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Epigraph

The truth does not change according to our ability to stomach it emotionally.
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PROLOGUE

Allison Vickery threw clothes into the open suitcase on her bed: underwear, bras, shirts, jeans. She didn’t give herself time to think about what she was taking. She had to keep moving forward, ignore the voice in her head that said she could wait another minute, another hour, another day. They could buy whatever else they needed on the road. There were hundreds of shady motels between North Falls and Atlanta, but she had to get out of the state. Florida, maybe. Alabama or Mississippi, possibly. Skirt up to Arkansas, Oklahoma, maybe disappear into the vastness of Texas. She would keep under the radar. Pay cash. Use the fake IDs. Make sure she was constantly moving forward, never looking back. Every time they thought they’d caught up with her, she’d be on to the next place, then the next place, and then a month would’ve passed and she’d be home free.

They would be home free.

She checked her watch. No more delays. They had to leave now. She went into her bathroom. Tears filled her eyes. Her mind started to race—not with things she needed to pack, but all that she was leaving behind. Everyone she loved. The friends she could always count on. The neighbors who’d always checked to make sure she was okay. The other moms, the other cops, the countless people she cherished. Allison had given so much of herself to so many, but she’d always gotten more than she deserved in return.

Was she really going to leave them all behind?

She abandoned the bathroom. Walked down the hall to the guest room. Went to the window, looked out into the street that had been her home for so many years. The gorgeous fall flowers in the yards. The neatly trimmed grass. The gentle sway of the trees that had stood through ice storms and flooding and once, a long time ago, a tornado that had levelled several houses and a farm.

Allison looked down at her own yard. Mandy had abandoned her bike on the front lawn. They would get her a new one in another town once they had settled. Once they were safe. That was the only thing that mattered right now. Keeping Mandy safe. Allison had to stop making stupid mistakes. Like leaving the damn trunk open and her other suitcase in the driveway. Anybody passing by would know they were going somewhere. She had to stop letting fear and anxiety overtake rational decisions.

Was it rational? Could she really leave?

She bit her lip hard enough to taste blood. She used the pain to focus her thinking. There was no more time for second-guessing. She let her instinct take over.

Check the perimeter. Secure the area.

She studied the neighboring houses. Johna Patel’s Subaru. Lynne Emory’s Honda. Darla Bell’s Camry. Window shades and curtains all open to the afternoon sun. No strangers lurking on the sidewalks. Nothing looked out of place, but that was hardly a comfort. Everything Allison knew as a cop, every corner she saw around, every move she anticipated, would be mirrored on the other side.

Loud music boomed out of a Hyundai as the young man from two streets over barreled past the house. Ginny Saddler’s grown son was just as reckless as his alcoholic mother. He was going to end up killing somebody one day.

Allison walked down the hallway, grabbed Mandy’s textbooks off her desk. There was no reason her daughter couldn’t study on the road. They would have to leave all their electronics here—phones, laptops, tablets. Mandy would be livid, but she wasn’t unreasonable. She knew that these things could be tracked. She would know that their lives would be in jeopardy if they were found.

Wouldn’t she?

Allison shook her head. No more letting herself get caught up in questions she had already answered. She would deal with Mandy’s anger later. She grabbed a backpack, shoved in the textbooks and headed back into the hallway. Allison bypassed the back stairs that led to the den and took the curved grand staircase so she could make sure the deadbolt on the front door was locked. Her foot was coming off the last tread when she saw the gun.

Her gun.

Glock 19 with a fifteen-round magazine and one in the chamber. Allison had carried the backup weapon since before Mandy was born. She kept it tucked inside a Crown Royal bag in her purse, but the purple velvet bag was on the floor and the gun was aimed at her chest.

There was no time to talk, to plead, to reason, to de-escalate. She saw the tip of the muzzle flash. Heard the crack of the bullet splitting the air. Felt the shock of what was happening. A decade on patrol pulling over speeders with expired license plates. Another decade of clearing warehouses full of drug dealers. Searching stash houses. Raiding shooting galleries. Every single time she’d entered the unknown, she had expected to catch a bullet. But not now. Not in her own home.

Not from someone she loved.




FORTY-SIX MINUTES BEFORE THE SHOOTING




CHAPTER ONE

Emmy Clifton watched in silence as her mother’s casket was lowered into the ground. Her vision turned shaky. There was a sudden tightness in her chest. She couldn’t take a full, deep breath. The electronic motor tick-tick-ticked like the second hand on a stopwatch counting down the passage of time. She struggled against the feeling of wrongness in her body. A current of low-level anxiety. A niggling fear that she had missed something important, said something wrong, done something stupid, and it was too late to fix any of it.

She tried to take another breath, but grief snatched the air from her lungs.

Her mother was finally gone. Myrna Joy Clifton had outlived her husband by exactly six weeks. Theirs had not been a great love story, but they had respected each other, supported each other, brought four children into the world, buried one of them before he reached the age of eighteen, denied the existence of another one for over forty years, and helped raise a beautiful grandson into an impressive young man.

Now their entire lives with all their contradictions and complications had been reduced to two caskets laid side by side in two separate holes carved into the side of a hill.

Gerald’s headstone had only been placed four days ago.

Husband. Father. Friend.

Emmy looked down at the memorial pamphlet that had been passed out at the church. Her hands were so sweaty that the ink had gone fuzzy, which was the type of metaphor her mother would’ve appreciated. Father Nate Trask had known Myrna for over half a century, but he had eulogized her in a way that Myrna herself would’ve called excessive and untruthful. She had not been a warm woman. She had not loved many people. She had been a steady presence. An unbending ally. The calm in a storm. A wife, mother, grandmother, teacher, intractable, irritating, funny, kind, surprisingly tolerant, often sympathetic, and never, ever without an opinion.

What Emmy wouldn’t do now to hear her mother declare that it was silly for hundreds of people to watch a dead body sink into the ground on an unseasonably scorching Saturday afternoon. Myrna had hated idleness almost as much as she’d hated public displays of affection. Even in the last moments of her life, she had been eager to get things over with. The way she’d gasped for breath hadn’t sounded strained so much as exasperated, as if to ask, Why on earth am I still here?

Not that she’d understood where here was. The death of Emmy’s father had been a sharp, sudden cleaving, but the passing of her mother had been one of slow deprivations. For seven excruciating years, Alzheimer’s had stolen the essence of Myrna Clifton like a sadistic thief, first snatching the location of petty trinkets—car keys, reading glasses, half-finished books—then grabbing larger, more precious items such as her sharp wit, her keen observations, her love of literature, her disgust with politics, and her phosphorescent rage over the decline of English grammar.

Emmy heard the sickening thud of the casket reaching its resting place.

Father Nate asked them to bow their heads. Emmy stared out at the tall oaks clustered in the corner of the North Falls Cemetery, which was packed with almost as many Cliftons above ground as below. She was surrounded by cousins, aunts, great aunts, and distant relatives she knew by sight if not by name. Then there were the Coleman cousins from up north with their spoon faces and heavy clothes because the temperature was in the fifties when they’d flown out of Maryland last night and it was brushing up against seventy when they’d walked out of the North Falls Church of the Redeemer just before noon.

Emmy’s son shifted beside her. Cole’s head was down, his jaw clenched. He was twenty-three years old, but he had cried more in the last few weeks than he ever had as a child. She watched Jude lean her shoulder against his, shoring him up. Emmy felt a flash of irritation with a quick chaser of gratitude, which neatly summed up her feelings about her newly returned older sister.

Tommy seemed less conflicted, but it was hard to say with her brother. He was standing on the other side of the grave with the miserable look of a man who was being held at gunpoint. More than any of them, he shared Myrna’s discomfort with open expressions of grief. His wife Celia was by his side, gray roots shining through the part in her hair. She winked when Emmy caught her eye. They both knew that Myrna had never approved of her daughter-in-law, which would’ve been a problem if Celia had actually cared about Myrna’s approval.

“Tommy?” Father Nate gestured for Tommy to speak.

Tommy wasn’t going to speak. He slowly bent down to scoop up a handful of dirt. Instead of dropping it onto the casket, he held his fist to his chest and bowed his head. Emmy couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen her brother without a hat. What was left of his graying hair ringed the bald top of his head like the tonsure on a Franciscan monk. She was shocked to see the crepe of skin sag against the cuff of his button up shirt, the deep wrinkles and discolorations that reminded her of their father’s worn hands. The proof of her brother’s ageing made her heart tremble in her chest.

Jude had been long gone and Tommy was already in his second year of college when Emmy was born—she had been what her family called a surprise baby, as if no one could quite figure out how it had happened. And now, Tommy had retired from teaching a few weeks ago. He still hadn’t figured out what to do with his days. A bike accident had banged up his knee. A wrong move on the pickleball court had resulted in a sprained ankle. He was going to be in a boot for the next two months. Emmy could tell it was wearing on him. Obviously, she had always known her brother was much older, but this was the first time in her life she’d ever thought of him as old.

“All right.” Tommy nodded his head once, then turned, then started limping toward the woods with the dirt still clutched to his chest. Celia didn’t follow. She had spent the entirety of her marriage giving various Cliftons their space.

Father Nate pivoted quickly. “Emmy?”

The request lodged a shard of glass in her throat. Delivering her father’s eulogy had nearly cut Emmy in two. Her mind raced for something to say about her mother—something positive and deep and meaningful—but then Jude stepped forward and let loose.

“‘In all my days are trances, and all my nightly dreams are where thy dark eye glances, and there thy footstep gleams—in what ethereal dances, by what eternal streams.’”

There were murmurs of confusion, but a faint smile played across Cole’s lips. He’d grown up hearing his grandmother quote Edgar Allan Poe. Jude had chosen the perfect lines for Myrna’s send-off. She gave Emmy a bittersweet smile. Emmy struggled to return it.

Irritation. Gratitude.

Father Nate offered a mumbled “amen” as he closed his Bible, and that was the end of it.

The crowd started to mingle, most of them sticking to the shade of a maple tree’s blazing red canopy that would be gone in a few weeks. Emmy saw friends from school and around town, but she lacked the ability to engage. Her cousin Taybee anxiously gripped together her hands, silently conveying her panicked thoughts. People needed to get moving. There was a spread waiting back at her farm—pies cooling on racks, meat in the smokers, cornbread to be eaten, potato salad to be judged.

Emmy turned to console her son, but Jude had already taken him aside. Her hand was resting on his arm. Cole was nodding. They practically had their own language now.

“Help me up.” Aunt Millie’s gnarled old fingers clutched at Emmy’s leg. At ninety-four, Millie was the oldest living Clifton, an honor which seemed more dubious by the day. Her skin felt like a sock sliding over bones as Emmy lifted her from the folding chair.

“The Colemans are all here, but only the Verona branch came from the Wilders, and I suppose the Gilchrists were too high-and-mighty to attend. Good riddance.”

Emmy looked around as Millie pointed out the rest, but only to appease her aunt. Spotting representatives from the leading families of North Falls at her mother’s graveside was among the things she cared about the least. There were mostly Cliftons here, though some were related by blood and some were not, which was how Taybee had ended up hyphenating her married name to Clifton-Clifton. There were poor Cliftons and rich Cliftons. City Cliftons and Farming Cliftons. Cliftons were on the school board and at the prosecutor’s office or, as with Emmy and Cole, at the Clifton County Sheriff’s Department.

She was acting sheriff now, at least until the election either made it official or gave it to Brett Temple, a man who was Emmy’s subordinate in every way. Her father had served as sheriff for sixty-three years. As deputy chief, Emmy had basically been running the squad before he’d died, but she hadn’t realized until Gerald was gone that there were other parts of the job that he’d never told her about. The glad-handing around election time. The horse trading. The way you had to look the other way on one thing so that people would look the other way on another.

She wasn’t sure she had the stomach for it.

“Is that Ace?” Aunt Millie’s voice raked up in horror. “He has some nerve showing up here.”

The relief of Millie stomping away was cancelled out by Uncle Penley approaching. As with most of the men on his side of the family, he was pinheaded and bottom-heavy, his body genetically engineered to withstand a drunken golf cart accident.

“Sad day.” Penley fished a worn leather-clad flask out of his jacket pocket. She caught the familiar whiff of Old Rip before he took a long pull. “She loved you.”

Emmy nodded, because she had never doubted it.

“We’re a little over a month away from the election.” Penley gave her a meaningful look. “You’re gonna have to bring some energy during the debate with Brett next week. Folks gotta feel like you’re not just coasting on your last name. We both know it’s what your daddy wanted.”

Emmy let her silence linger until Penley gave up and walked away. The more people reminded her that Gerald had wanted her to take his job as sheriff, the less she wanted to do it. The only reason she was running at all was so that Brett wouldn’t win. She’d be damned if she would answer to that jackass. And she’d be doubly damned if Cole had to. Her son had only been with the sheriff’s department for five years. If anyone was going to teach him how to be a deputy, it was Emmy.

“How you holdin’ up, lady?” Taybee looped her arm through Emmy’s, then patted her hand three times in quick succession. “Poor Kaitlynn’s sorry she can’t make it, but she’s about to pop. I told her the baby’s gonna have to call me Tay-Tay ’cause I’m too young to be a granny.”

Emmy had somehow forgotten that Taybee’s daughter was a week from her due date. Myrna had loved babies.

“I’ll tell you what,” Taybee said, “losing my mama and daddy when I was young didn’t make my life any easier, but I was lucky to have Myrna in my corner. Did you see Cousin Ace showed up? I hope he’s not here to make a fuss.”

The barrage of information was too much to process. Emmy looked for Cole again. He was talking to Celia. Jude was being dragged away by Aunt Millie. She watched the old woman motion for Jude to lean down to share a confidence. Emmy found it strange that Millie turned tight-lipped when anyone asked her about Jude. There was clearly a history between them that neither was inclined to share. Cliftons loved gossip so long as it wasn’t about them.

“Good Lord God, this heat is something else.” Taybee fanned her hand in front of her face. Her eyes darted around, desperate for someone who could hold a conversation. “Doesn’t feel a bit like fall.”

Emmy forced a noise from her throat that sounded like agreement. Taybee had never been good with silences. She smoothed back her blond hair, which hadn’t moved since she’d rushed Alpha Delta Pi at the University of Georgia thirty years ago. She looked so well put together that Emmy shuddered to think of the contrast.

Taybee gave Emmy’s arm another three pats. “We should get this thing moving back to the farm. Why don’t I start shooing people down the hill?”

“Yep.”

Emmy figured she could lead by example and started toward the zigzagging sidewalk to the parking lot. She had no memory of making this same trek on the day they’d buried her father. Law enforcement officers from the tri-state area had covered the cemetery in a sea of uniforms. The governor had attended. A sitting United States senator. Local politicians. News reporters. Emmy had felt like an imposter wearing her father’s sheriff’s star. Her dress uniform had been so starched she might as well have worn a cardboard box.

Now, she felt wobbly in the high heels she’d borrowed from a cousin. The label on the dress she’d bought at the outlet store yesterday morning specified hand-wash only, but she’d tossed it into the machine last night and hoped for the best. The best had not happened. Her hip bones felt chafed from the scratchy poly-ester blend. Every time her arms moved, the zipper bit into the back of her neck like a stinging wasp.

“Em?”

Her ex-husband was wearing a navy suit with a stained blue tie and black cowboy boots, the same outfit he’d worn to her father’s funeral, and the same suit that had been hanging in the closet when she’d left him twelve years ago. Jonah Lang’s smile had the slippery ease of a man who was stoned out of his mind.

Emmy looked for his truck in the parking lot. “Did you drive here?”

“I showed up for our son like I always do.” He left out the fact that he was three hours late. “I don’t know why, but Cole loved the old bitch.”

Emmy bit her tongue.

“You cleaned up nice.” Jonah took her in, head to toe. “Good to see you dressing like a woman for a change.”

Emmy tasted blood on her tongue. The horrible part was that she knew he meant it as a compliment. Even worse, for almost the entirety of their marriage, she would’ve seen it that way, too. “Cole’s back up the hill.”

She continued the trudge toward the parking lot. The feeling of wrongness flowed back into her body. She was missing something. Doing something wrong. Forgetting something important. Jonah wasn’t the reason, but he certainly hadn’t helped.

Emmy had just buried her mother. Her father was dead. Her prodigal sister had wooed away her son. Her brother had ghosted his own mother’s funeral. Her sister-in-law looked ready to pop some champagne. Her ex couldn’t go five minutes without getting high. She was forty-two years old, and she was sleeping in her childhood bedroom with her son down the hall and her sister on the couch, and she was worried about losing her job to a man who thought his Y chromosome made him more qualified than the woman who was already doing the work.

She took a detour from the parking lot and walked toward the stand of oaks in the corner of the cemetery. Emmy had caught a flash of strawberry-blond hair during the service, but she wasn’t sure until she rounded the bend that the sun hadn’t been playing tricks.

Hannah Collier was sitting on the ground with her back against a tree. She was dressed in black but had wisely chosen Nikes instead of heels. A wadded-up tissue was in her hand. Her eyes were bloodshot from crying.

She saw Emmy and laughed. “Fucking Myrna. She finally found a way to make you wear a dress.”

Emmy laughed, too. Then she sat on the ground across from Hannah. She let out a long, slow breath. Her shoulders relaxed. Her heart stopped shaking. Some of the wrongness began to seep from her body.

She had met Hannah the first day of kindergarten. They had become instant best friends, grown up together, practically lived at each other’s houses. Hannah had been the first person to hold Cole. Emmy had been the first to hold Davey, Hannah’s son. Then Emmy had made a huge mistake and years later Hannah had made a huge mistake of her own, and now they were both sitting on either side of a rift that neither of them knew how to heal.

Hannah asked, “I wonder who Father Nate was talking about? She sounded like such a gentle creature.”

Emmy laughed again. “I was trying to remember which book you accidentally dropped in the bathtub that time.”

“The Great Gatsby. Myrna threw her sandal at my head when she found out.” Hannah touched her fingers to her scalp, though Myrna’s aim had been off. “Remember when you scratched her car with your bike?”

“I remember when you scratched her car and told her I did it.”

Hannah shrugged. Water under the bridge. “Where’s Big Dyl?”

Emmy was about to say it was complicated, but the explanation for why her eight-year relationship with Dylan Alvarez had fizzled was actually very simple. “I pushed him away when Myrna started to spiral. I tried to go back, but he couldn’t trust me to stay. So that’s the end of it.”

Hannah looked surprised—not by the reason, but by the candor. “I hooked up with a guy I met in the self-help section at the bookstore.”

Emmy grinned, because that was the most Hannah of Hannah stories.

“I dunno, Em. I was lying in bed after, and all I could think about was how much nicer it would’ve been if I didn’t have to listen to him breathe.”

“Men do like to breathe.”

“His skin radiated heat. It was like sleeping next to a space heater.”

Emmy raised an eyebrow. “You sure that was him?”

“Don’t talk to me about perimenopause.” Hannah fanned her face like the mere mention had brought on a hot flash. “I thought you had to wait until you were fifty, but Aunt Barb told me Mama was two years younger than me when it hit her. How old was Myrna when it started?”

Emmy shrugged, because by the time she’d thought to ask, Myrna couldn’t remember.

“Jude’s at least sixty. She’s gotta be on the other side of it. You should talk to her.”

Emmy shook her head. “She has a tone.”

“My next-door neighbor had a tone. Gave her chlamydia.”

“I think that was your neighbor’s piano teacher.”

“Oh,” Hannah said. “That makes more sense.”

Emmy smiled when Hannah smiled. She let herself enjoy the ease between them before the awkwardness started to tear at the edges. There was a reason Hannah hadn’t been at Myrna’s graveside. She hadn’t just made a mistake. Her husband was about to be sentenced to life in prison for the murder of Gerald Clifton.

“Okay,” Emmy said.

She stood up. Brushed the dirt off the back of her dress. Touched Hannah’s shoulder as she walked toward the parking lot. Cliftons had bottlenecked the exit, which is what happened when a bunch of entitled morons were used to getting all their parking tickets fixed. If Brett had a lick of sense, he’d bring that up at the debate.

Cole had Aunt Millie on his arm as he slowly walked her toward her ancient baby blue Cadillac. Emmy let herself enjoy the sight of her son wearing a crisp suit and tie. His wardrobe usually had two variations: his sheriff’s deputy uniform or baggy basketball shorts with T-shirts that had messages she’d aged out of understanding.

“He looks nice, right?”

Jude was leaning against Emmy’s sheriff’s cruiser, which Emmy supposed was her way of asking for a ride. Emmy opened her purse, fished out her keys.

Jude said, “I heard the school board scheduled Hannah’s hearing for the end of next month. Do you think they’ll let her teach again?”

Emmy opened the door.

Jude said, “One could argue that she’s the reason Gerald was killed.”

“One could argue she did you a favor, then.” Emmy stared at Jude over the roof of the car. “Didn’t you vow that you wouldn’t step foot back in this town until Dad was dead?”

“I did.”

Silence ensued, which had its own way of speaking.

Jude was a retired FBI agent with a PhD in criminal psychology from Stanford University. Trying to start an argument with her was like sneezing into a windstorm.

“Cole,” Emmy called to her son. “Let’s go.”

She slammed the door. Kicked off her cousin’s ridiculous high heels so her foot could make contact with the pedals. The key slipped out of Emmy’s hand when she tried to jam it into the ignition. She quickly snatched it back up. Her hands weren’t just sweaty. They were shaking. Her heart was trembling in her chest again. She felt seized by anger.

Jude said, “I used to have debilitating panic attacks.”

Emmy was not having a panic attack. “Was this before or after you were an alcoholic?”

“Once you’re an alcoholic, you’re always an alcoholic.”

“Like being in a street gang.”

“Emmy Lou.”

Without warning, tears sprang into Emmy’s eyes. Jude’s soft tone of voice, the cadence, sounded so much like Myrna that Emmy turned her head to see if her mother was sitting beside her.

“Sweetheart,” Jude whispered. “You can fight the world, but the world is always going to win.”

Emmy took a stuttered breath.

“Holy shit, Mom.” Cole clambered into the back seat. “Whoever that Cousin Ace is, everybody sure hates him.”

She adjusted the rear-view mirror. “Straighten your tie.” Emmy put the engine in gear. She nosed ahead of Uncle Penley’s Jaguar and nearly clipped Taybee’s Mercedes as she cut the line to leave for the reception at the farm. A few horns were honked, but Emmy ignored them. Her fingers didn’t loosen on the wheel until they had reached the interstate. The thrum of tires on asphalt reverberated inside the car. The silence felt companionable until they passed the newly erected sign where I-16 met 475.

GERALD CLIFTON MEMORIAL INTERCHANGE

Jude flipped down the visor so she could see Cole in the mirror. “How is Cousin Ace related?”

“Millie said he’s not consang-something.”

“Consanguineous. Sharing the same ancestors.”

“Okay, that makes sense because he was engaged to Cousin Shannon, then he cheated on her and called off the wedding, but he wouldn’t tell her who he cheated with.”

“Handsome and discreet. Great combination.”

Emmy tuned out the after-show commentary. She focused on the road, her cop’s radar silently scanning the surrounding vehicles for expired tags and improper lane changes. Brake lights glowed. Drivers needled down to the speed limit. She took the exit toward Taybee’s farm. Passed the gas stations and fast-food restaurants. Darted around a tractor hauling hay.

Her hands relaxed on the steering wheel. The feeling of wrongness had finally dissipated. Things would’ve been so much easier if she could just work all the time. Emmy usually spent her Saturdays catching up on paperwork at the sheriff’s station. She should be there right now. There was still a hell of a lot she had to do.

Clifton County had a population of roughly 20,000 and was comprised of four cities. Fewer than a thousand people lived in the county seat of North falls, which was bordered by the Flint River. The actual falls were in Verona, home to a sprawling auto parts factory. Ocmulgee had the outlet stores along US 19 that brought in tourists and bargain hunters. The vocational school was in Clayville. The three larger cities had their own police departments, but North Falls was under the purview of the sheriff’s department and its sixteen deputies, all of which fell on Emmy to manage.

A burst of laughter pulled her back into the car.

Cole asked, “What’d she do?”

Jude said, “Showed up at the river basin in her housedress and pin curls. Told me to get in the car before I got a spanking.”

Emmy blinked, and for just a moment, she could see Myrna standing in her faded old housedress with her hands jammed into her hips.

Cole said, “One time, she came into my first-period math class and dropped my sheets on the floor ’cause I kept forgetting to make my bed.”

Jude gave a sharp laugh, then tried to pull Emmy into the reminiscing. “What about you?”

Emmy had plenty of stories about Myrna’s parenting style, not all of them humiliating. Her mother had learned how to play Coldplay’s “Clocks” on the old upright in the living room for Emmy’s birthday one year. She had walked the floors with Emmy when she was pregnant with Cole. She had loved devising word puzzles, drawing maps for treasure hunts, hiding clues in sock drawers and lunch boxes.

Unfortunately, Emmy couldn’t share any of these stories because the shard of glass had returned to her throat. She tried to clear it, but that only made the cut deeper. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Jude reaching to offer comfort. Emmy put both hands on the steering wheel and made a quick left turn.

Cole shifted in the back seat. Emmy could feel Jude’s curious gaze. Emmy had accidentally turned too soon. She should’ve taken the next left toward the back roads to Taybee’s farm. There was nothing to do now but go the long way, which was no hardship considering the hundreds of Cliftons who would soon be slurping devilled eggs and whispering too loudly about Cousin Ace having the gall to show up at Myrna’s funeral.

She dropped the speedometer to twenty. They were on Sunflower Trail in a residential area of North Falls called Clifton Gardens. All the streets were named after flowers and lined with four-bedroom colonial-revival homes that had been designed and built by a trio of Clifton brothers after the First World War. The real estate market within the city limits was as restrictive as it was incestuous. Homes tended to pass down through generations. Emmy had spent her childhood visiting friends and relatives who lived in the neighborhood. She was as familiar with the layouts as she was with her own home.

Jude said, “This used to be where the machinists from the factory lived. Back then, you could make enough money to buy a house and send your kids to college.”

Cole took the bait. “Wow, tell me more about how great things were in the last century.”

Emmy rolled down the window, let the warm air tighten the skin on her face and sting her eyes. She glanced into the rear-view mirror again. Cole was animated, telling a story about a friend who’d tried to raise alpacas to help pay off his student loans. Jude started laughing. Emmy took a shallow breath. She wouldn’t make it through the rest of the day if she stayed in her head like this. She was trying to think of something to say when a sharp, sudden pop cracked open the air.

Emmy tensed.

Her brain held on to the lingering echo.

Not a car backfiring or illegal fireworks. No hunters would be near a residential area, and they would be using rifles. Emmy had been around firearms all of her life. She knew the sound of a small-caliber handgun.

So did Jude. She rolled down her window.

Emmy tapped the brake. The cruiser slowed to a crawl. She heard it again—two this time, louder, more distinctive, and very close.

Pop. Pop.

They all ducked below the glass line. Emmy felt her heart slam into her spine. Adrenaline flooded her senses, sharpening her vision, electrifying her skin.

“On the right.” Jude pointed up the road, her arm tensed like an arrow notched into a bow.

Emmy punched the gas. The cruiser lurched toward the rise. She grabbed the mic off the dash, but Cole was already calling it in on his phone.

“Active shooter near the sixteen-hundred block of Clifton Gardens. Requesting immediate backup and medical.”

“There.” Jude was pointing again. One house down on the right. Corner lot. Two-story brick with white trim. Both garage doors up. Blue Toyota RAV4 parked nose-out in the driveway. Trunk gaping open. Suitcase on the ground. Front door closed. Side window broken. A girl’s bicycle was lying on its side on the front lawn.

Pink frame. White seat. Long sparklers draping down from the handlebar grips.

Emmy swerved against the driveway, angling the cruiser to block the intersection. She released the latch on the trunk before she got out. Her mind rolled through the possibilities as she rushed to the back of the cruiser and grabbed her twelve-gauge shotgun: home invasion, sexual assault, domestic violence, kidnapping, abduction, burglary gone wrong.

Pop.

Emmy flinched. The gunshot felt like it was inside her head.

She told Jude, “Backup will take at least ten minutes.”

“I’ll cover the rear exits.” Jude didn’t wait for permission. She lifted Emmy’s Glock from the case and jogged toward the house. She had taken off her high heels, too. Her bare feet left impressions in the grass when she disappeared around the side.

“Mom!” Cole rapped his knuckles on the back window. He couldn’t open the door from inside.

She let him out, ordering, “Tell dispatch to send every deputy we’ve got. Check on the neighbors. Make sure they lock all their windows and doors. Go.”

“Yes, chief.”

Emmy pumped the shotgun. She jammed the butt of the stock into the soft part of her shoulder. Headed toward the front porch. All of her senses were on alert. Her eyes scanned the windows as she climbed the wooden stairs. Her ears strained for sounds. Nostrils flared at the acrid, sulfurous stench of recent gunfire. Finger tensed along the cold metal of the trigger guard in case she had to react.

Broken glass littered the porch. Emmy stepped around the pieces, narrowed herself against the doorframe in case someone was waiting on the other side with a weapon of their own. The bones inside of her fingers felt like they were vibrating as she tried the latch.

Locked.

Four gunshots. Four squeezes on the trigger. Her brain zeroed in on a likely scenario. Wife trying to leave her husband. Suitcase packed. He comes home early. A nasty fight ensues. A gun is nearby because guns were always too close at hand.

Pop.

Their child dumps her bike on the lawn and runs inside.

Pop. Pop.

Double tap, but the kid could still be alive.

Pop.

Gun to his head? To finish off a victim? A parting shot?

There was no way to access the lock on the door through the broken window. Emmy made herself breathe. Tried to calm her racing heartbeat. She’d given Jude enough time to secure the back exits in case the shooter tried to run. It was time to breech.

“Police!” Emmy banged her fist on the door. “Open up!”

She waited, counting off the slowest five seconds of her life. Her brain carouseled through what could be waiting for her inside: a bullet, a blast of buckshot, a hammer, a knife, a base-ball bat.

“Police!” She took a deep breath, steeled herself. “I’m coming in!”

Emmy’s dress was too tight to lift her leg and kick open the door, but she took a running start and threw her body against the solid wood. The deadbolt splintered apart the doorjamb. She stumbled into the foyer. Braced the shotgun against her shoulder and turreted around. Dining room on the left. Formal living room on the right. Curved stairs up to the second level. Skinny hallway leading to the back where she would find the kitchen and a small den with a rear staircase, because the bones to these old houses never changed.

Emmy carefully stepped into the dining room. The swinging door to the kitchen was closed. Someone had used the table for work. Papers were scattered everywhere. A broken laptop was on the floor. A chair was overturned. A girl’s backpack had been dumped out. Math textbook, history, English. Emmy moved quickly, keeping her head on swivel, the shotgun out in front of her. She reached for the swinging door. A bloody handprint stopped her. Just below where Emmy would’ve placed her own hand.

Small, the size of a teenager’s.

Emmy held her breath, listened for sounds. The child. The victim. The shooter.

Nothing.

She felt resistance when she tested the door. She picked at the edge, pried it back a sliver. Saw a woman’s unmoving hand resting on the tiled kitchen floor. The diamond in her wedding ring was streaked crimson. A gold watch band was hanging from her broken wrist. Index finger and thumb blown off. Steak knife lying in a pool of blood on the floor.

Emmy pulled back the door another few inches. No one else in the kitchen. No one in the den. She looked down. The victim’s gray-blond hair went past her shoulders. Her face was slashed with blood, lips a deathly shade of blue. Still, Emmy pressed her fingers to the woman’s carotid. Skin still warm. No pulse. Emmy was about to continue her sweep of the house when she noticed the watch. The face showed a gold detective’s shield overlaid with three words: Courage. Integrity. Trust.

The layout of the colonial revival wasn’t familiar because they were all familiar. Emmy had been inside this house before. She knew the victim.

Detective Allison Vickery was a twenty-year veteran of the Clayville police force. She had a sixteen-year-old daughter and a husband who sold high-end appliances at his family store.

Emmy kept to a low crouch as she entered the kitchen. The side door to the garage was closed. The door that led to the backyard gaped open. Bloody bare footprints tracked from the kitchen into the den and disappeared up the back staircase. Emmy suppressed a curse as she scanned the empty backyard. Jude had already checked on the victim. She wasn’t securing the rear exits. She was clearing the upstairs rooms.

Pop.

The sound of gunfire shook the air. Emmy ducked behind the kitchen island. Her vision stuttered. Sounds overlapped from upstairs. Footsteps. Glass breaking. A guttural moan.

Then there was a thud that gave her the same sickening feeling as when her mother’s coffin had hit the ground.

Jude.

Emmy was already running up the back stairs before her brain told her body to move. The treads were worn and narrow. The walls closed in on either side. She threw herself around the landing. The door at the top was ajar. Emmy launched herself through the opening with the shotgun out in front of her. She slid on her side, furiously searching for a gun pointing in her direction.

The hallway was empty.

She scrambled to stand, kept to a low crouch as she walked to the front of the house and glanced down the large, curving front stairs to make sure the shooter wasn’t on his way out the door. She swung back around. The long, wide hallway traversed the length of the house. Four bedrooms spoked off the sides. Two on the left. Two on the right. One hall bath. One laundry room. One linen closet.

Emmy methodically checked the two front bedrooms, cleared the closets, then the hall bath. The back left bedroom had to belong to Allison’s daughter. K-pop posters. Laptop on a white Ikea desk. Pillows and stuffed animals overflowing the bed. Clothes everywhere.

She was about to check the closet when a floorboard creaked behind her.

Emmy didn’t have time to swing around. A hand clamped over her mouth. Her heart filled with needles, then her eyes found the mirror over the desk.

The hand belonged to Jude.

Blood streamed down the side of her sister’s face. She’d been shot. The bullet had grazed her temple. The difference of a few millimeters was the only reason she was still standing.

Jude locked eyes with Emmy’s reflection in the mirror, shored her up the same way she had done with Cole at the funeral. She slowly removed her hand. Nodded at the open doorway across the hall.

The shooter was in the last bedroom on the right. Larger than the others. En suite bathroom. Walk-in closet.

Before Emmy could react, Jude took point. She two-handed the Glock, kept herself low as she crossed the hallway. Emmy took a deep breath, then trailed after with the shotgun.

The lights were off. The afternoon sun sent shadows dancing across the tan walls and brown carpet. Clothes had been tossed into an open suitcase on the bed. Two sets of windows. One closed. The other broken. Curtains rippled from the breeze. Bloody handprints pushed up against the bottom of the sash. Emmy felt a wet sucking around the sole of her bare foot. A warm, red liquid squirted between her toes. The carpet was soaked through. She was standing in a pool of blood.

Jude came out of the bathroom, then pivoted into the walk-in closet.

Seconds later, she said, “Clear.”

Emmy let herself breathe. She rested the barrel of the shotgun against her shoulder. She looked out the windows. A covered porch was directly below. A single, black nitrile glove had been dropped on the flat roof. The neatly mowed backyard was bordered by a dense forest. It would’ve been easy to climb out the window, jump onto the roof, drop down to the deck, run down the three steps, and disappear into the trees.

Especially since the person who’d said she would cover the back exits had not stayed outside to cover the back exits.

Emmy turned to Jude. “Did the FBI forget to teach you how to secure a perimeter?”

“I know Dad taught you to never go in without backup.” Jude paused to let the words land. “Where’s Cole?”

Cole was safe outside knocking on neighboring doors. “Priority number one is locating the victim’s teenage daughter. Allison Vickery is—”

Tick.

Emmy looked at Jude. She’d heard it, too—like the second hand on a stopwatch resetting to zero.

Tick.

The sound had come from the patch of soaked carpet under the window.

They both looked up. Both took a step back, weapons raised. The ceiling was bulging in the middle, saturated with blood. There were holes where the Sheetrock had pulled away from the screws. Cracks ran along the seams. Particles of insulation floated through the air.

Tick.

Another drop hit the wet carpet.

Then the ceiling split open, and a body collapsed onto the floor.




CHAPTER TWO

Emmy’s brain glitched in a way that made her incapable of comprehending what her eyes were seeing. The revelation came in short, sharp flashes: a white sock on a slender foot, a purple Nike on the other, blue running shorts, matching top with white piping, streaks of pale flesh curtained by blood.

Allison Vickery’s sixteen-year-old daughter. She’d been shot in the head. The bullet had opened up a furrow on the left side of her skull. White bone flashed between sinew. Blood pulsed from the entry wound with every heartbeat. Slow, erratic, a faint signifier of life.

Jude moved first, dropping to her knees, rolling the girl onto her back. She grabbed a shirt from the bed and used it to staunch the wound.

“Mandy.”

The name of Allison’s only child rushed out of Emmy’s mouth. The girl had been a tween the last time Emmy had seen her, gangly and awkward and trying too hard to grow up.

“Mandy.” Emmy dropped the shotgun. She knelt down, gripped the girl’s hand. “It’s Emmy Clifton. I’m here with my sister. We’re gonna take care of you, baby. You need to hold on.”

She heard a noise behind her. Cole stood breathless at the doorway. He must’ve come running when he’d heard the last gunshot. His mouth hung open at the spectacle in the room.

“Go outside,” she ordered. “Flag down the ambulance. Seal off the crime scene. We need teams searching the woods. The shooter is armed and dangerous.”

Cole disappeared into the hall.

“Mandy?” Jude’s hands were on the girl’s face. “Mandy?”

Emmy caught a flash of white beneath flickering eyelids before they closed.

Jude pressed her ear to the girl’s chest. “She stopped breathing.”

They both moved in tandem. Jude tilted back the head, pinched the nose closed, sealed her mouth over Mandy’s. Emmy laced together her fingers, rested her palms on the chest, lined up her shoulders over her hands, locked her elbows. She felt Mandy’s chest rise as Jude gave her the first breath, then lower as the lungs emptied, then rise again on Jude’s second breath. They both waited on the exhale to see if Mandy breathed on her own.

She did not.

Emmy started compressions.

The girl’s ribs flexed under the weight of Emmy’s body. Breath huffed out of her mouth. CPR was an act of brutality, a desperate measure to force the heart to circulate blood. To keep the organs functioning. To prevent the brain from dying. Emmy felt one of Mandy’s ribs dislocate on the next compression, but she kept pushing to a two-inch depth, releasing, then pushing again, rhythmically counting off each reset until she reached thirty.

Jude leaned down and forced two more deep breaths into the girl’s lungs.

Mandy’s chest rose and fell each time, but she didn’t take her own breath.

Emmy started pushing again. She felt the sharp snap of a rib fracturing, the breaking sensation reverberating into the bones of her hands. She pushed again. Then again. Thirty times. Then Jude took over and the process repeated.

They were on the nineteenth round of CPR when Emmy finally heard the blessed howl of overlapping sirens in the street. Sweat was pouring off her body. Her shoulders were aching. The tendons in her wrists felt ready to snap. Her heart had turned into a hummingbird trapped inside her chest.

Footsteps pounded up the front stairs. Two paramedics rushed in with a backboard and medic kits. They quickly took over. Equipment came out: syringes and shears and a breathing tube and packets of gauze and gloves and a portable defibrillator. Emmy’s hearing felt muffled as Jude told them what had happened, what they had done, what wasn’t working. Emmy wiped grit from her face. She was covered in white dust from the Sheetrock. Her black dress showed dark spots where she’d knelt in blood. She reached for the closest thing to help her stand, but Jude grabbed her wrist.

“No.”

She’d been reaching for the windowsill, about to contaminate the crime scene with her own bloodstained fingerprints.

Jude pulled her up to standing. Dragged her into the hallway. Leaned her back against the wall. She braced her hands on Emmy’s arms. Looked her in the eye. Stroked back a strand of her hair. Cupped her hand to Emmy’s face. It was the most intimate thing that had ever happened between them and, despite the young girl bleeding out five feet from where they stood, the paramedics shouting, and Cole running back up the stairs, Emmy wanted nothing more than to put her head on Jude’s shoulder and cry.

Instead, she walked toward the curving staircase. Cole shot her a questioning look. Emmy turned away from him, going into the front bedroom on her left. She couldn’t leave Allison’s child alone in the house to die with strangers. She looked out the window into the front yard. Her vision was doing that shaky thing again, hands still vibrating with the sensation of breaking bone. From the back bedroom, the sound of the portable defi-brillator charging up reminded Emmy of an emergency flare whistling into the air. The paramedics’ voices took on an urgent treble under the staccato of Emmy’s heartbeat.

She silently swore at herself, tried to snap out of it. This was an active crime scene. A killer was on the loose. A cop was dead. A young girl was just as good as. Emmy pulled her fingers into fists, blinked her eyes to clear them. Looked out into the street again. Police vehicles were angled like pick-up sticks. An ambulance was parked in the driveway. Uniformed men were rushing around. Brett Temple was leaning against his cruiser, phone to his ear like he was ordering pizza for the tailgate party.

She heard the hard punch of the defibrillator delivering a charge. Emmy let her eyes close, conjured the image of Mandy’s body arcing into the air, the electric shock miraculously pulling her back into the living.

The loud wail of the flatline snatched away the fantasy.

She went back into the hallway. Cole’s eyes carefully tracked her approach. Dried blood lined Jude’s face where the bullet had nearly killed her.

“Okay.” Emmy couldn’t speak more than one word at a time. She told Cole, “Report.”

The defibrillator sent up another flare. Seconds passed. The charge hit. Flatline.

Cole’s eyes shifted to Jude, then Emmy, then back again. “Deputy.” Emmy forced strength into her voice. “Report.”

Cole reluctantly obeyed. “Crime scene’s taped off. Neighborhood’s being locked down. We’ve got cruisers at all entrances and exits. Brett’s coordinating the house-to-house and the search of the woods. I requested a forensics team from the GBI. I called the other cities for support. Highway Patrol’s been alerted, too.”

Jude said, “Well done.”

Emmy cleared her throat. Looked down at the floor. Her bare feet were stained red. She’d left bloody footprints across the wide-plank floorboards in the hallway. “The victim downstairs is Allison Vickery. She was a detective with the Clayville Police Department until last year. Took her full retirement. She’s doing—was doing—PI work.”

“Clear!” one of the paramedics called. There was another hard punch to Mandy’s chest. Then the flatline screaming out their failure.

Jude shushed out a slow breath. “What about Mandy’s father?”

“Never been in the picture. Allison married a man named Bill Garrison six years ago. Dated him for four years before that.”

“Do you know if she was cheating on him?”

Emmy turned to Cole, “Tell Brett to peel away two deputies to locate Bill. Keep it off the radio. We don’t want some jackass from Clayville going in hot.”

Jude said, “You need to go in hot. The husband is your top suspect. He could be destroying evidence or covering his tracks.”

Emmy hadn’t asked for her opinion. Jude wasn’t her boss, and this wasn’t her case. “You want me to perp walk him in front of the entire town? We’re not in San Francisco, Dr. Archer. I’m not gonna ruin a man’s reputation because I’ve seen too many Datelines.”

“What aren’t you telling me?”

Their eyes met. Another flare went up, a long, deafening whistle of the machine recharging for another attempt.

Jude recalibrated. “This is an expensive neighborhood on a detective’s salary.”

“Bill is North Falls people. Garrison Supply.”

Jude nodded. The family name went back to her time, but the phrase North Falls people had its own connotations: wealthy, connected, and mostly untouchable.

“Clear!”

Another hard punch.

Emmy held her breath. Hoped. Even prayed.

And then—

A short, sharp beep came from the machine. Then another. Then another.

“We’ve got her back!”

Emmy was finally able to pull enough air into her lungs to fill them. Jude bent at the waist, rested her hands on her knees, took a deep breath of her own.

The paramedics rushed past with Mandy lifted on a back-board. Her shirt had been cut open. Her arms and legs were strapped down. The girl was intubated. Blood was already staining the bandage wrapped around her head. The Ambu bag made a hard hissing sound as air was squeezed into her lungs.

The silence they left behind had an ominous feel to it, like none of this was over.

Jude looked like she was going to ask Emmy if she was okay again.

“Did you see the shooter?”

Jude’s mouth made a noise like she was choosing whether to let Emmy change the subject. “No, but I was standing over there when the gun fired.”

Emmy studied the spot that Jude had indicated—the center of the hallway between the two back bedrooms. She guessed from the fine mist of blood that the shooter had been standing in Allison’s doorway when he’d fired at Jude. Emmy couldn’t let herself think about her sister almost dying, or the fact that Jude seemed more worried about Emmy than herself. She walked back into Mandy’s bedroom. Tried to follow the probable trajectory. After grazing Jude, the bullet had punched a hole in the wall directly behind her. The exit hole had blown through the Sheetrock. The bullet had crossed the room and chunked into the wall near the headboard on the bed. Emmy could see a glimmer of brass inside the dark insulation where it had finally come to rest.

She looked back across the hallway. She could see straight through to the broken window overlooking the backyard. “Was Allison’s bedroom door open or closed?”

“No idea. I’m blanking on a lot of the details. I know I fell because my elbow and hip feel sore. The next thing I remember is seeing you with the shotgun.” Jude’s hands went to her hips the same way Myrna’s used to when she was about to spout off a lecture. “The kinetic energy from a bullet often causes damage remote to its path. There was no loss of consciousness, but temporary amnesia is an indicator of concussion.”

Emmy wasn’t going to ask her if she needed to go to the hospital. There was a more important question on her mind.

Jude was obviously wondering the same thing. “How did Mandy get into the attic?”

Emmy walked back into the hallway. Looked up. She spotted the panel for the attic pull-down stairs between the two front bedrooms. There was no cord, just an eyehook. You’d need a pole with an open hook to pull down the stairs. And the strength to pull them down. And to pull them back up.

Jude weighed in with the obvious again. “There must be another point of access.”

Emmy walked into Allison’s bedroom. She fanned her hand in front of her face to disperse the debris in the air. The air conditioner had turned on. A breeze was coming in through the broken glass in the window. Particles of blown insulation swirled around the room.

Jude used her elbow to turn on the lights.

Between the mess from the busted ceiling and the detritus left by the paramedics, the space looked more like a war zone than a crime scene. Blood spatter mixed with white dust and particulate. There were empty gauze packets, exam gloves, a pair of trauma shears. A purple Nike running shoe was on the other side of the bed. Left foot. The matching right shoe had still been on Mandy’s foot when she’d been carried from the room. Emmy’s shotgun was on the floor beside it.

Emmy asked, “How many gunshots did you count in the car?”

“Four.”

Emmy nodded. That was her recollection, too.

Jude held up her hand. “Allison’s thumb and forefinger were blown off. I imagine her training kicked in and she reached for the gun. She wouldn’t have just stood there waiting to be shot. That’s how she made it to the kitchen before the kill shot to her chest.”

Emmy hadn’t noticed the chest wound. She’d been too staggered by the prospect of her sister lying dead upstairs. “The glass panel beside the front door was broken from the inside.”

“The first bullet probably passed through her hand.” Jude studied the room. “Obviously, forensics will track it down, but the fourth bullet was probably the one that shot Mandy. The fifth one was fired at my head. Lucky me the killer is a bad shot.”

She would’ve been even luckier if she’d stayed in the backyard like she was supposed to.

“In my opinion, the chances that Mandy will survive are very low.” Jude was looking at the Nike. The impact had knocked the shoe off Mandy’s foot. “It’s not the head wound. She lost a large volume of blood in a very short period—enough to soak through half an inch of Sheetrock. She went into hypovolemic shock on the floor. If they can’t stop the bleeding in her brain, they won’t be able to replace the blood. It’s like trying to fill a sieve.”

Emmy went into the closet. Found the light switch. The first thing she saw was a bloody handprint wrapped around the edge of one of the shoe cubbies. The print was a few inches above her head. She let her eyes trace the path upward. An access panel in the ceiling showed where two hands had furiously grabbed at the plywood and pushed it aside.

She asked, “How did Mandy get up there with a bullet in her head?”

“Fight or flight?” Jude guessed. “Reduced pain perception. Increased physical performance. Elevated heart rate and blood flow. Sharpened senses. With head wounds, sometimes the part of the brain that turns it off is too damaged to disengage. Adrenaline’s a hell of a thing.”

Emmy was more interested in the shoe cubbies, which stacked almost to the ceiling. There was a his and hers side, but Allison had clearly taken both for herself, cramming high heels and loafers and tennis shoes into the dozens of slots. The paint had yellowed over time. Years of wear had exposed the wood underneath, but not in the way you’d expect. At the corners and alternating. Right corner. Left corner. Right corner. Left corner. All the way to the top because someone had figured out the cubbies worked as a ladder to the attic panel in the ceiling.

The wear marks indicated someone had climbed up there repeatedly. The house was huge. There were lots of places to get away, but the attic was a place you would go to hide. A child could easily slip up there. A grown man would have more of a struggle.

Jude chimed in with the obvious again. “Who was Mandy hiding from?”

Emmy grabbed her shotgun on her way out of the bedroom. She started down the curving front stairs. Jude trailed behind her. Emmy wiped her face with the back of her arm. Sweat and blood had turned the grit on her skin into a paste. The shotgun showed pink fingerprints against the black barrel. Brett was still leaning against the cruiser. Cole was talking to him. Every available vehicle in the sheriff’s department was parked in the street. Even the school resource officers had joined the hunt.

Brett pushed away from the car. Hooked his thumbs in the armholes of his duty vest. “Emmy, I—”

“Sheriff,” Jude corrected.

“Cole, drive your aunt to Taybee’s farm.” Emmy turned to Brett. “Anything on Bill Garrison?”

“I’ve got McGuire and Vanderbilt out looking. He’ll show up eventually. People with that kind of money don’t disappear. They hire a lawyer and fight it out.” He looked at Jude, then back at Emmy. “Sheriff.”

A white van with the Georgia Bureau of Investigation’s crime scene unit logo turned onto the street. An unmarked black Ford Police Interceptor trailed closely behind. Emmy recognized the government ride. Special Agent in Charge Sherry Robertson, the GBI field officer for the area, was behind the wheel.

Emmy told Brett, “Help them set up. I don’t want anybody in or out of that house who isn’t me or the GBI. You included. Understood?”

“Yes, ma’am, Sheriff.”

Emmy returned the shotgun to the trunk of her cruiser and grabbed the extra shirt she kept for emergencies. She felt exposed without her duty vest and utility belt, but they were both hanging on a hook at home. So was Gerald’s gear. So was Cole’s. Myrna had complained about the scuff marks they left on her kitchen wall until she had forgotten that she cared about things.

Emmy took a deep breath as she crossed the street toward another imposing colonial revival. Stone statues of ducks and rabbits stood sentry around the front porch. Some were dressed in Braves’ uniforms, others were wearing Atlanta Falcons and WNBA colors. An older woman around Jude’s age was perched inside the window watching the street. Darla Bell had coached Emmy’s soccer team in middle school, but she’d retired a few years ago. Emmy could hear a football game playing on the television from twenty yards away. The sound was muted as she approached.

“Emmy Lou?” Coach Bell struggled to open the window. Emmy helped her lift it from the outside, which said a lot about the casual relationship people had with home security in North Falls. “What on earth happened over there? You look a mess.”

“I’m sure I do, Coach Bell. Did you see anything today?”

“I was taking a nap when that young jackass drove by with his radio screeching. The Saddler boy. Moved back in with his mother last year after his father died. I was trying to go back to sleep when I heard a gun go off, then—” She snapped her fingers. “Locks. Lights. Out of sight.”

Emmy recognized the phrase from the active shooter drills they did at the schools. Lock the doors. Turn off the lights. Get out of sight.

What a terrible world they lived in.

“My phone’s been ringing off the hook with people wanting to know why every police car in the county is on my doorstep.” As if to put a fine point on it, her phone started to ring. “What should I tell them?”

The only teacher Emmy had ever really lied to was Myrna, but she tried, “Allison left her gun out and Mandy accidentally fired it. She’s gonna be okay, but they took her to the hospital.”

Coach Bell narrowed her eyes. She had heard better fibs from thirteen-year-olds. “The gun accidentally fired five times?”

Emmy guessed that verified the number of gunshots. “You notice anything else about the house? Not just today, but—”

“The constant screamin’ and the hollerin’, you mean?” Coach Bell tutted her tongue. “All hours of the night. Allison yelling at Mandy. Mandy yelling at Allison. You know how it is. She’s a sweet girl, just not to her mama.”

“What about Bill?”

“Lord knows he gets his licks in, too.”

Their eyes met for a second. They both knew that there was a stronger meaning behind her words. Coach Bell spoke first.

“I haven’t seen Bill around for a few weeks. Which has been a blessed relief.”

“Did Allison say anything to you about why?”

“Not a peep, but she’s always been the quiet type. Likes to handle her own problems.”

Emmy knew.

“Honey, I know your mama’s funeral was today. I won’t say we got along. Lord knows Myrna was prickly. But what I mean to say is that I know you’ll figure out what happened over there. She raised you to be an incredibly intelligent and considerate young woman.” Her eyes shifted past Emmy’s shoulder. “Clearly, she learned from her mistakes.”

Emmy followed her pointed gaze. Jude was making her way up the driveway.

Emmy turned back to Coach Bell. “Have you seen anybody in the neighborhood recently who doesn’t belong?”

“I would’ve called you immediately.”

Emmy knew that was true. “Thank you, ma’am. Do you mind if I borrow your hose?”

“Just roll it back up when you’re finished.”

Coach Bell glared at Jude before slamming the window closed. There was no telling what that was about. Jude had burned a lot of bridges when she’d left town. Some of them were still smoldering forty-plus years later.

Emmy tossed her clean uniform shirt over the porch railing. Went to the hose reel. Turned on the spigot.

Jude asked, “Did she see anything?”

“She’s really old. Her eyesight is bad.”

“Old?” Jude scoffed. “She was two years ahead of me in high school.”

Emmy splashed cold water into her face, used her fingers to try to comb out the grime in her hair. “I can handle Brett. I don’t need my big sister threatening to beat him up behind the school cafeteria.”

“Understood. Are you okay?”

Emmy directed the stream of water at her bloodstained feet. “You used the shotgun instead of the Glock to clear the house.”

Emmy handed Jude the hose. Grabbed her shirt off the railing.

“Shotguns have a wide pellet spread. Firing one inside a confined area risks killing the people you’re trying to save.” Jude was back in lecturer mode like she was teaching a lesson at Quantico. “Handguns are more precise and maneuverable, but only if you can stop your hands shaking long enough to aim.”

Emmy’s hands were perfectly fine as she buttoned her shirt. “You told me I should’ve had Cole backing me up. What about you? You slipped up the stairs without telling me to back you up.”

Jude shrugged. “You’re right.”

Emmy didn’t have time to sneeze into another windstorm. “Wind the hose back on the reel when you’re finished.”

She waved her thanks to Coach Bell before walking down the driveway. Emmy flexed her fingers to keep them from curling into fists again. Her muscles ached from holding on to so much tension. Her head was pounding. The soles of her feet felt bruised. Water was wicking into the back of her shirt from her wet hair. The heat was probably going to sour it, but she didn’t have time to go home and take a shower. Two of her deputies were already straggling out of the woods. Julian Vanderbilt and Levi McGuire looked sweaty and miserable. Emmy straightened her shoulders, pretended like she was fine in her own body, that her mother wasn’t lying in a freshly dug grave, and that her sister wasn’t irritating the shit out of her.

“Hey.” Sherry was leaning against the back of her government ride. She nodded to a pair of beat-up HOKAs on the wide bumper. “Had these in my gym bag.”

“Thank you.” The shoes fit more like slippers, but they were better than going barefoot. “Brett brought you up to speed?”

“Allison.”

Emmy saw her own guilt and grief mirrored in Sherry’s expression. There wasn’t a lot of female law enforcement in the area. They were a tight club. At least they tried to be.

“What about Mandy?”

Emmy smoothed together her lips. “They shocked her half a dozen times to get her back.”

Sherry needed a moment to let the information settle. “I’m real sorry about your mother.”

Emmy felt the shard of glass threaten to lodge in her throat again.

Thankfully, Sherry gave a quick nod, and the condolences were out of the way. She looked back at the house. “I don’t envy you having to navigate this sticky situation. Where are we on the clock?”

Emmy looked at her watch. Time never made sense in these situations. “I’d guess thirty minutes from the first gunshot. I’m trying to keep a lid on it until we find Bill.”

Sherry shook her head at the mention of the man’s name. Coach Bell had had the same reaction. Everybody knew about Bill’s temper, but nobody ever talked about it. “Don’t count on that lid holding anything down. You know cops can’t keep a secret. At least not with each other.”

“The crime scene …” Emmy struggled to find the right words. The bloody handprints on the windowsill were bothering her. The black nitrile glove on the flat roof. Some cops called it a hunch, or an instinct, or, if it was a female officer, intuition. Her father had called it DFR, which was as good a description as any. “Doesn’t feel right.”

“In what way?”

Before Emmy could respond, a black Dodge Durango Pursuit slid to a stop a few yards away from the house. This was the sticky situation Emmy had to navigate. The driver was Reggie Wilder, the Clayville chief of police. He was Allison’s former boss.

He was also Allison’s former lover.

“Brett, you’re with me.”

Emmy motioned for Cole to cover the front door as she jogged toward the Durango. She could hear the equipment on Brett’s belt hitting his legs as he matched her pace: Glock, pepper spray, handcuffs, telescoping metal baton—all the things Emmy wished she had at her disposal, because Reggie Wilder was used to giving orders, not taking them.

He whipped off his wraparound sunglasses. His eyes were wet with tears. He was only a few inches taller than Emmy, but obscenely muscled from going to the gym before and after work every day, and filled with a kind of simmering anger that could quickly come to a rolling boil.

She said, “Reggie.”

“Is it true?” His voice strained on the last word. “Where the hell is Bill? Why aren’t you out tracking him?”

“Let’s go somewhere to talk.”

“I ain’t going anywhere until I see what that bastard did to her.”

He started walking toward the house—an active crime scene where his ex-lover had been murdered and any DNA and fingerprints could be easily contaminated.

Bill Garrison wasn’t the only suspect in this case.

“Reggie.”

There was a limp to his gait where he’d torn his ACL last year, but his stride was still twice that of Emmy’s. She had to jog to catch up with him.

“Reggie, stop.”

He didn’t stop. “I need to see her.”

“Reggie.” Emmy tried to block his path. “You can’t—”

He sledgehammered his shoulder into hers. She felt a twinge in her back from the sudden twist. Cole tensed like a runner on his mark, but Emmy shook her head, telling him to stay put. She could feel every eye in the street trained on her. Jude looked worried. So did Sherry. They all knew this could get bad.

“Reggie, listen to me.” Emmy put herself directly in front of him, walking backward as he kept moving relentlessly forward. “You know the house is a crime scene. I can’t let you—”

This time, she saw it coming. Reggie raised both of his hands and gave Emmy a hard shove. She had a millisecond to brace herself by shifting her weight to her right foot. What she didn’t account for was the loose-fitting shoes. Emmy tripped and landed flat on her ass.

Several things happened very quickly.

Cole took off toward her. So did Jude. So did Sherry.

Emmy jumped back to her feet. Grabbed the baton off Brett’s belt, swung it through the air and slammed it into the side of Reggie’s knee.

He didn’t have the breath to scream. He crumpled to the ground, clutching his leg, groaning. The pain was so intense that vomit coughed out of his mouth.

Cole stopped in the street. Jude and Sherry did, too.

Emmy took a quick breath. Her shoulder ached. Her tailbone felt bruised where it had cracked against the pavement. Sweat dripped into her eyes.

“Jesus, Emmy.” Brett sounded appalled. “You know he’s got a bad knee.”

She handed Brett the baton. “He can leave in his own car, or he can ride in the back of yours. Make the choice.”

Emmy hadn’t realized Reggie had knocked her out of her shoes until she felt the heat of the asphalt singeing the soles of her feet. She approached her deputies. Julian Vanderbilt, Gregg Davenport and Levi McGuire had all been hired in the last five years. All but Gregg had made it clear they preferred working under her father.

She asked Gregg, “Status report?”

Emmy watched his mouth move, but she couldn’t process what he was saying. Instead, she worked to put herself back in her body. Context told her everything she needed to know: three of her deputies had been sent into the woods to search for a killer. They were now standing in the street. Ergo, they hadn’t found the killer.

She saw Cole approaching. He had collected Sherry’s shoes in one hand. His phone was in the other. He waited until Gregg had finished speaking.

Cole said, “Chief, I wrote out that press release like you asked.”

She had no idea what he was talking about, but she took his phone when he handed it to her. He’d typed out a single line on the screen so that only Emmy would know—

Bill Garrison is at the North Falls baseball park.
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