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“Mommy, somebody’s watching us from the woods again.”

Five-year-old Marisa Garcia grabbed a handful of her mother’s pale yellow cardigan sweater as she whispered the warning. The angora knit was fuzzy and soft, and she hung on for dear life, bobbing along behind twenty-nine-year-old Angela Garcia like the tail on a kite as she stared fearfully at the dark shape she was sure she could see hiding in the undergrowth beneath the trees that crowded close to the gravel driveway.

A wind blew through the branches, making them whisper and creak. Marisa looked away, shivering, and tightened her grip on the sweater. There were no lights on in the house yet, no lights visible anywhere because the car headlights were off and they lived out in the country now, with no other houses nearby. Only the moon peeped at them over the swaying treetops, a pale sliver of light that looked as thin as white tissue paper pasted against a dark purple sky.

“There’s nobody in the woods, baby.” Her mother’s tone was of  patience stretched thin. Her arms were full of groceries, and she was walking quickly through the grass that was wet from the rain earlier in the day, toward the back door of their small brick house without even bothering to look around at the woods. She thought Marisa was making things up. She always did, because Marisa did make things up. Sometimes.

But not now.

“Yes, there is.” But Marisa said it hopelessly, because she already knew nobody was going to listen.

“Marisa’s a baby, Marisa’s a baby. . . .” That was her brother, Tony, who was almost seven. Swinging the grocery bag he was carrying over his head so that the Cheerios and hamburger buns and bag of potato chips inside threatened to fall out, he danced around, making faces at her.

“Stop, Tony.” Their mother was grumpy tonight, because they were late getting home. It was already full dark out, which meant it had to be getting pretty close to seven, and her dad got home at seven, and if supper wasn’t on the table when he walked in the door, he got mad.

When her dad was mad, he scared her.

Sometimes—she knew it was bad to think it, but sometimes—she didn’t really like her dad.

“Here, Marisa, take this.” Her mother thrust a grocery bag at her. Her mother didn’t like her hanging on to her clothes. Angela was always telling her that, so Marisa knew that her mother’s giving her the grocery bag was the signal for Marisa to let go. She did, letting go of the soft knit and taking the bag because her mother wanted her to and she always tried to be good, even if she didn’t always succeed.

“I got put in time-out today.” Tony said it as though he didn’t care. He’d been getting in trouble at school and it worried Mommy. In fact, a lot of things seemed to be worrying Mommy lately. She didn’t smile much anymore. Not like she used to.

“Oh, Tony. What did you do?”

Marisa tuned out her mother and Tony and concentrated on carrying her grocery bag, which had the eggs in it, which were important because her mother was trusting her not to drop them. Marisa’s other arm was wrapped protectively around Gina, the nearly life-size doll she had gotten for her birthday last week. Gina was so great, a My Best Friend doll that all the girls at home had and she’d been wanting so much but never expected to get because they cost a lot. Gina even looked like her, with the same black hair and clothes and everything, and getting her would have made it the best birthday ever, if they hadn’t been living here. She hated this new house, hated her new school, hated the kids who called her fat even though she wasn’t—she was healthy, Mommy said—hated that Daddy was living with them all the time now instead of usually being away. But most of all she hated the woods that rose up on either side of the house, looking like big, black chicken-claw hands all winter, and now that the trees had turned green they cast a shadow over the house and yard so that even in the middle of the day it always seemed dark and scary. There were things  in the woods, creatures with glowing eyes that she could see from her bedroom window at night, and lately there’d been people. She had never actually really seen them, not as anything more than dark shadows hiding in among the trees, but she knew they were there. She knew they were mean. She’d tried to tell her mother and brother before, but they wouldn’t listen. Now one of the shadow people was back again. She could feel the weight of eyes on her, feel the person’s dislike even across the distance that separated them, and she scrunched up her shoulders protectively as she hurried up the back stairs in her mother’s wake.

As soon as the door opened, Lucy came bounding out, barking her head off and jumping on them all and then running around in circles because she was so glad to see them. Lucy was their dog. She was big and black and furry—a mutt, Tony said—and they’d had her for as long as Marisa could remember. They’d brought Lucy with them  when they’d moved to Kentucky from Virginia last fall. Lucy didn’t like Kentucky, either, Marisa knew. They had to keep her locked up in the house all day because this new house didn’t have a fence and they didn’t have enough money to put one up, and Lucy liked to chase the neighbor’s cows. What kind of place had cows living practically next door, anyway?

I want to go home, she thought, as they all, Lucy included, piled into the small, ugly kitchen and the light was turned on and the door was safely shut and locked behind them, closing out the night and the woods.

Home was Virginia, a nice white house with lots of other houses around it and only one big tree in the yard. She missed it so much that whenever she thought about it she felt like crying, so she tried not to. But tonight, because it was dark outside and they were late and her dad was probably going to be mad and there was someone in the woods, she thought about home again.

Her chest started to feel all tight, like it did sometimes when she remembered.

“Here, quick, let’s get dinner going. Marisa, you can set the table. Tony, get Lucy’s leash and take her out in the yard and put her on her chain.” Her mother was already ripping the plastic off a package of hamburger meat and dumping it into the big silver frying pan on the stove. From that, and the box sitting on the counter beside the burner, Marisa knew what they were having: Hamburger Helper.

It was okay, not her favorite.

“Be careful. There’s somebody out there in the woods,” she told Tony as she started to get some clean plates out of the dishwasher, and he took Lucy, clipped to a leash now, so she wouldn’t go running off after any old cows, back out into the dark. She’d propped Gina in a corner so the doll could watch. She would have liked to have her sit at the table, but Tony would have made fun of her, and Daddy wouldn’t have allowed it. Only her mother understood about Gina.

“There is not, turd brain,” Tony said, and her mother sighed.

“I got an award today,” Marisa told her mother when they were alone. She didn’t like to tell things like that in front of Tony; he would feel bad because he never got any awards, and that would make him  be bad, and then he would get in trouble, and that made her feel bad, so she just didn’t do it. The award was a big silver medal that hung from a blue ribbon around her neck, and she lifted the metal disk for her mother’s inspection. “For being a blue-ribbon reader. See, it has my name on it.”

Her mother stopped stirring the hamburger stuff to look at the medal and then smiled at her. “Wow, Marisa. Good job. I’m really proud of you, baby.”

Marisa smiled back. Sometimes, when she was alone like this with Mommy, it was almost as if they were at home again. As if nothing had changed.

“Dad’s home.” Dragging a trail of mud in with him, Tony stomped into the kitchen, letting in a cool, damp-smelling breeze that fluttered the blue-checked curtains over the sink before he slammed the door. The kitchen was already smelling like cooking hamburger stuff with a whiff of gas from the leaky burner, so the outdoor scent just kind of mixed in.

“Oh.” Looking harried, her mother grabbed a can of green beans and a can of corn from the bags that hadn’t yet been emptied and jammed the can opener into the top of the beans. The sound of it creaking around the lid joined the sizzle of meat and the thud of Tony’s muddy shoes as he kicked them off and, from outside, Lucy’s barking. “Go put your pajamas on, Tony, you’ve got mud all over your jeans. And wash your face and hands while you’re at it.”

“Lucy kept jumping on me. She got me muddy.”

Lucy didn’t like being left outside all alone in the dark. She didn’t like being fastened to a chain, either. Like Tony and herself and Mommy, too, Marisa suspected, Lucy just wanted to go home.

The beans and corn were in pans, the pans were on the stove, Tony was nowhere in sight, and Marisa had just picked up Gina when Michael Garcia came in through the back door. He was wiry, and he wasn’t all that tall, but in his jeans and flannel shirt and boots he looked enormous to Marisa. A baseball cap was jammed on his head and, beneath the brim, his mouth and eyes were tight.

Daddy’s mad.

She could tell as soon as she saw him. Clutching Gina tight, sticking her thumb in her mouth, she sidled closer to her mother, and never mind that she’d been told time and time again not to get too close to the stove.

“God, I’ve had a hell of a day.” Looking from Tony’s muddy tracks to the grocery bags crowding the counter, and shaking his head at what he saw, he shut the door, then walked into the middle of the kitchen to dump something on the table. Pressing back against the cabinet by the stove, close enough to her mother now so that she could smell the nice scent Mommy always wore to work, Marisa clutched Gina closer and sucked harder on her thumb. “Supper isn’t ready yet? You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“I just got home myself.” Her mother never acted mad at her dad, never yelled. She simply got quieter when he was around, as if she was trying to stay very calm. Marisa guessed that sometimes her mother was afraid of him, too. “It’ll be just a minute.”

“What’s that you’re making?” He looked at the pans on the stove and frowned. “That crap again?”

“Money’s tight, Mike.”

“You blaming me for that?” He sounded so angry that Marisa’s throat went dry. She would have clutched at her mother’s skirt if she’d had a hand free. But she didn’t, so she could only stand there and try to be invisible. “We moved down here to hicksville because of you.”

“I know.”

Trying to be invisible didn’t work, Marisa discovered. All of a  sudden her dad’s eyes focused on her. Marisa’s stomach lurched. When he was in a bad mood, he had to take it out on somebody. Usually it was Tony, because Tony was so much noisier and bigger and harder to miss. But Tony hadn’t come back from putting on his pajamas yet, probably on purpose. So that left Mommy and her.

“Get your thumb out of your mouth,” he barked, so loudly that Marisa jumped, and he drew back his hand as if he was going to smack her. It scared her so much that she almost wet her pants. She pulled her thumb out of her mouth, then stuck the hand with the wet, glistening, telltale thumb behind her back. She knew sucking her thumb was bad. He’d told her before.

“Supper’s ready.” Frying pan in hand, her mother turned away from the stove to start dishing the food out on the plates. “Marisa, go get Tony, would you, please?”

Marisa nodded, edged around her mother, and, with a last big-eyed look at her dad, fled the kitchen. Only she walked, because she knew seeing her run away from him would make him madder.

“Don’t you start on her, Mike. I’m not going to stand for that.”

She could just hear her mother’s low voice as she went into the hall that connected the three small bedrooms and bathroom to the living room.

“You’re going to stand for any damn thing I tell you to stand for, got that? After what you did, you owe me, and don’t you forget it.”

“I’m making up for it, aren’t I? I’m here.”

“You’re here, all right. And we both know why.”

None of that made any sense to Marisa, and she didn’t hear any more, because she found Tony. He was in the living room, curled up in a corner of the couch, wearing his pajamas and watching TV with the volume turned down low, because he didn’t want to do anything that might attract their dad’s attention unnecessarily.

“Supper,” Marisa announced, then added in a confidential whisper, “He’s mad.”

“He’s a dick,” Tony said bitterly, and Marisa’s mouth dropped open in horror. They weren’t allowed to say bad words. But then, Tony never seemed to care about what they weren’t allowed to do.

“Tony! Marisa!” their mother called.

Tony got off the couch. “You better leave the doll in here. You know he doesn’t like you to carry it around everywhere you go.”

“Thanks, Tony,” Marisa said humbly, because it was true. Daddy had already yelled at her about it, and he got really mad if he had to yell about the same thing too much. She carried Gina to her bedroom, propped her carefully against the wall by the door, and went in to supper.

Nobody said anything much while they ate, and Marisa finished as fast as she could. When it was over, Daddy said he was going out and left, and the rest of them gave a big sigh of relief.

She helped her mother clear the table while Tony did his home-work with them in the kitchen, and then her mother fixed her a bath. She was just getting out of the tub and her mother was just wrapping her in a towel when they heard Lucy barking outside.

“Your daddy must be home,” Mommy said with a sigh.

Marisa’s stomach got a knot in it.

A moment later came the sound of the kitchen door opening and slamming shut.

“Angie! Angie, you get your ass in here!”

Her mother was still crouched down beside her, still rubbing her with the towel. Her hands stopped moving and she went really still as she looked toward the kitchen. Then she stood up fast, but not before Marisa saw fear flash into her eyes.

“Get your nightgown on and get into bed. Tell Tony I said go to bed, too.” Her mother’s voice was quiet.

“Mommy.” Marisa wanted to hold on to her mother, but she was already gone, her skirt swishing as she moved fast down the hall. By the time Marisa had her nightgown pulled on over her head she could  hear her dad shouting, yelling loud, nasty things. Her heart started beating really fast. Goose bumps rose up on her skin with a prickle. Trying not to listen, she picked up her medal and hung it around her neck, then went to get Gina. Hugging the doll close, she started for Tony’s room to tell him to go to bed. His door was closed. She thought he probably had it locked, which meant she was going to have to knock, which meant Daddy might hear and come into the hall and see her.

She felt all shivery inside at the thought.

A giant crash from the kitchen made her jump. Then her mother screamed, the sound so loud and shrill it hurt her ears, and her dad shouted. Marisa’s heart lurched as a terrible fear gripped her. There was a sharp bang, then another, like firecrackers going off in the house. An icy premonition raced down her spine.

“Mommy!”

She ran for her mother. A second later, Marisa found herself standing in the kitchen doorway, her eyes huge and her mouth hanging open as she looked at the most terrible sight she had ever seen. Her heart pounded so hard she could barely hear over it, and she had to fight to breathe. With one disbelieving glance she saw her dad lying facedown on the floor in what looked like a big puddle of bright red paint and her mother turning to face her with the front of her yellow sweater turning bright red, too, as though something was blossoming on it, some awful flower that was getting bigger by the second as it gobbled her up from the inside out.

Mommy. But Marisa was so terrified now that although her mouth opened and her throat worked, no sound came out.

“Run, Marisa,” her mother shrieked, her face white and terrible. “Run, run, run!”

There was another person in the room, Marisa saw, as beyond her mother something moved. Instantly she knew in her heart that it was one of the shadow people from the woods. Seized by mortal fear, she whirled around and ran like a jackrabbit with her mother’s screams  echoing in her ears, darting through the living room, bursting out through the front door as the cool night air whooshed past her into the house, leaping across the wet grass that felt cold and slippery beneath her bare feet, flying into the darkness as the shadow person gave chase.

There was nowhere else to go: Sobbing with fear, she ran into the woods.




1

“You missed court! The judge chewed Kane out for being unprepared. She ain’t happy, and let me tell you, neither am I.” Scott Buchanan let fly before the door to his office, which Lisa Grant was, at his direction, closing behind her, was even all the way shut. Knowing she was at fault, Lisa still winced inwardly at the idea that their colleagues—no, her colleagues, because he was the boss—could hear every word.

“I had car trouble.” She should have been apologizing abjectly, she knew. She would have been, if her boss had been anyone other than him. Stomach tight, she stopped in the center of the spacious corner office to meet his gaze.

“Bullshit.” He stood behind his battered metal desk—no expensive mahogany for this district attorney, the blue-collar man’s friend!—glaring at her out of light blue eyes that were, on this Tuesday morning, slightly bloodshot, as though he’d tied one on the night before or, more probably, though she hated to admit it, been working  until the wee hours. His short, thick tobacco-brown hair looked as if he’d recently run his hands through it from sheer aggravation. His thick brows beetled over his meaty nose. His square jaw looked even more pugnacious than usual. He had his suit coat off—it was draped over the back of his chair—and the contrast between his white dress shirt and pale blue tie and the tanned skin of his face and neck was marked. He was a wide-shouldered, muscular man of thirty-two who looked like what he was: the son of a no-account, chronically unemployed sometime mechanic, who’d done physical labor all his life until he’d managed to claw his way through law school.

“It’s the truth.”

His face tightened. “Come here.”

From the way he was looking at her she knew he meant it, so she complied, holding her head high as his eyes ran derisively over her, aware that her cool elegance in the face of his wrath and the already sultry late-June heat was maddening to him and taking at least a small degree of pleasure in the fact that this was so. At age twenty-eight, she’d been told often enough that she was beautiful to have a healthy sense of her own attractiveness, and she was perfectly sure he was aware of it, too. Her face was oval and fine-featured. Her eyes were large and caramel-brown, with a slight tilt to them. Her complexion had a naturally tawny tint that meant she only rarely had to resort to fake tans, and her hair, currently twisted into a chignon at her nape, was long, thick, and black as a crow’s wing. Her black linen pantsuit looked as though it had cost the earth, and never mind that it was two years old. It fit her tall, willowy form like it had been tailored to it, which it had. The sleeveless white shell beneath was silk. Wearing her expensive Louboutin heels, unmistakable because of their red soles, she still lacked a few inches of reaching his height of six-foot-one, but not many, which she devoutly hoped he found maddening, too.

“Look out that window.” As she reached him, he slid a hand  around her arm just above her elbow, pulled her a few inches to her right, and yanked the cord of the dusty mini-blinds that covered the big window behind his desk. The blinds shot up with a rattle. Blinking at the sudden onslaught of bright sunlight, Lisa found herself looking out on busy Main Street, the building’s front entrance, and the nearly full parking lot. “That’s what I was doing about, oh, let’s say ten minutes ago, because I got a call from Kane saying you hadn’t shown up for court and I was checking to see if your car was out there in the parking lot. Know what I saw instead?”

It was a rhetorical question, and Lisa knew the answer even before he told her. Knowing he was looking at her, she had to suppress the urge to grimace.

“Loverboy in his red Porsche, dropping pampered Princess off at the door. Oh, and let’s not forget the five-minute-long good-bye smooch. Pretty steamy, especially when you’re a fricking hour and twenty minutes late. What, did the morning quickie run long?”

He let go of her arm. Head high, she moved away from him, walking back around his unbelievably messy desk to stand facing him across it.

“Go to hell.” Her voice was perfectly pleasant.

“You’re fucking fired.” His wasn’t.

“I’m sorry, okay? My car really did break down.” She desperately needed the job, or she wouldn’t have said it. “I had to call Joel”—the man she was currently dating, Joel Peyton, aka Loverboy—“to come and pick me up.”

“How about calling in to the office at the same time? Just to say, oh, I don’t know, you might be running late.” His voice dripped sarcasm.

In point of fact, she had called in and spoken to one of her fellow research assistants, Emily Jantzen, who had promised to grab the needed material from her desk and hurry over to courtroom twelve to  cover for her. She wondered what had happened to Jantzen. Something clearly had.

Whatever, there was no way she was getting Jantzen into trouble on her behalf.

“I’m sorry,” she said again.

Scott snorted. “You missed court. We don’t do that here in the DA’s office. That’s a big no-no with us.” He said it as if he were talking to a slightly stupid two-year-old. “Judges don’t like it when we look unprepared. I don’t like it. It’s un-pro-fessional. You ever heard that word before?”

God, she hated to grovel to him. “It won’t happen again.”

He gave her a level look, and she knew she was safe. From being fired, at least. Well, she hadn’t really thought he meant it.

“It better not. You probably don’t know it, having just come down from Mount Olympus like you have, but this here is called a job because we work. From eight a.m. on the dot until whatever time the work is finished. Pretty much six days a week. No excuses accepted. Got that?”

“Yes.”

“We have to have this talk again, and you’ll be out on your ass before the first wheedling little apology gets all the way out of your mouth. Am I making myself clear?”

It was all she could do not to shoot him the bird and turn on her heel. “Yes.”

“Great.” The phone on his desk began to ring. He picked it up, said, “Yeah. On my way,” into it, and hung up again, all without taking his eyes off her. “I don’t have the time or the patience to follow you around and make sure you’re doing what you’re supposed to be doing when you’re supposed to be doing it, and I can’t spare anyone else to babysit you, either. Until further notice, you’re down in the basement sorting through the cold cases. When you get down  there, you can send Gemmel up here to take your place. She at least has some kind of work ethic.”

That stung. “Scott . . .”

He was already shrugging into his light gray jacket and coming around his desk, heading for the door. Since everyone in the office called one another by their last names, that slip of the tongue had his eyes colliding with hers and holding them for a pregnant instant.

“Baby, you’re that close”—he pinched together his thumb and forefinger so that there was maybe half an inch of air between them—“to being out of a job, so I’d watch myself if I were you. I didn’t want to hire you in the first place. The only reason I did was because of your mom.”

The thought of mentioning that she probably liked being called  baby, especially at work, even less than he enjoyed hearing her say  Scott occurred, only to be instantly dismissed. To begin with, the first time he’d called her that had been roughly a dozen years ago, so despite the fact that he was a male DA speaking to a newly hired female attorney currently working for him as a research assistant, it wasn’t as demeaning as it might seem. Second, ticking him off any more probably wasn’t something she wanted to do right now. No, correction, something she should do. Because she wanted to. She definitely wanted to.

“She loves you, too.” As annoying as it was to admit, it was the truth. Her beautiful, kindhearted, gentle-souled mother, the owner of Grayson Springs, the storied, thousand-acre horse farm she had inherited from her wealthy parents, had taken an interest in the young son of a loser neighbor from the time he’d first started doing odd jobs for them for a couple of dollars when he was about twelve years old. From that time on, as he grew up, he had pretty much spent his summers and after-school hours working on their farm. Martha Grant had invited him into the kitchen to eat (the meals were prepared by Elsa,  the cook, but a teenage farm worker wouldn’t even have been allowed inside the house without Miss Martha’s say-so) and seen to it that there was always work for him when he came looking for it, and had done countless other things on his behalf, most of which Lisa knew nothing about but suspected included making calls that got him the scholarship money he’d needed to swing college and beyond. That was why a month before, when the prestigious law firm she had worked for had gone belly-up in the bad economy and there had been no other jobs in the area to be had, she had swallowed her pride and come to him, the hunky former farmhand made good that she and her girlfriends from Lexington Country Day School, the priciest private school in Lexington, Kentucky, had once upon a long time ago wiled away many a summer afternoon ogling and teasing as he went about his chores. He hadn’t exactly been gracious, but he’d given her a job. As a research assistant, at just a little more than half her previous pay. It was, he’d said, the only position available. Take it or leave it.

She’d taken it. And she’d been doing a damned good job at it, too. The material that had been needed in court this morning—background information on the defendant, priors, forensic results, the impact statement on the victim—had been compiled in plenty of time, ready and waiting in a file on her desk for her to take with her to court.

Only fate in the form of the six-year-old Jaguar’s transmission had intervened, and she’d been stuck by the side of a narrow, leafy country lane in Woodford County until first the tow truck and then Joel had arrived.

“I’ve been meaning to get out there to see her. How’s she doing?” he asked as he walked past her.

“About the same. She doesn’t complain.”

“No, she wouldn’t. She’s a fine lady. Shame you take after your dad, isn’t it?”

Reaching the door, he opened it, then held it with ironic courtesy  for her to precede him through it. Seething at the low blow—her parents were divorced, and her relationship with her federal-judge father was frosty at best—she barely managed not to stalk past him and out into the room where his administrative assistant, Sally Adams, sat at her desk. Silver-haired, plump, and good-natured, a twenty-year veteran of the prosecutor’s office, Sally instantly averted her eyes, pretending to be busy doing something on her computer.

“Hey,” Scott greeted two deputy DAs, David Pratchett and Sandra Ellis, who were waiting for him. Beyond them, in the big room with the cubicles, where a host of associates labored and her own desk was located, there was a collective rush as a dozen chairs rolled out of the aisle where they had been, Lisa was sure, congregated as those who occupied them watched the closed door and speculated on what was going on behind it, to disappear back into their assigned spaces. Everybody knew she’d been the DA’s morning whipping boy, of course, and they were dying to see how she’d taken it. But nobody wanted to be caught looking, or gossiping, by the boss.

“Chandler in Homicide sent word that Gaylin is ready to confess.” Ellis was breathless with excitement. An attractive, fortyish brunette, she was wearing a pale green summery skirt suit and carrying a briefcase. Gaylin, Lisa knew, was the crack-addled suspect who’d been taken into custody the day before, charged with murdering his own grandmother with a hammer when she wouldn’t give him any money for dope. The whole office was taking an interest in that one, herself included.

“Let’s go.” Joining them, Scott strode away without a backward glance. Sally dared to look up then, and gave Lisa a commiserating look.

“You okay? Whatever he said, don’t take it personal. He’s been in a really bad mood lately.” The fact that Sally was almost whispering said volumes, in Lisa’s opinion.

“I’m fine.”

“A little shaky” would have been a truer answer, but she wasn’t about to let it show. Returning Sally’s sympathetic smile with a quick, resolute one of her own, Lisa headed for the ladies’ room to give them time to get clear. The last thing she wanted to do right now was ride down in the elevator with Scott Buchanan.

It proved to be a mistake. Instead of riding down in the elevator with Scott, she was standing there in front of the elevator bank when a car going up arrived and opened to disgorge, along with half a dozen others, Kane and Jantzen. Assistant DA Amanda Kane, a hard-charging, pretty platinum blonde of maybe thirty who was wearing a sleeveless navy dress and carrying her jacket along with her briefcase and purse, looked tense. Research assistant Jantzen, an equally pretty but much softer sandy blonde just a couple of years out of college, who was clad in a bright print skirt and pink tee, looked miserable. Both of them spotted Lisa at the same time.

Jantzen’s eyes widened. Kane’s narrowed.

“Oversleep, Grant?” Kane glared at her. “I guess eight a.m. is a little early.”

“I’m sorry.” Lisa knew the apology was owed, and Kane’s annoyance was justified. It didn’t make her feel any better about it. Her stomach was still tight from her meeting with Scott, and this was just rubbing salt in the wound. “My car broke down.”

“Tell it to Buchanan.”

With that she swept on by. Trying not to let her chagrin show on her face, Lisa looked a question at Jantzen.

“As soon as you called, I rushed the folder over there just as fast as I could.” Jantzen spoke in a hurried, hushed voice. “I got there maybe ten minutes after court started. She wouldn’t take it! Said she’d already told the judge she was unprepared. If you ask me, I think she was just being as difficult as possible to get you in trouble. She is such a bitch.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Lisa looked after Kane. She’d  thought before that the other woman didn’t like her, but this was the first overt indication that she was right. Laying the whole sequence of events out before Scott in an attempt to point out that she was not the only one at fault here instantly occurred to her, only to be as quickly dismissed. It might get Kane yelled at, but it wouldn’t make her any friends, or even change Scott’s feelings about the screwup, which was, in the final analysis, still her fault. Besides, she wasn’t one to carry tales out of school. Her attention shifted back to Jantzen. “Thanks for trying, anyway. I owe you.”

An elevator pinged. This one, she saw at a glance, was heading down.

“No problem.” Jantzen smiled at her. The doors opened, revealing a couple of people already inside. Jantzen looked a little puzzled as Lisa moved to join them. “Where are you going?”

“The basement. To sort through the cold-case files.” Having stepped into the elevator, Lisa turned and made a wry face at Jantzen.

“Oh my God, he’s sending you to Siberia!” She gave a nervous giggle. “He does that when he’s really—”

Whatever Jantzen had been going to say was lost as the elevator door closed and Lisa was carried ten floors below to the basement, where, in one of the rooms, boxes upon boxes of old files waited to be sorted through. Originally housed in the basement of the venerable county courthouse, the files had been transferred when the prosecutor’s office had moved into this building, which was new. Instead of just putting them in storage and forgetting about them, which, among the staff, was felt to be pretty much the consensus of the best thing to do, the files were being reread, checked for any forensic evidence that had been collected at the time for which tests that had not been available then were now available, quickly evaluated to see if anything in them seemed in any way to be linked to any case the county was currently working on, and entered into the computer system for possible future reference.

It was a thankless, seemingly endless job that nobody wanted to do. The basement was a windowless warren of storage rooms that seemed airless and already felt a little dank, despite the building’s newness. The lighting was of the overhead fluorescent variety, and dim. The walls were yellow, the floor a shiny, hard gray. Realizing that she was still on edge from her recent unpleasant encounters, Lisa took a deep breath as she reached the room where the files were stored, then opened the door. When she did, the musty smell of decades-old paper made her nose wrinkle. Brown cardboard boxes were stacked everywhere, rising almost to ceiling height against the walls, piled layers deep so that the only clear space in the room was a path leading from the door to an area around a table near the far wall.

At the sound of the opening door, both Alan Rinko and Tamara Gemmel looked up in surprise. In his early twenties, pale and plump, with short, frizzy brown hair and wire-rimmed glasses, wearing rumpled khakis and a short-sleeved white shirt and red tie, Rinko was a rising 2L spending the summer before his second year of law school interning in the prosecutor’s office. A research assistant, Gemmel was maybe thirty-five, tall and wiry, with shoulder-length black hair and a predilection for the color red, which she was wearing today in the form of a short-sleeved blouse with a pair of black pants. In the brief time Lisa had been in the prosecutor’s office, she’d developed a liking for Gemmel, who’d done her best to try to make the newcomer feel at home.

“Yo, Grant. What are you doing down here?” Rinko asked. He was sitting cross-legged on the floor with an open box next to him and manila folders piled in his lap. The top folder was open.

“I’ve been banished.” Closing the door behind her, Lisa made a comical face as she advanced toward the table where Gemmel sat behind a computer. With Rinko on the floor to her right and a stack of folders on the table beside her, Gemmel clearly had the job of entering the information into the system after Rinko had first gone through the files.

Gemmel grinned at her. “What’d you do to get on the shit list?”

“Was late, among other things. I’m sure you’ll hear all about it.” She motioned for Gemmel to rise. “I’m supposed to take your place.”

“Restored to the land of the living at last!” Gemmel stood up with alacrity. “I’ve been down here for a week. I was beginning to think nobody else was ever going to screw up.”

“Yeah, well, that would be me.” Lisa took Gemmel’s vacated seat, looked at the screen in front of her, glanced at the open file from which information was obviously being transferred, and stifled a sigh. “What do I do?”

“You don’t have to type in everything.” Gemmel stood beside her while they both looked at the screen. “Just fill out a form for each file, and give each file a number. Once you do that, you can just scan the rest of the documents in. If anything jumps out at you—you know, something like available DNA that we can do something with—set that file aside. Actually, Rinko is supposed to look out for that. You’re just backup, in case he misses something.”

“The Rink don’t miss nuthin’,” Rinko said. “Guaranteed.”

Lisa looked at the stack of manila folders beside the computer. “After the information’s entered, what do we do with the files?”

“It depends. Tell her, Rinko.”

“Most of ’em, the ones we can’t do anything with, they go back in the boxes,” Rinko said. “Stuff that is still relevant, like a rape case or a murder where we got DNA to test, goes in this blue tub.” He jerked his thumb toward a blue plastic tub with a few files in it that sat near the table. “Urgent stuff, like a prior on somebody currently in the can, we’re supposed to call up to whichever prosecutor can use it. We’ve had only one of those since I’ve been here. Orders are not to destroy anything, or let anything leave this room without permission from above.”

“Not God, Buchanan,” Gemmel clarified.

“You’re impressing me, Rinko,” Lisa told him.

“Hey, I’ve been down here for weeks, so I know this stuff cold.”

“That reminds me.” Gemmel reached around Lisa for a file that had obviously been set aside at the far edge of the table, plopped it down where Lisa could see it, and flipped it open. “I was gonna call you to come down here and take a look at this anyway. What do you think of that?”

She tapped the open page with a forefinger.

Lisa obediently looked. She frowned at what she saw. Secured with yellowing Scotch tape to the inside cover of the grungy manila folder was a Polaroid snapshot of what appeared to be a family: a young couple, two small children, and a dog. They sat close together on the front steps of a nondescript one-story ranch house, with the adults on the top step and the children, a boy and a girl, maybe six and four years old, respectively, on the bottom. The boy had his arm draped around a big black dog that sat, tongue lolling, beside him. The date, September 2, 1980, was scrawled in fading ink on the white strip at the bottom of the snapshot.

There was a darkness to the picture, a sense of ineffable sadness of the type that often clings to images of people and things long past. Or maybe she just felt that way because, if the picture was taped to a manila folder stored in the prosecutor’s office, clearly something bad had happened to somebody in it. But it was not that which made Lisa’s eyes sharpen, or caused her to suddenly lean closer.

It was the woman, the mother, who caught her eye.

Clad in jeans and an oversized white sweater, she faced the camera unsmiling, her long, thick black hair blowing a little in what was obviously a breeze, her arms wrapped around her knees.

Lisa’s first shocked thought was that she was looking at a picture of herself, as she was right now, taken, impossibly, almost thirty years in the past. Before she had been born, in fact.
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“What’d you do, time-travel?” Gemmel’s tone said she was joking.

“Looks like it, doesn’t it?” Lisa was still studying the picture. As near as she could make out—the image was small, old, and grainy—the woman in the picture looked enough like her to be her twin.

“Woo-ooo-ooo-ooo.” The eerie bit of tune came from Rinko. Then he added prosaically, “She wouldn’t happen to be a relative, would she?”

“The family name is Garcia. The parents are Michael and Angela, the kids Tony and Marisa,” Gemmel added.

Her eyes on the picture, Lisa shook her head. “Doesn’t ring a bell.”

She glanced over at the sheet of paper on top of the nearly inch-thick file. Handwritten, raggedly torn from a yellow legal pad, it appeared to be notes of some sort. What she could understand of it—the handwriting was hard to decipher—didn’t tell her much. It looked like a detective’s contemporaneous account of an interview with someone who basically stated that the Garcias were a nice family. She lifted it aside. A typewritten list of names, none of which meant anything to her, was next. She suspected it was a list of people the police had either interviewed or meant to interview, but she had no way of knowing for sure.

“So, what happened?” she asked, glancing up. If she knew anything about Gemmel, she’d read everything in the file.

“They disappeared. The whole family, including the dog. Vanished without a trace. One day the husband doesn’t show up for work. Neither does the wife. The kids are absent from school. No answer when people try to get them on the phone. Finally somebody goes out to the house to check. They’re gone.”

Lisa frowned. “So, maybe they just took off.”

“That’s what the police originally thought. The husband’s car was missing, although the wife’s car was still there. They could all have piled in and headed out. But they hadn’t told anyone they were leaving, and the house was ransacked. Dirty dishes from that night’s supper were in the dishwasher, which hadn’t yet been turned on. There was water in the bathtub, and a couple of floaty toys, too, and the dirty clothes the girl had been wearing that day were crumpled on the floor beside the tub, which made police think the mother might have been giving the daughter a bath. In other words, if they just took off on their own, all indications were that something occurred to make them leave in a hurry.”

“Like what?”

“No clue,” Gemmel said. “Unless maybe they were hiding from something or somebody and were afraid they’d been found. The police did follow a couple of leads that the husband was involved in criminal activity, but nothing seemed to ever really pan out.”

“Tell her about the blood,” Rinko said.

Lisa looked a question at Gemmel.

“There were indications that some blood had been spilled in the kitchen and cleaned up. Actually, a lot of blood. As in somebody bit the big one.”

“Whose was it?”

Gemmel shrugged. “If they ever determined that, it’s not in the file. Or at least if it is, I missed it.”

“Hmm.” Conscious of a vague feeling of unease, Lisa glanced down at the file again. The tiny faces in the picture stared back at her solemnly. The man and boy were, like the woman, wearing jeans. The man had on a navy windbreaker with a baseball cap pulled down low over his eyes so that his hair was hidden and his features were in shadow. The boy was black-haired and handsome in a white sweater like the mom’s. The little girl was chubby-cheeked and adorable in a long-sleeved blue dress that might have been velvet, with a lace collar, smocking on the bodice, and white tights and Mary Janes. Her hair was black, too, cut so that it just brushed her shoulders, with bangs almost reaching her eyes. There was something about the picture that Lisa found disturbing, which probably had a great deal to do with the way the woman looked. It was impossible that these people had anything to do with her, of course. Even the close degree of resemblance between herself and the woman might be the result of the small size and slightly out-of-focus quality of the images. If she had a good, clear photo, probably the similarities would come down to coloring and build, and that would be it.

“Weird,” she said, closing the file and setting it aside.

“Yeah,” Rinko agreed, adding another file for scanning to the small pile beside the computer, while Gemmel demanded with a trace of indignation, “Is that all you have to say about it?”

Lisa shrugged. “Don’t they say that everybody has a doppelgänger somewhere? Maybe this is mine.”

“Well, if it were me, I’d sure want to know more, but whatever.” Gemmel sounded disappointed. A few minutes later, she left the room, and Lisa got down to the truly stultifying work of computerizing the files.

By the time five o’clock—quitting time in her previous, much  lamented position as a rising associate for Todd, Larchman, and Springer—rolled around, her back ached. Her arms felt as if they were ready to fall off. She was seeing purple spots in front of her eyes from staring too long at the computer screen. Conscious that she had been, as Scott had so kindly pointed out to her that morning, an hour and twenty minutes late, she kept doggedly working even after Rinko, groaning and complaining that his butt was numb, got up from the floor and gave every indication that he was ready to call it a night.

“Go on, I’ll be fine,” she urged him. It was, she saw with a glance at her watch, about ten minutes after six o’clock. By six-thirty, she would have made up the missed time and then some, and Scott could go take a flying leap.

“Yeah, I go off and leave you down here all alone and some psycho comes in and pulls a Jason.” Rinko shook his head. “This place was made to be an abattoir. Come on, Grant, use your imagination. Get out while you can.”

Looking up from the screen, Lisa had to laugh. “I’d rather not use my imagination if that’s where it’s going to take me.”

“These files aren’t going anywhere, you know. I’ve been down here since the middle of May and haven’t even made a dent. I think they reproduce in the dark.”

The bit about the files not going anywhere was so true that Lisa was persuaded. Pushing the chair back, she got up and stretched. God, her back was stiff! Her eyes fell on the Garcia family file. She knew that it was ridiculous to imagine that it had anything to do with her, but still she was intrigued by it, by the thought of the family that had so mysteriously vanished, by the resemblance. Maybe they were  relatives, some sort of distant cousins. Somebody at home might know. At the very least they might remember when the family had gone missing, because it was bound to have caused an uproar in the local media.

“You’re supposed to lock up, aren’t you?” A lightbulb having suddenly come on in her mind, she grinned at Rinko as she retrieved her purse and briefcase from the floor. The keys he jangled impatiently while he waited for her gave it away. “That’s why you want me out of here. You can’t lock up until I’m gone.”

“Maybe.” His answering grin told the tale. “Maybe there’s a concert I got tickets to, and it starts at seven. Just maybe, that’s all I’m saying.”

“What concert?” With a guilty glance at Rinko, who was returning the unread files from the floor to the box from which they had been taken, she picked up the Garcia file and slid it into her briefcase. She would read it tonight on her own time and bring it back tomorrow with no one the wiser and no harm done. She wouldn’t even have concealed what she was doing from Rinko—who couldn’t have stopped her, in any case—except she didn’t want him to get in trouble if anyone found out she’d borrowed the file.

“Dead Vampires. They’re playing with Scooter Boys and La Gordita.”

Those were, as Lisa kind of vaguely thought she knew, local bands.

“Sounds lovely.” She led the way out of the room, waited while he turned off the lights and locked up behind her, then walked with him to the elevators.

“Should be great,” he agreed.

“Rupp Arena?” she asked as they stepped into an elevator, thinking of the traffic that would clog downtown if this main venue for the performing arts and every other big event, including, and most important, University of Kentucky basketball, was involved.

“They wish.” He shook his head. “It’s outdoors, at Frawley Park.”

“Do you have a date?”

“Just hangin’ with friends.”

The elevator stopped, and they, the only two in it, stepped out  into the building’s vast, echoing, marble-floored entry court and joined the stream of stragglers exiting the building. The warm, mellow sunshine of a late-June evening spilled over them as they pushed through one of the many tinted doors that formed part of the long front wall of amber glass. The textured concrete beneath their feet still retained enough heat to fry an egg, the sun still hung like a blaze-orange tennis ball a few feet above the horizon, and the inside of the Jaguar, which had been repaired and delivered to the parking lot while she worked, would be hot as an oven. But these soft, golden evening hours were what made summer magical in Kentucky’s bluegrass region. They were what Lisa had missed most when she had gone away to Wellesley College in Massachusetts and from there to Boston University School of Law, then to a fast-track job as an associate in one of Boston’s premier law firms. She had come home last October because of her mother, but this, her first summer spent in the South in years, reminded her why, when the time had first come for her to go away, she hadn’t wanted to leave.

“It’s a beautiful night for it,” Lisa said.

“Yeah.”

“’Night, Grant, Rinko.” Jantzen spoke over her shoulder as, juggling an armful of books and files as well as a briefcase and her purse, she hurried past them and toward the parking lot.

“ ’ Night,” she and Rinko called back in unison.

A glimpse at the wistful expression on Rinko’s face as he looked after Jantzen’s swinging blond hair and swaying skirt provided Lisa with a surprising revelation: He had a thing for Jantzen.

“Go offer to help her carry some of that stuff,” she urged Rinko in an undertone.

Glancing at her in some surprise, as though he was suspicious that she might somehow, mysteriously, have divined his secret, he shook his head.

“Nah. She’s got it under control, and anyway, I got to get to my  concert.” They had reached the parking lot by that time, and Rinko, lifting a hand in farewell, turned right toward his ancient Dodge Caravan while Lisa proceeded straight ahead to where the man from the dealership had told her he’d parked the Jaguar. “See ya tomorrow.”

“Enjoy your concert.”

Fifteen minutes later, Lisa had left the small but vibrant city that was Lexington behind. Once across the old two-lane bridge that arched over the Kentucky River, a sleepy expanse of muddy green water that was a favorite of local fishermen, she was in Woodford County. The leafy back roads that led to Grayson Springs were narrow and winding, distinguished by a series of picturesque bridges that arched over meandering streams and lined with mortarless stone walls that had been constructed by itinerant Irish masons some two hundred years before. Farms, small and large, dotted the landscape, ranging in type from the hardscrabble six-chickens-and-a-cow ones that could no longer eke out a living for their owners to the mansions and climate-controlled stables and vast acreage of the premier Thoroughbred operations, of which Grayson Springs had once been a crown jewel. On all sides, lush fields of Kentucky’s fabled bluegrass rolled away for as far as the eye could see. As Lisa had several times had to explain to disappointed friends visiting from college, the bluegrass wasn’t really blue. It was as green as the grass anywhere, except on certain days when the wind blew in the right direction and the light was just right and . . . well, suffice it to say that ninety-nine percent of the time, the bluegrass was green. But whatever color it was, it was absolutely ideal for raising the best racehorses in the world, and for generations now that was the use to which it had been put.

This place was, Lisa had often thought, one of the last refuges of aristocracy in America. People here knew one another’s lineage, and who you were mattered. If you weren’t the son or daughter of one of the upper-crust families, then you were to all intents and purposes invisible, just a worker bee toiling in the hive of ordinary life. Some  of the wealthiest people in the world lived here, or had second homes here, or visited often. The Queen of England spent a nearly annual vacation at Lane’s End, another of the top-flight Thoroughbred farms, whose owners were among Her Majesty’s closest friends. The rulers of Saudi Arabia were regulars at the local horse sales, and they snapped up prime breeding stock for prices that brought smiles to the faces of the consignors. Hollywood icons, famous European fashion designers, and billionaire businessmen alike lived in quiet splendor on vast properties that no one outside this little enclosed world knew they owned. So many top-of-the-line private jets flew in to Blue Grass Airport that its commercial operations were secondary to its real function, which was catering to the elite. Lexington’s fabled Keeneland Race Course catered to the moneyed few and was far too swanky to allow itself to be referred to as Keeneland Race Track.

It was beautiful, anachronistic, and home sweet home. She’d been back for only eight months, and she was ready to swear she could feel her bred-in-the-bone southern gentility rising in her veins like sap.

Sometimes she longed for Boston like she longed for a cool breeze in the midst of all this cloying heat. One day, when everything here was settled, she meant to go back and pick up the pieces of the life she had made for herself there.

Lisa was jolted back to the present by the sounds of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony emanating from her purse. It was her ringtone, and as she fished her cell phone out she saw that the caller was Joel. A junior partner in his wealthy father’s real estate development company, he’d flown with his father to Chicago, where they had business that would occupy them overnight, after dropping her off at work.

“Just calling to check in,” he said when she answered, and she guessed that he had only just arrived. Bronzed, blond, and handsome enough to star in a Ralph Lauren ad, Joel was another offspring of the elite. His father was a close friend of her father’s, which meant  she’d known Joel forever. They were the same age, he’d been part of the wild crowd of rich kids she’d run with in high school, and back then they’d dated for just long enough so that he’d been the one to take her to her senior prom. When he’d asked her out not long after she’d gotten back to town, she’d seen no reason not to say yes. Since then, she’d been seeing more and more of him. He’d made it pretty clear lately that he wanted to take things to the next level—i.e., he wanted them to have sex—but she wasn’t quite ready for that. In her experience, sex plus guys added up to big, messy drama sooner or later, and she had too much on her plate right at the moment to indulge in what—unless she meant to stay in Lexington permanently, which she didn’t—couldn’t ever be more than a fling.

“How was your flight?” she asked.

“Fine. Did you get your car fixed?”

“I’m driving it home right now.”

“That’s good. Anything interesting happen at work?”

Lisa thought about telling him that she’d nearly been fired, but that would mean bringing Scott into it and, given that the two had never liked each other, that would involve a more intense conversation than she wanted to have. Instead, she told him about the Garcia file and how much she resembled Angela Garcia.

“Before you start reading all kinds of things into it, you probably ought to take a closer look at that picture.” Joel’s voice was dry. “A blurry Polaroid doesn’t sound too reliable.”

“I brought the file home with me. I could drop the picture off at Walgreens on the way into work tomorrow and have it copied and enlarged.” The idea had just occurred, but it was a good one.

“Sounds like a plan,” Joel said. Then Lisa heard someone say something in the background, and he added, “Dad says hi.”

“Tell him I say hi back,” Lisa responded. Sanford Peyton had never been one of her favorite people—besides being a friend and business  associate of her father’s, he tended to treat Joel as if he were ten years old and incompetent, and had always seemed to disapprove of her—but she could be polite.

“Listen, I’ve got to go. I’ll be back late tomorrow. Don’t forget we’re going to the country club on Saturday if I don’t see you before then. I’ll pick you up at seven.”

“I’ll be ready.” Lisa said good-bye and disconnected. The coming Saturday was the Fourth of July, and the club sponsored an annual buffet, dance, and fireworks display in honor of the holiday. It was a popular event, always crowded and always fun. Most of her friends who were still in town would be there. She only hoped nothing came up at work to keep her from going. Weekends, particularly Saturdays, seemed like something of a theoretical concept to nearly everybody in the prosecutor’s office.

The Fourth of July was a national holiday, however, which should mean something. If not, she would just plan to lie through her teeth about the reason she couldn’t work if she was asked to.

Turning over possible foolproof excuses, she was absentmindedly watching the antics of a field full of frisky yearlings when the Jaguar hit a pothole and died. Just like that. Bump and out.

“Oh, no,” she moaned, listening to the complete cessation of engine noise with dismay.

She barely had time to steer the car to the side of the road before it stopped dead.

“Piece of junk,” she muttered.

Shifting into park just because she thought she should, she looked despairingly at the fuel gauge in hopes that the fix could be as simple as that. No such luck: The thing read full, so unless the gauge was as faulty as nearly everything else on the car, the cause lay elsewhere. Probably, Lisa thought, in the transmission the dealership had supposedly just fixed. The car wasn’t even hers. It was her mother’s. Martha Grant had always driven a Jaguar, time without end, and this was the  last one she had bought before she had started to exhibit the symptoms that eventually led to her being diagnosed with ALS four years before. It was, unfortunately, not suited for transporting a woman in a wheelchair, which her mother now was, so Lisa had traded in her own reliable Honda for a van roomy enough to serve the purpose. With the farm’s finances in the state they were in, they couldn’t afford another car, and she wouldn’t dream of distressing her mother by getting rid of one more symbol of the way things used to be.

Which meant she got stuck with the Jag.

Lisa was fumbling in her purse for her cell phone when the sudden opening of the driver’s-side door made her jump and squeak with alarm.
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