.”

Pat moved to Monarch after Quinn’s father died to help Quinn’s mom with Quinn and George. Or maybe it was time for new hunting grounds.

“The other odd thing about Knox is that he let some of the women go,” Walters continues, “but later came back and took them again, as he did with you. Why?”

“The FBI profilers described it to me like a cat playing with a mouse before killing it. But he was a depraved man, so I honestly don’t know. What the FBI did note, though, is that all of us who were released share similar features.”

“You look alike.”

Jules nods.

“You mention the FBI. There has been some criticism of the Bureau. That they got some things wrong in their profiles. That they should’ve been onto Knox sooner.”

“Hindsight is twenty-twenty,” Jules says. “The FBI has been nothing but supportive of me, they provided protection for me when they thought I might be in danger.”

“But the truth remains that they did get key facts incorrect. Like that they believed the perpetrator had a law-enforcement background.”

“I don’t blame them for that. There were so many women, yet so few clues. No DNA, no forensic evidence, so it made sense to think that the perpetrator had law enforcement training and would know how to cover his tracks.”

“The profile also predicted the perpetrator had a high IQ, would be someone of standing in the community hiding in plain sight, which is surprising since Knox was a poor student and, by most accounts, not a person anyone thought particularly intelligent. Not someone who could evade capture so easily.”

“He had a lot of practice,” Jules replies, and it’s chilling.

“Police now believe he murdered his own sister, Nadine Riley.” A photo of Quinn’s mom appears on the screen and Quinn feels a crushing sadness.

“Yes. Nadine Riley uncovered evidence linking him to some of the crimes. His trucking routes and timing matched where some of the missing women lived. She found something connecting him to Megan Tucker, the first victim in their hometown when they were teenagers. We think she may have discovered where he took his victims.”

“The peculiar field of military bunkers in a Nebraska farming community?”

Jules nods.

“And he framed Nadine Riley’s boyfriend for her murder,” Walters continues.

“Yes. Another tragedy. An innocent man has spent five years in prison for a crime he didn’t commit. And he would have spent the rest of his life there if the FBI hadn’t uncovered evidence in Patrick Knox’s things linking Knox to the murder of Ms. Riley. Thankfully the new county prosecutor did the right thing and joined the petition for Randy Calhoon’s release.”

The screen moves to footage of victims’ jewelry hidden in Pat’s truck. Quinn’s eyes fix on the pearl earrings. The ones Pat took from Megan and then Quinn’s mom after he killed them. Pat had said that Quinn’s father gave Mom the earrings, but it could just as easily have been Pat who gave her the gift.

A voiceover mentions undergarments taken, notes that drivers’ licenses taken from victims were never found.

Walters goes on: “The profilers also thought the date May first meant something to him. He always acted on that date.”

“Yes. It was the day he came for me.”

“And the day he took your sister.”

“Yes. We still don’t know why.”

“One of the heroes in all of this is Patrick Knox’s nephew, Quinn Riley. He was the first to put the pieces together.”

For the first time Jules looks directly into the camera, as if she’s looking right at Quinn.

“Do you keep in touch with Mr. Riley? How is he doing? This must’ve been devastating—Patrick Knox was something of a father figure to him.”

“He sends me letters from his travels. I think he just needs some time, like we all do, to figure things out.”

Quinn had started writing letters again, just as that counselor from juvenile detention told him to do a lifetime ago. He wasn’t sure Jules had received them. In the days after Pat and the bunker and the realization that Quinn’s uncle was the man who’d taken so much from Jules, she’d pulled away from Quinn. He’ll never forget that last day together, Jules recoiling when he reached for her hand, as if whatever was inside Pat also ran through Quinn’s veins. In his letters, he told Jules he was sorry for the pain his family inflicted. And he told her about his own pain. About how running, hiding, fighting haven’t worked. He asked her what will work.

As if answering his question, Jules’ lovely eyes peer back into the camera again: “If you ever see this Quinn Riley, please, come home.”



At the end of his shift later that night, Quinn sits on the stool behind the bar, reading not a novel but a collection of the Leopardi poems his old friend loved so much. He feels someone approaching the bar, and he’s about to ask their order when he hears the singsong voice.

“Whatcha reading?”

He knows that voice. His eyes move to hers.

“Jules, what are you—?”

“Wait,” she says, holding up a hand. “I’ve practiced this.” Then, in a dreadful attempt at speaking Italian, Jules Delaney says, “That night. I wanted to tell you how much you meant to me. That I want us to be together. I’m sorry after what happened, I pushed you away.”

She stares at him for a long moment.

In response, Quinn recites a line from the Leopardi poem, using his own broken Italian: “I marveled at her, she who was first to open, all innocent, the passage to my heart.”

“I don’t understand,” Jules says.

Quinn moves from behind the bar. And they kiss.

The small crowd in the bar, apparently watching it all unfold, cheers.







YEAR TEN
May 1, 2001








CHAPTER EIGHTY-THREE


They sit on the blanket in the tall grass on the hill. Jules has her hair in a ponytail, her smooth skin glowing in the golden sunlight. The grass moves with the breeze on the rare humidity-free day in Nebraska. Quinn watches as she carefully removes sandwiches from the basket, bottles of the Italian water she loves.

She wears a Linkin Park concert T-shirt from Quinn’s dresser, which makes him smile because she has no clue about that band or any other.

It’s May 1st, 2001, his twenty-seventh birthday, but he feels so much older. They both do.

It’s a Tuesday, but she awoke with a plan that they play hooky. Much easier for him, since he’s a college student now. While most twenty-seven-year-olds who attended university have long since graduated, Quinn’s finishing his freshman year, majoring in creative writing. He can imagine Pat scoffing at the idea of majoring in stories. It’s puzzling to him that he still thinks of his uncle, forgets for a second that he was a monster that Quinn never really knew.

He unwraps the cellophane and takes a bite of the turkey sandwich. “This is good,” he tells her.

Jules smiles, pleased. For all her talents, she’s not much of a chef and even sandwiches can be an eat-at-your-own-risk endeavor.

“You sure it’s okay that you’re not going into the office today?” he asks.

“Lucy and Carrie have it covered.” Jules lies back on the blanket putting her hands behind her head. “They’re actually meeting Jack for dinner tonight.”

The vestiges of May 1st remain.

“You’re not going?” Quinn asks. “You don’t have to skip it for me, I don’t care about my birthday, you should—”

“You’re not getting rid of me that easily, Quinn Riley,” she says. “I want to spend today with you and you only.”

She sits up, retrieves something from the basket. A small box, gift wrapped in silver paper with a delicate string tied into a bow.

“You didn’t need to—”

“Open it.” She beams.

Quinn carefully unties the bow, tucks a finger under the Scotch tape, pulls softly to avoid tearing the paper, unfolds the end.

This apparently isn’t fast enough for Jules who scooches next to him and starts tearing at the paper.

Quinn lifts the rectangular lid of the box and inside finds a watch. His father’s old Timex. Its cracked face repaired.

“I hope you don’t mind. I found it in your drawer.”

Quinn doesn’t remove the watch from the box.

“I’d stopped wearing it.” After what Pat had said about his father, he didn’t want the daily reminder of Dad. The unanswered questions.

“I know. But you should. Wear it, I mean.”

“But what if he…”

“Everything you know about your father says that isn’t true. Your uncle was lying to try to save himself. The FBI found no evidence that … it’s a sick man’s red herring.” She holds his gaze. “I don’t want him taking anything else from us, much less the memory of your dad.”

Quinn removes the watch from the box. He isn’t sure he wants to wear it, but she’s gone to a lot of trouble. He puts it on.

She cups his face in her hands and kisses him.

“I want this day to be ours again,” she says. Grinning now, she says, “I have one more surprise.” Jules pulls a small cassette player from the basket, presses play. “The mixtape you gave me.” She’d kept it all these years. “Admit it, you made it for me.”

Quinn frowns playfully. “I’ll admit to nothing of the sort. And you still don’t know even one song, do you?” Eddie Vedder’s soulful voice floats in the air, singing about someday having a beautiful life.

Jules smiles again. “Well, I guess I should take off this concert T-shirt since I’m such a poser.”

She pulls the shirt over her head, removes her bra, then tugs him down into the tall grass.

“Alright, I confess,” he whispers, “I made it as a love letter…”



That afternoon, after the long drive, they walk the graveyard, Jules carrying a bundle of wildflowers. Jules reaches for his hand. Quinn’s hand in hers feels like home, to get corny about it.

“You’re really going all in on reclaiming the day,” he notes.

“You haven’t visited their graves since we got back from Italy.”

Jules isn’t sure that her plan for today is a good one. But she’s felt Quinn slipping lately, retreating into his head, and she’s learned that sometimes you just have to face the shit. Exposure therapy.

They find the plot. Quinn’s parents and his little brother. He lays the flowers at the base of Mom’s stone.

“Aren’t you going to say something? A tribute or a—”

“Jules, for goodness’ sakes.”

“Sorry.”

He stares at her with those intense eyes but she notices the slight curve of his lips upward. He doesn’t give a tribute or say anything, but he does take her hand again, swinging their arms as they leave.

“Gross,” Jules says with disgust, staring at a group of people who are posing for pictures in front of a headstone near the exit.

Megan Tucker’s grave.

“Serial-killer groupies,” she says. “I should go over there and remind them this isn’t an amusement park—”

“Hey,” Quinn says, squeezing her hand. “You said we need to reclaim the day.”

True. She decides to let it go.

At the rusted iron gate that leads out of the cemetery, a groundsman in dirty coveralls is smoking a cigarette. He has a portable trash can and one of those sticks you use to stab trash.

He’s shaking his head at the group surrounding Megan Tucker’s grave.

“Ridiculous, isn’t it?” Jules says, not letting it go.

“Been like this for a year. Ever since they caught that killer.” The groundsman doesn’t seem to recognize Jules or Quinn. It dawns on Jules for the first time that they should get out of there before one of the groupies sees them.

The caretaker throws the cigarette on the sidewalk, stomps it out, then stabs it with his trash stick. “Used to be just one fella who’d plant himself at that grave every year … now we got a bunch of kids, every day.”

Jules’s heart trips. “Pardon? What did you say?”

“Used to be a fella who’d spend nearly a full day there. Thought it was her dad or something.” Then the caretaker says something odd. “Yep. He’d go to that stone and the one over there by the fence.”

Quinn asks, “Which one by the fence?” Quinn has turned serious suddenly. “Can you show us?”

The caretaker guides them up the hill past old stones, some turned over, others painted with graffiti. Like this was the potter’s field of the cemetery—the place where the destitute were dumped in cheap coffins provided by the county. Not that the other parts are particularly extravagant.

“The one near the fence,” the groundsman points up the slope.

Quinn looks up and there’s only one headstone close to a rotting wooden fence.

“Guy was actually here this morning.”

Jules and Quinn look at one another but say nothing. Megan’s father, a notorious local drug dealer, died years ago. They thank the caretaker and quickly make their way up the hill.

Jules rushes ahead of him, squats to read the headstone.

“What? What’s it say?”

She wipes the stone with her hand, clearing a layer of filth.

“It says, ‘Tanya Smith, daughter of Wilma, sister of Beth, mother of John.’” Jules’s heart is beating faster. She looks at Quinn. Neither say it aloud.

Mother of John.

John Smith’s mother’s grave.

And the date of her death: May 1, 1967.

May 1st.






CHAPTER EIGHTY-FOUR


Quinn watches as Jules navigates the microfiche machine at the Ashwell library like a master pianist at the keys.

He starts to speak but she shushes him. She’s spent the past several years at Find Them tracking missing-person cases across the country. She knows how to research. And she scrolls with intensity, so he lets her do her thing.

He’s amped up on adrenaline at the thought of finally identifying John Smith. The man the old sheriff had a gut feeling was involved with Megan Tucker’s murder. The loose end that had consumed Quinn’s thoughts for so long. Quinn spent a long time searching for Smith himself. But it was on-and-off work. He’d once checked if there was a John Smith buried at the cemetery, but there wasn’t. All his leads had been dead ends.

Pat made the stunning claim that Quinn’s father killed Smith to cover up what they’d all done to Megan and maybe other girls. But maybe Jules is right. Pat was lying. Trying to save himself, to convince Quinn to bury what he knew. Maybe it wasn’t Pat and Dad and John, but only Pat and John Smith. Or maybe Smith had nothing to do with any of it.

“Found her,” Jules says. It was shocking how fast she found Smith’s mother in public records.

“An obituary?”

“No. A newspaper story about a prostitute murdered at a motel in 1967.”

Quinn reads over her shoulder. “The story quotes her sister, Beth Buckley,” he says.

“Already on it,” Jules says, handing him a scrap of paper with an address written on it.



Thirty minutes later, Jules and Quinn park in front of the tidy, if modest, home in Ashwell. They open the front gate and stride past garden gnomes lining the walkway.

Jules takes a deep breath at the front door. She doesn’t say so, but Quinn knows what she’s thinking: She planned this day to help Quinn move forward but now it has them getting dragged into the past.

A friendly-looking woman, everybody’s grandma, answers the door. She wears an apron and the house actually smells of cookies.

“Can I help you?”

Jules takes the lead. One benefit of having Jules anywhere is that people are always swayed by the beautiful. It’s not just Quinn’s imagination; it’s been proven by science. Even babies respond better to a pretty face.

“Mrs. Buckley, my name is Jules Delaney. This is my boyfriend, Quinn. This may sound odd but are you Tanya’s sister?”

The woman offers a sad look. “Is this about Johnny?”

Quinn feels an electric charge race across his skin.

“I thought someone would come knock on my door about Johnny someday.” She gestures for them to come inside.

Mrs. Buckley offers them coffee, a chocolate chip cookie. It takes everything Quinn has not to rush the woman to tell them what she knows, inform her they don’t want a damn cookie.

Before Quinn presses forward, Mrs. Buckley says, “My sister, she was a sweet soul. But the drugs got a grip on her.” She stops, sighs. “She was pregnant with John at sixteen when our mother passed away and we were on our own. Tanya survived the only way she could. Started with dancing but soon…”

She doesn’t need to say the rest. It’s a common tragic tale.

“She abused Johnny, emotionally. I think physically too.” She lets out a breath. “Then, one of the men…” Mrs. Buckley pauses. “He didn’t have the money to pay her, and when Tanya confronted him, he beat her to death.”

“Did they catch him?” Jules asks.

“Oh yeah, he’s still in prison.” Mrs. Buckley shakes her head. “It was Johnny who identified him. He was only twelve. They lived in a motel, and it didn’t have a lot of space, so he would go in the closet when his mother had, um, guests.”

Quinn’s mind jumps to the retired sheriff he’d visited at the nursing home all those years ago. His discovery of a chair in the closet of the abandoned house where Megan Tucker had been brutally murdered. Pat’s sickening words to Quinn about his father: If it makes you feel better, he never touched the girls—he just liked to watch.

Mrs. Buckley says, “Johnny saw the man brutally beat his mother to death. The man who killed her was disturbed. Johnny told the police that the man flipped a coin, asked his mom to call heads or tails before he strangled her.”

Quinn’s feeling disoriented, unable to speak at the revelation. Thankfully Jules is undeterred.

“What happened to John after?” Jules asks.

“We took him in.” She offers another sad expression. “But it didn’t work out.”

“What happened?”

“I’m not proud of it, but we had to send him to foster care.”

“Why? If you don’t mind me asking,” Jules says.

Mrs. Buckley sips her coffee, has a contemplative look. “He was very bright, Johnny. The school said he tested off the charts. And he seemed to recover from what happened to his mom.”

Quinn is waiting for the but.

“But we caught Johnny spying on my daughter while she bathed. He would ball himself up in the linen closet and … Well, and then there was an incident at school with the girls’ locker room. We didn’t think it was safe to have him in our home with our daughter.”

“What happened after he went into the system?” Jules seems unfazed, or she’s faking it well.

Mrs. Buckley shakes her head. “I never heard from him, for years. Then, when he would’ve been about seventeen, I thought I saw him at the co-op, our grocery store.”

Quinn recalls from his own research that John Smith started at Ashwell High his senior year, having transferred from a school in a neighboring county. A new foster family, maybe. Or maybe he was on his own by then.

“Did you talk to him?”

“I tried to. I went up to him—he was with friends and I pulled him aside. He said, and excuse my language, but he said, ‘You ever talk to me again, I’ll come to your house and kill you all.’”

Quinn is feeling slightly disoriented. Jules beats him to the most important question: “Do you have a photo of Johnny—and Tanya?”

Mrs. Buckley thinks about this. “I certainly have pictures of my sister, might have one of Johnny, though he’d be much younger in it, from back when he stayed with us.” She stands and heads to a chest at the far end of the living room, excavates some photo albums.

“Ah, this is from 1970.” She opens it. Quinn and Jules are already by her side as she flips the pages.

Quinn knows they’ve found it when he hears Jules’s gasp at the sight of the photo of Johnny.

But the real shock comes from the photo of John’s mother, Tanya. Her hair has dark roots, her skin is blemished, her clothes tattered. But there’s no escaping the resemblance. She has the same bone structure, the same high cheekbones, the same big eyes—she looks like Jules.






CHAPTER EIGHTY-FIVE


In the car, it’s Jules who seems disoriented, knocked on her heels. “We need to call the police,” she says, breathless. “We need to call Jack. We need to take care of him. We need to—”

“Deep breaths,” Quinn says. “We need to be smart, game this out. I’m going to call the guys at Midwest Investigators.” His old investigation firm is filled with former cops and federal law enforcement agents. They’ll know how best to proceed.

Jules is still breathing heavily. A moment later she says, “It’s time to end this, once and for all.”



By seven that night, Jules, Lucy, and Carrie are at the diner, the place they have met Jack every year to help the FBI find May Day.

Lucy and Carrie are quiet. She reaches for their hands.

“He’s here,” Jules says, seeing Jack at the door.

Jack comes over to the booth. Jules gets out and lets him slip into the booth next to Carrie, across from Lucy. “Hey,” he says cheerfully, “so great to see you all.”

He stops, studies them. “Is everything okay?”

Jules says, “We made a major break in the case.”

“What case?”

Jules gives him a look.

“Your cases are closed. We—”

Jules places the photo on the table.

Jack examines it. “I don’t understand.”

“What don’t you understand, John?” says Lucy. “That is your name, isn’t it, the long form of Jack.”

“I don’t know what you’re— I’m leaving.” He stands.

The hammer of a gun cocks loudly. “Sit down or I’ll blow your cock through your asshole,” Lucy tells him.

Jack stares at her a minute, notices her hand under the table, resumes his seat.

“Place your hands flat on the table or I swear, I’ll do it,” Lucy says.

“Lucy,” Jules says. “We agreed you wouldn’t—”

“He deserves to die, right here.”

“I don’t know what’s going on, what you’re talking about,” Jack says. “Why are you—?”

“Why?” Jules says, her voice laced with disgust. “We know. We know everything. About your mother, who died on May first, 1967. About Megan Tucker. About you and Patrick Knox—”

“You don’t know a damned thing.”

Jules scoffs. Slides the photograph of twelve-year-old Jack closer to him. “You fit the FBI’s profile to a tee. It was right in front of everyone. Someone with a law enforcement background. Someone with stature in the community, hiding in plain sight. And a man in a suit was seen talking to Quinn’s mother before she was murdered. You and Pat became friends when you moved to Ashwell your senior year. I don’t know how we didn’t see it. You knew I wrote the anonymous letter because you and Patrick took me. Your name is Jack Smith. We were fucking blind.”

Jack stays quiet like he’s contemplating. Then a dark shadow spreads over his features. “You think anyone’s going to believe you three? A convicted vigilante. A washed-up model. A half-wit religious nut. You think they’re going to believe you over a decorated FBI agent?”

“They searched your apartment in D.C.,” Carrie says. “They found the driver’s licenses.”

This seems to rattle him.

“Why?” Jules shouts, slapping the table with her open hand, causing other diners to go quiet.

He lowers his voice, a resignation in his tone. “You know, I wanted to understand why myself. That’s why I joined the FBI, scrapped my way from the Chicago field office to the Behavioral Analysis Unit. I’ve studied them all—Jack the Ripper, Bundy, Dahmer, Gacy. But it was Ed Kemper, “the Co-Ed Killer,” that I related to most. His mother was a monster, so much so that after killing six college students, he came home and cut out her vocal cords and threw them down the garbage disposal so he would never have to listen to her again, then used her decapitated head as a dartboard. But my mother was worse, she didn’t just abuse me herself, she let her clients…” He looks down, unable to finish.

“So we’re supposed to feel sorry for you?” Lucy says.

Jack shrugs. “I tried to stop. I did stop. But after studying so many people like me, you know what conclusion I reached?”

They all watch and wait. Jules fears he’ll lunge for them, attack. But this man has always been passive, a watcher.

“I realized we’re all the same in one way: There’s no fixing whatever is broken in our brains. Another one of us monsters, H. H. Holmes, said it best: ‘I couldn’t help that I was a murderer any more than a poet could help the inspiration to sing.’”

Carrie joins in now, no longer the quiet, mousy girl she once was: “Why’d you let us go, why’d you stay in our lives? Because we looked like your mom?”

Jack smiles. “The man who killed her, he did me a favor. And I loved that he gave her a choice. Heads or tails when he flipped that coin. The same chance I gave each of you. Pat loved that part. But the truth is”—he smiles again and his features darken—“I told him to spare you because I liked the way you scream.”

Jules’s blood boils, and she clutches Lucy’s forearm, fearing she might pull the trigger. She looks at her friends. “I think that’s what we need.” She then signals with a hand raised, and the undercover police filling all of the diner’s other tables already have their guns drawn, aimed at Jack.

Jules, Carrie, and Lucy dart out of the booth while Jack is dragged to the floor.

An eternity later, they wait outside the diner in the parking lot, which is now filled with law enforcement vehicles from every conceivable agency. Blue police lights illuminate the lot. Quinn has materialized, his arm tight around Jules; Lucy and Carrie are surrounded by their friends from Find Them.

“What’s taking so long?” Jules asks. They’ve held Jack inside the diner for too long. She’s worried he’s talking his way out of it. But the police caught everything on the wire, so there’s little chance of that.

“They’re waiting for this,” Quinn says, as a news van pulls up. A reporter jumps out, followed by a guy with a heavy camera on his shoulder.

A humiliating perp walk. A reward for the police officers who took Jules and Quinn seriously enough to lay the trap—with assistance from the fellas at Midwest Investigators.

Jack emerges from the diner looking different, not the solid handsome G-man he portrayed. He’s wild-eyed in the harsh light of the news cameras.

As two stolid cops hold his arms and perp-walk him to the car, Jules catches Jack’s gaze.

“You’re right, Jack. It is fun to watch.”
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CHAPTER EIGHTY-SIX


Jules trails after her children in the bookstore, cursing her parents and friends for filling the kids with ice cream and candy before today’s event. Her four- and six-year-olds are on a sugar high with glints in their eyes rivaling the cocaine-fueled intensity Jules saw at the Milan nightclubs of the early 1990s.

She tracks them to the kids’ section of the store, and she has a knot in the pit of her stomach—the feeling every mother knows when they witness their child in peril—as she watches her son standing on a stool trying to reach a book displayed on one of the higher shelves.

“George Giuseppe Riley!” she bellows. “You get down from there!”

George’s little sister Clare, who’s obviously egged him on, comes to his defense. “It’s the book Daddy reads to us.”

Jules lifts George up by the arm, lowers him to the floor. He managed to grab the book—Where the Wild Things Are—and he and his sister are now in a conga line chanting Ooo-ca-chuck-a-waca, Ooo-ca-chuck-a-waca, like the wild things they are.

They stop only when they see their aunties admiring the chaos.

Jules turns to Lucy and Carrie, says, “Did you really need to give them candy and ice cream?”

Carrie holds up her hands, distancing herself. “Don’t blame me. Your parents…”

“Can you blame them?” Lucy says. “They’re so fucking cute.”

“Where are my parents?” Jules asks.

“They went to save us all seats. There’s already a big crowd,” Carrie says, looking over at the packed area in the back of the bookstore where the signing will be held.

Jules scans the room. It is a packed house. On the stage is a large poster of Quinn and the cover of his latest novel, The Hill of Infinity, which was released last week and is already on the Times list.

“I told them, his publicist reserved some chairs up front for us,” Jules says, doing her best to keep a grip on the kids’ hands now.

“Publicist,” Lucy says. “Fancy.”

“I’m going to go wish him luck. Would you mind taking the sugar twins over to my parents and making sure they don’t hurt themselves or others?”

“We’ve got it,” Carrie says.

Lucy and Carrie each hold one of George’s hands as he swings himself in the air. Her daughter Clare—who looks shockingly like her namesake, Jules’s sister—is still doing the Wild Things walk, ice cream smeared on her cheeks. Jules has a momentary sting in her chest at the memory of her sister around the same age with chocolate all over her face, denying she ate Jules’s candy bar.

She finds her way to the small green room. Quinn’s publicist, a woman in her twenties who is surprisingly militant in managing Jules’s husband, opens the door for her. “Tell him five minutes.”

She finds Quinn sitting at a table reading a book like he doesn’t have a care in the world. She studies him a long time. It’s as if he pours every heartache he ever felt, every loss—and every joy—into his work. She’s so proud of him.

“Remember to smile,” she says.

“I will,” he says, exasperated. He stands, faces her.

“And remember it’s called a book talk so you need to talk—no one-word answers to the interviewer’s questions,” she says, straightening his shirt collar.

“Yes,” he deadpans. “Speaking of, when they open it up for audience questions, you’ve told the kids it’s not their time to ask questions?” he asks.

She smiles. “I’ll do my best.”

“I saw your mom and dad. It was nice of them to come,” he says. “You asked them to take the kids tonight so we can celebrate properly?” He cocks a brow.

He still makes her blush. “We’ll see how you do with the book talk…”

The publicist pops her head in. “One minute.” She’s holding one of those new iPad things like a clipboard.

“I’d better take my seat.” Jules kisses him again, then wipes the lipstick mark with her thumb. At the door she turns, says, “Quinn Riley. Your parents would be so proud of you.”

“All that matters is that you are.”

He looks at her in that way he does. And she feels loved and brave and strong.



At the end of the event, Quinn sits facing the bookseller, who asked gushing questions for the last forty minutes. The signing seems to be going well. The crowd even laughed a few times at his responses to some of the questions. It’s a surreal experience having so many people invested in his words. Seeing so many friends in the packed house. Minnie Agbayani is twenty-two years old and graduating from college, and she and her father brought Quinn a bouquet of flowers. Toby now owns fourteen Burger Huts and sits with his beautiful wife, proving he finally did get a girlfriend. The boys from Midwest Investigators. Even Randy Calhoon, a free man now, who probably hasn’t read a book in his life, came.

The bookseller announces it’s time for audience questions.

Two small hands fly into the air from the front row. “Ooo, ooo, I have one, I have one,” Quinn’s son George says.

“Me too!” Clare says in her tiny voice.

Jules is trying to pull down their flailing hands, but Quinn shakes his head.

“If you’ll indulge me,” Quinn says to the audience, “my children have questions.”

The crowd laughs.

“Yes, George.”

George suddenly freezes.

“Stage fright?” Quinn says to his son. “I’ve been there.”

The audience laughs again.

Then his sister jumps in: “He wants to know if the book has dinosaurs in it?”

More laughter fills the store.

“Not this time. But maybe the sequel.”

As Jules is giving the kids a stern lecture, other members of the audience line up at the microphone stationed at the side.

A woman in her twenties holds Quinn’s novel at her chest, leans into the microphone. “Your book, I wept, I still can’t stop thinking about it.” She seems to be holding back tears. Referring to the characters in the novel, she asks, “When Jessica reads the letters he wrote her when he was at war. I have to ask. Is Jessica based on a real person?”

Before Quinn gives the stock answer that the novel is a pure work of fiction, he exchanges a glance with the beautiful woman corralling his children, and for the briefest of moments he’s back at study hall in 1992 when they found each other. And he finally feels full and happy and that he belongs in this world.
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