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For Kate Miciak,
who took me to school


Prologue

She was going to make a lot of noise. He could tell by the way she moved, the attitude, the way she spoke to her friends, the way she carried herself. The ringleader. He could always spot them. Some guys, they liked the mousy ones, the ones with their little heads down. Not this guy. He liked them smart. He liked the struggle. And the fear. Not just theirs. His. The pounding drumbeat in his ears, the way time stretched like a piece of elastic, pulled until it snapped into a few astonishing seconds of utter terrifying pandemonium—fighting, biting, screaming, his skin under their sparkly nails. He liked that too. It was a way inside them.

He pulled out a brown bag and took a bite of the bologna-and-mustard sandwich he hadn’t gotten around to at lunch, washed it down with a freezing-cold Coke, the kind in the green-glass bottles from the old machine in front of Smith’s Hardware.

He leaned back into the bench—bird-watching, he liked to call it. And the little chicks were out today. Same time. Same route. Same chatter shooting up over the breeze as they crossed the park. Nothing he could make out, just the high-pitched peaks of female voices stabbing giddily at an otherwise serene day.

They would split off in twos soon, head for their own neighborhoods and families and homework and dinners. But she’d walk alone through a strip of woods and down a gravel lane to the ranch house with the white fences—a latchkey kid on a quiet stretch of road.

He finished his sandwich, dusted off his hands, and dropped the bag in the trash bin. He didn’t hurry. There was plenty of time. Today it was about the dream—how it would go, what he’d say to her, the way her smile beaconed, Take me, take me.
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I squinted through about a million tiny crystal-like dings as the late-day sun landed on my windshield. I’d been sitting here for an hour. Waiting. I do that a lot. I had an address and a hunch. That was about it. That’s about it most of the time.

My name is Keye Street. I am a detective, private, a bail recovery agent, a process server, and a former criminal investigative analyst for the FBI. And when I say former, I mean fired. Capital F. The Bureau likes their profilers sober.

I dropped the doughnut in my hand into the green-and-white Krispy Kreme box on the passenger’s seat and peered through the smoggy dusk of another hot August night. The house, like the others on the street, had been stamped out sometime in the 1960s with a builder’s cookie-cutter eye, a starter home—one-story brick, two bedrooms, one bath, a thirty-six-inch picture window to the right of the front door, bedrooms on the left end, a quarter acre of grass with poured concrete driveways. The trees that must have been saplings when the neighborhood sprang to life now shaded the street and rooftops against the unyielding southern sun. But they didn’t do anything to take the steam out of the air. Like most neighborhoods this time of year, the whir of condensing units fighting to push cool air through the ductwork was the background music.

I let the sun sink lower, slipped out, closed my car door quietly, and headed down the sidewalk. Four doors down, I veered left and worked my way along a driveway lined with droopy hydrangeas. They looked like they could use a drink. I know the feeling.

A light clicked on inside the house, and I saw him through the picture window. He was sitting in his living room, a Styrofoam box in his left hand, a remote control in the right, facing a television that was too big for the room. I edged closer to the house, saw him push back in his La-Z-Boy. On the big TV, the Braves were playing the Dodgers at Turner Field. There was a ’69 Dodge Charger in the driveway, orange and black. The muffler needed a little work. He’d rumbled past me a few times this week. Hot vehicle, though, if you have an eye for muscle cars. I do. I’d grown up with them and the guys who drove them hard on Friday nights in Georgia.

I moved around to one of the bedroom windows. The house looked empty except for Jeremy Coleman. I was hoping his bail-jumping brother would be here. Ronald Coleman was charged with shooting a man while stealing his car in the parking lot of a Krystal hamburger joint. He then held up the drive-thru for five cheese Krystals and an order of fries while the car’s owner staggered through the lot begging for help. Great guy, that Ronald Coleman. Coleman’s court date must have slipped his mind. A little thing like aggravated assault with the intent to kill, armed robbery, and carjacking can do that. I’d been watching Jeremy on and off for the last week, hoping Ronald would show up. The family history told me the brothers were close. It was Jeremy Coleman who had pulled together ten percent of the $140K the state required for the bail money. Not easy for a working-class guy with a two-stall garage and a Monday-through-Friday classic auto restoration business. I was betting if anyone knew where Coleman was, it was his little brother Jeremy. About a week ago I would have bet the burger-eating creep would have shown up by now. So much for hunches.

I passed overgrown shrubs to a weedy backyard with grass tall enough to have gone to seed, the perfect environment for the mosquitoes to come out to play. Nice and dark and moist. I held on to a brick ledge and tiptoed to see inside the back bedroom. Jeremy slept in the front, I knew. If he had a guest, this would serve as the guest room. The bedroom door was open, and just enough light seeped in to let me know the room was empty. The bed was made. Everything looked exactly like it had the other five times I’d peeked inside. My hands and neck were stinging. Mosquitoes like dark clothes and dark hair too. I had both.

I headed back down the side of the house. The front door opened as I turned the corner. I stopped cold. Movement is what pops out at you at night. The eye catches it when it misses everything else. I stood dead-still in the shadows. Jeremy was on the front porch locking up with a fat, jingly key ring. He was still wearing his work clothes, navy-blue pants and shirt, mechanic-style with a name patch over the left breast pocket. I watched him get in his car. As soon as the engine started, I hightailed it through the yard and up the sidewalk to mine, a dingy Plymouth Neon with a dent in the hood—you don’t want to spy on a guy who restores vehicles for a living in something flashy. So my white-on-white 1969 Impala convertible was at home in the parking garage. Missing me, I thought warmly. I’d had the car since high school. And my mother says I can’t commit.

Jeremy was braking at the stop sign at the end of the block when I pulled out. I switched the headlights off until he turned. And then I kept my distance. An old orange-and-black Charger allows you that luxury. The taillights are distinctive—two long red bars. Also, this guy was about as unpredictable as the Golf Channel. Mostly he watched television in a recliner with a take-out carton in his lap he’d brought home after work. But tonight it looked like my diligence was going to pay off. He drove right past the liquor store on the corner, the bar up the street, and the grocery store—the only places he’d been all week other than work and his own living room.

I tailed him to a convenience store and watched him buy a carton of cigarettes. Jeremy didn’t smoke. My hopes were high. I followed him down Ponce de Leon to a Wendy’s on Scott Boulevard and watched him go through the drive-thru. Next stop: a motel off Church Street sandwiched between car dealerships. It was the kind of place the Bureau put their agents on assignment—stucco façade, two levels of crappy carpeting, and a great view of the parking lot. He got out with the cigarettes and a bag of fast food under his arm and climbed concrete steps at the corner of the building. He stopped at the fourth door. I picked up binoculars and checked the number. Two Twenty-Eight. Maybe I’d play that one in the lottery tonight.

I couldn’t see who was behind the door when it opened, but I was feeling fairly confident it was Jeremy’s fast-food-eating brother, Ronald. I slipped into a Kevlar vest and a lightweight black jacket that identified me as bond enforcement in big yellow letters and walked into the management office.

“My name’s Keye Street. Bond enforcement.” I slapped my identification on the counter. “Mind telling me who’s in Two Twenty-Eight?”

“I don’t want any trouble.”

I smiled, took my ID back. “That makes two of us.”

“We just renovated,” the clerk told me.

“Understood,” I said. We exchanged a long look. I waited him out. Finally, he fingered his keyboard.

“Coleman,” he said. “Jeremy.”

Just as I thought. Jeremy had gotten the room for his brother and now he was delivering food and cigarettes. A lot of cigarettes. Either Ronald was a chain smoker or he was about to take off. “When’s he checking out?”

“Tomorrow,” the clerk told me. “You’re not going to shoot up the place, right?”

“Right,” I said. I left the office, followed the concrete steps to the second level, and went down the breezeway to Room 228. I pressed my ear against the door. A noise from Room 232 got my attention. A tall, scrawny guy with a scruffy goatee came out. I hoped he’d go the other way, but some people just cannot mind their own business.

“Can I help you with something?” he asked.

“Bond enforcement,” I whispered. “Keep moving.” He hesitated. He was going to be trouble. “You been hanging out with Ron?”

“I don’t know no Ron,” he said. He was lying. Paranoid eyes darted from me to the parking lot.

I could hear the television inside, the occasional murmur of male voices. I reached for my Glock and made sure he got a good look at it. “Get him to the door.”

He glanced at my gun, knocked lightly, raised an unsteady voice. “Hey, Ron, wanna hang out, man?”

“I’m busy,” a voice yelled from inside. I gave him the signal to keep talking. “Um . . . Ron, man. It’s kinda important,” he said, talking into the closed door.

“Go fuck yourself,” his pal Coleman yelled.

“Okay, just go,” I told him and looked over my shoulder to make sure he was leaving, then tried the door. Locked. I knocked loudly.

“Goddamnit, Trevor!” Coleman yelled. I felt the vibration of heavy footsteps. The door swung open and Ronald Coleman stood there shirtless in jeans holding a half-eaten chicken sandwich.

“Bond enforcement, Mr. Coleman. Put your hands behind your head and step out of the room, please.”

Coleman made a backward dive for the bed, rolled over a white paper sack that had a blob of ketchup and some oily fries spilled out like he’d been using it for a plate. But he held on to his sandwich. I heard him hit the floor with a thud on the other side. The bathroom door slammed.

Oh boy. I was clearly dealing with another genius. The chemical smell in the room was undeniable. I saw a tiny piece of foil with a crack rock about half the size of a marble on a table at the window. I looked at Jeremy. “He still carrying that thirty-eight he used in the carjacking?”

Jeremy shrugged.

I gestured at the drugs, the small brass pipe, and a cigarette lighter. “Are you smoking that shit too? You need to get a grip, Jeremy. Or you’re going to lose more than the fourteen grand.”

Jeremy’s glassy eyes looked away.

“Get out,” I told him. He didn’t hesitate. He headed for the door while I moved slowly into the room and around the bed, weapon trained on the bathroom. The unpredictability factor is pretty high with these guys anyway, but when there’s a crack pipe in the room, it goes into orbit. “Hey, Ronald, you missed your court date. We need to get this straightened out.”

“Screw you,” he yelled. Sque woo. He was actually finishing his sandwich while being pursued by a bail recovery agent. You have to admire that on some level.

I pressed into the wall on the other side of the door in case he wanted to do to me what he’d done to the guy in the Krystal parking lot, and double-checked my vest. “Open the door and kick the gun out. I want to see your hands on your head. I’ll give you to three. One . . .”

“Leave me alone or I swear I’ll fuck you up.”

“Two . . .”

Bang. Ronald discharged his weapon. The bullet tore through the cheap hollow-core door and shattered the mirror over an oak veneer dresser. So much for the renovation.

“Still here,” I told him.

Bang, bang, bang.

“Jesus.” I pressed in hard against the wall. “You realize how stupid this is, right? You’ve trapped yourself in the bathroom. Now just come on out.”

I heard fast shoes hitting the concrete breezeway, shouting. The manager/clerk showed up at the open door, red-faced and raving.

“You need to stay back,” I ordered the manager loudly.

“I called the cops,” he yelled. “You’re gonna pay for the damage.”

In that case, I aimed for the space between the bathroom doorknob and frame and fired. One solid crack and the door swung open. I pressed back into the wall and waited. The hotel manager glared at me like I’d just dropped his ice cream in the sand.

“You need to clear out,” I told him again.

Bang. Shot number five was followed by a guttural yell, the kind you imagine coming out of someone who’s just thrown himself off a cliff. Ronald Coleman came blasting out of the bathroom with his head down like a defensive lineman. He rushed right past me, leveled the manager at the door with one shoulder, and sailed over the balcony.

I rushed out the door and peered over the railing. Coleman was spread-eagled on the hood of a Buick, facedown. I leapt over the manager and took the steps two at a time. A Decatur police car was pulling into the lot. I holstered my weapon, grabbed Coleman’s arms. He was groaning, trying to move. I cuffed him and ran a zip-tie through the cuffs to his belt loop.

The officer approached. I held up my ID. “Bond enforcement,” I announced. “And this is Ronald Coleman. Jumped on aggravated assault with intent, armed robbery, and carjacking.” I put my ID away and reached into my jacket for the paperwork. “I think we need an EMT.”

The officer eyed me skeptically. “Ya think?” Cops don’t like to see criminals get away. But they don’t have a lot of affection for bail recovery agents either. At least not ones in their jurisdiction. He looked over the paperwork, then at Coleman, whose cheek was pushed into the hood of the car like it was a really soft pillow.

“He threw himself off,” I said.

“Uh-huh.”

“Seriously. He’s high as a kite.”

“You see drugs upstairs?”

I nodded. “Crack.”

“Anyone with him?”

“Nope. Just Ron and the crack pipe,” I lied, and glanced at the orange Charger sitting in the parking lot. I thought Jeremy must be behind the wheel, though it was too dark to know. Maybe he’d been waiting for his brother to make a run for it. Maybe he was ready to mire up even deeper in his brother’s crash-and-burn life. Maybe he wanted to be sure Ronald was okay. Maybe he just needed to sober up before he drove. Whatever it was, I decided Jeremy had had enough trouble already. He’d veered off the path. Who hadn’t? This is what happens when you watch someone for a few days. Empathy kicks in. You begin to feel their life. I’d seen Jeremy spend long days at work and come home with a take-out carton to an empty house. I’d been there. I’d watched him risk too much for family. I’d been there too.
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Lieutenant Aaron Rauser was sitting at the kitchen bar with a toasted bagel, a tub of Italian cream cheese, and a jar of honey. I could smell coffee. Rauser likes it strong. Rauser’s new dog, Hank, and my cat, White Trash, were sitting side by side looking up at him. When it comes to begging, dog and cat unite against their oppressors. White Trash actually seems to enjoy getting to know Hank. She preys on his weaknesses. Hank, bless his little heart, has a short memory. White Trash hides in shadowy places and waits for him to trot by, oblivious, leaps out on hind legs like a kangaroo, and scares the hell out of him. This terror is repeated daily.

Rauser leaned over and gave them mascarpone off his finger. This does nothing to improve their behavior but it is really cute. I gave him a kiss. His skin smelled like shaving cream. His thick black-and-silver hair was damp and raked back off his face. He was wearing a light blue dress shirt he hadn’t gotten around to buttoning. A glimpse of tight abs and chest hair isn’t a bad way to wake up.

Rauser had been sharing my loft for a little over a month now. An EF4 tornado had blown into town early in July, chewed up a path through Atlanta, then slammed Rauser’s neighborhood full-force. About ten thousand pounds of pine tree sliced the house in two like an axe splitting wood. I remember it well. I was inside the house at the time. Rebuilding was supposed to take a couple of months. It now looked as if it might take six. We hadn’t discussed this extension. Maybe we were both trying to figure out how we felt about it.

“You get any sleep?” I asked. I’d felt him climb into bed with me at about three. This was not unusual. Seems like the bad guys always come out at night. I reached down and gave Hank and White Trash a pat.

Rauser mumbled an answer at me. He was more like my father every day. I thought about that. Maybe he’d always been like my dad. Oh God. I did not want to be one of those women who look for a father in their partners. The idea pretty much makes me want to shove an ice pick in my eye.

Rauser got up, poured coffee into a mug, handed it to me, then refilled his own. In certain light his gray eyes are flecked with gold. But this morning with the sun bleeding through the windows overlooking Peachtree Street, the flecks were green on a field of blue-gray. And boy, did he look grumpy.

“Want to talk about it?” I asked.

“Long night. A fatal stabbing. A security guard was shot and killed because some thugs wanted the copper pipes from a warehouse where he made rounds. And a drive-by. Nineteen-year-old victim. Gang tats. Couple thousand bucks in his pocket.”

Murder was not an unusual topic for us over breakfast. It works for me. I don’t need Care Bears and roses. “You have the best stories,” I said sarcastically.

Rauser almost smiled. He’d gotten awake enough to remember he liked me. “Heard you brought in the shooter in that car theft and shooting last night.” He said it casually. Depending on Rauser’s mood, this could be a delicate subject. He didn’t always approve of my bail recovery jobs. And I’m not open to discussing the work I take or the choices I make. Again, I don’t need a daddy. So the tension usually just hangs there. “Heard there were shots fired,” he added.

I took a sip of coffee, set the mug down. “What else did you hear?”

The skin crinkled at the corners of his eyes. “I heard there was a Ronald Coleman–size dent in the hood of a Buick.”

I laughed. “The guy locked himself in the bathroom and then tried to shoot himself out. He was a total doofus.”

“Criminals usually are.” I reached for his bagel. An eyebrow came up. “You want one of your own?”

“No. I want a bite of yours,” I said. He put another bagel in the oven while I took a moment to admire the way he wore his jeans. “Why are guys so weird about food sharing? It’s a knuckle-dragger thing, isn’t it? You want to take it to your cave and be alone with it?”

He closed the oven door and looked at me. “I know you don’t wanna pick on me this morning.”

“I kinda do,” I told him. “I think it’s your grumpy face.”

He opened a kitchen drawer, pointed down at the contents. “Want to tell me why you felt the need to label the silverware?” He began to read the bright green sticky notes inside. “Knives, small forks, long forks, short spoons, long spoons. What the hell is that, Keye?”

So now we were getting to what was really wrong with his mood. I didn’t say anything.

“Not only have you labeled the silverware drawer, you’ve dumbed it down. You think I don’t know what a salad fork is?”

I tried unsuccessfully not to smile.

“This isn’t a joke, Keye.” He closed the drawer too hard.

“Okay,” I said. “So what is it?”

“Exactly. What the hell is it? Because from where I stand somebody who feels they have to label the goddamn silverware drawer is not ready to share their space.” He leaned across the counter and grabbed his bagel. I didn’t move. I just sat there with my coffee and watched him walk out.

My detective agency, Corporate Intelligence & Investigations (CI&I), sits in a row of refurbished warehouses off North Highland Avenue in Atlanta. The dock door was raised when I pulled into the parking lot. We can get away with this early in the day. But by noon the sun is as hot as an arsonist’s match. Even our concrete offices won’t stay cool. Atlanta’s weather had been extreme again this year. Summer came out swinging, pummeled us with violent storms, then turned up the dial and took away the rain. Television meteorologists were so friggin’ excited about tornadoes, then drought, they were practically huffing into paper bags, reporting new watering restrictions like they were brand-new commandments from God. I think they secretly hoped they’d have heatstrokes or deaths by dehydration to report, which was probably preferable to a television death by reporting gorgeous, hot weather every damn day.

My neighbors had their big doors up this morning too—the gay theater company, the hair studio two doors down, and the tattoo artist and piercing salon on the corner. The sounds from our businesses mingled like a scene from Hitchcock’s Rear Window—show tunes rehearsed, customers chatting from high swivel chairs while haircutters buzzed around with scissors, a faint bass rhythm from the piercing guy, whose throbbing music distracts customers while he drills silver posts into their nostrils. I smelled the ovens from Highland Bakery as I came up the metal steps to the landing that had once served loading docks. Actors from the theater company were clustered outside around a tall metal ashtray, alternating sips of coffee with long hits off their cigarettes.

“Y’all are here early,” I said, and smiled as I passed. I’d been here long enough to know that when actors show up for work before I do, it’s the final week of rehearsals before the curtain goes up. Hell week, they call it, and the sheer terror of it wakes them up early. I’d married an actor once, which was probably why I was taking pleasure in their pain this morning.

I could hear my business partner, Neil Donovan, in the kitchen with our new and, well, our only employee. Latisha had been with us nearly a month. To give you some sense of Neil’s priorities, he was training her on the espresso machine.

“Morning,” I called out as I headed toward the fenced-in corner I call my office—the brainchild of the overly enthusiastic design firm I’d hired to bring our old warehouse into this century.

Latisha showed up in front of my desk. “Look what I made.” She set down a cup with a foamy top. Her nails were lavender and so long they had a little curve at the end. I find this creepy. She apparently finds it attractive. Latisha is Tyrone’s daughter. That’s Tyrone Eckhart of Tyrone’s Quikbail, a substantial contributor to my monthly income. I owed him a favor. Right now it was standing in my office in a too-short skirt that matched the color of her nails.

I took a sip and licked froth off my top lip. “Delicious,” I said, then opened my briefcase, handed her a receipt from APD. “I got Ronald Coleman last night. Get it to your dad today so we can get paid. And I need you to stop by Nussbaum, Kaplan, Freed, and Slott. Bernie called my mobile last night. They’ve got divorce papers they want me to serve tomorrow morning.”

Neil came in holding his coffee and slouched into one of my chairs. He hadn’t combed his hair or shaved. Golden stubble covered his jawbone and chin. He was wearing a Cuban shirt and baggy white knee-length shorts, Vans slip-ons, plaid—the usual. His lids looked heavy.

“Hey, I get to visit the offices of Assbalm, Complain, Fried, and Snot today,” Latisha told Neil. She had taken to changing the names of our clients when she felt underappreciated by them. Bernie Slott would forever be referred to as Mr. Snot after he was less than overjoyed about being left on hold one day.

“Miss Keye, you ready to go over your day planner?” Latisha wanted to know.

I wasn’t. I was ready to drink coffee and stare. “Can you drop the Miss thing? I feel like I’m in a scene from The Help.”

Latisha held up a palm. “Oh no you did not just go there. Don’t even talk to me about that movie. And then they had the nerve to turn it into a book!”

“I think the book came first,” Neil said. He was looking at his coffee mug, moving the frothy top around with his index finger.

“Whatever. I’m just trying to be professional when I address you.” She sat down in one of the two chairs across from my desk and crossed long, muscular, nineteen-year-old legs. She was wearing white athletic shoes with girl-jock socks that had a little fuzzy ball at the heel—lavender to match her nails and the skirt that barely covered her ass. I reserved comment on how professional I felt that was. Truth is, Neil and I had never run a tight ship. Life is tough enough on the outside. Might as well have some fun. “Remember you told Fairy Chin, I mean Larry Quinn, you’d get on that slip-and-fall this week,” Latisha told me. “He needs to know if she’s for real. Between us, that silly ho did not slip on that milk.”

Latisha might be right. I’d done some checking myself. The woman was recently divorced, two mortgage payments behind, and she’d had an injury claim pending against a former employer. “What else?” I asked.

“Half a dozen deposition subpoenas for that nasty-ass criminal attorney,” Latisha informed me.

Latisha had taken over a lot of the routine duties that had clogged my day—my schedule, the filing, the endless trips to county courthouse clerk rooms, delivering the background reports Neil and I compiled for the head-hunting agencies and employment services on our client roster. She answered the phone and didn’t mind running errands. But she had a mouth on her.

“I’ve got the Monday-night sweeps as usual,” Neil said. “Plus the background reports for the headhunters.” We’d recently invested in state-of-the-art bug-sweeping equipment. The money was great but we needed more business. The technology was constantly evolving, as was our investment in countermeasures equipment. I prayed paranoia would seize Atlanta’s corporate giants so Neil could lug his equipment out every day. I was beginning to fantasize about a bank account so full and a business so functional I could have an actual vacation—the beach, naps, hot sweaty middle-of-the-day sex, chocolate cake for dinner, no alarms, no phones. But that’s just crazy talk.

“Can you get me a look at the slip-and-fall lady’s neighborhood?” I asked Neil.

He pushed himself up like an old man, made a little noise, half grunt, half sigh. He was mopey this morning. Neil’s moody. He has a lot of drama in his romantic life. That’s because he’s a philandering scoundrel. He’s also smart and funny and complicated, and just shaggy enough to look like he needs a mommy. It really plays with the chicks.

He ordered the smart system in our super-wired office to bring down the TV, and a silver, dungeon-like pulley system lowered the thin, flat screen smoothly from the rafters. It is hands-down the sexiest addition to come from the high-strung group of designers who swooped in a couple of years back. And because the television is usually stashed neatly fifteen feet above our heads, it had survived a thug who’d broken in and smashed up the place last month. The cops thought he’d probably used a bat or a tire tool. We’d had to replace almost all the electronics, including the ridiculously expensive panel that controlled the animation system Neil had installed and trained to understand our voice commands.

Latisha lowered herself into one of the soft leather chaise longues scattered around the office, stretched out, crossed her ankles. Neil’s busy fingers tapped at his keyboard until a satellite image of Beecher Street SW appeared on screen. He took us on a virtual ride down the street that made me dizzy. On a computer it’s fine. But on the big screen it’s like a roller-coaster ride. I saw a few cars parked curbside, some good-size oak trees lining the street. It’s a lot easier to hang out in neighborhoods with trees and cars without being spotted.

“There it is,” he said, and we looked at a small frame house with a wide porch and a yard spotted with patches of Georgia red clay that hadn’t seen grass seed in a few seasons.

“I know that neighborhood,” Latisha said. “I got cousins on the next block. The West End gets a bad rap, but those little neighborhoods are nice. You go there on a pretty day and people are sitting on their porches. Not like those fancy neighborhoods where you never see nobody in the yard. You ever notice that about rich white people? They don’t come outside.” She looked at Neil. “What’s wrong with white folks anyway?”

The office phone rang. Latisha answered in her sugary-sweet fake-nice voice. “C, I, and I. This is Latisha. How may I help you?” She listened. “May I say who’s calling?” Another pause. “Hold, please.”

“Well done,” I said. She was getting better on the phone. The first couple of weeks were touch-and-go. Turns out Latisha can be a little bit of a German shepherd.

“It’s a Sheriff Meltzer,” she told me. “Seven-oh-six area code.”

I had no idea who Sheriff Meltzer was. “Run that real quick, would you, Neil?”

Neil’s fingers skipped lightly over his keyboard. He could do this blindfolded. He’d begun his hacking career in high school, a for-profit test preparation program, as he called it, which really just meant he hacked the teachers, got the tests in advance, and sold them. “Kenneth Meltzer. Hitchiti County sheriff. In his second term,” he reported. “Central Georgia. Lot of buzz about speed traps. They’re housing state prisoners at the County Jail.” Neil kept reading, his blue eyes quickly sweeping over pages of information. “He’s bringing in a lot of revenue. The department is beefed up. Website bio says Meltzer’s the youngest sheriff to serve the county. Thirty-three when he was elected. Forty percent drop in crime since he took over.”

“So what’s he want with me?” I said, pressing the SPEAKER button on the conference table console. I had never been crazy about county sheriffs. I’d worked with a few at the Bureau. They’re elected. It tends to skew their priorities. “I apologize for keeping you on hold, Sheriff Meltzer. This is Keye Street. What can I do for you?”

“Good morning, Dr. Street.” His voice was smooth with a rich, deep rumble. I thought I caught a hint of the western United States in his accent. “Major Herman Hicks at APD Homicide referred me to you, said you’ve worked repeat violent offender cases with the FBI and with APD.”

I thought about the day I’d been escorted to my old convertible with a special agent trailing behind me, the pathetic remains of my life at the National Center for the Analysis of Violent Crime in a cardboard box. I had pushed toward the Bureau’s Behavioral Analysis Unit with single-minded ambition and aggressively pursued the education in psychology and criminology that would guarantee me notice there. And then I blew it all to hell. It wasn’t the first time I had walked away from something with my tail between my legs. I was never good at endings. Or perhaps I’m really good at them. If you like drama, I mean.

“Do you have a minute to talk?” the sheriff asked.

“Of course.” I found paper and pen and sat down.

“My department received a call about three weeks ago,” the sheriff began. “A father and son fishing a creek up here noticed an article of clothing caught up on the bank. It’s a fairly isolated spot, away from the developed tourist areas, and there’s not a lot of trash. So it was obvious. They pulled it out and realized it was a blouse. We had a young woman disappear up here eight months ago. Word got around—”

“How young?” I interrupted.

“She was thirteen.”

“And it was her shirt?”

“Yes. According to the state crime lab, the skin cells they recovered from the collar belonged to the victim,” the sheriff said.

“Did you recover a body?”

“We combed the area for a couple of days and didn’t see a thing, then went in with cadaver dogs. We found her body upstream a ways. We also found the skeletal remains of another victim. A forensic odontologist identified her as Tracy Davidson, also thirteen years old when she disappeared. They were found at the bottom of a natural embankment half a mile into the woods.”

“Same school?”

“No. But both girls lived in my county. And neither town has its own police department. That makes it my problem. Tracy Davidson lived in Silas, twenty miles away from Melinda Cochran, our second victim, who lived here in Whisper.”

I made a note. 2 victims. Female. 13. Silas, Whisper, 20 miles. “They determine cause of death?”

“Blunt-force trauma to the skull on the first victim. Wounds are consistent with something like the blunt side of an axe.”

Heavy with a good swing, I thought. Nice and quiet, nothing to disturb the serenity of a Georgia forest. “And the second?”

“Could have been the same weapon, but he used the sharp side. Almost took her head off.”

“How can I help, Sheriff?”

“I have two people in Criminal Investigations and they have their hands full with meth labs and pot growers and robberies. We’ve never used a criminal consultant or anything like that. How does it work? What exactly did you do for APD? I guess I’m asking what happens if I hired somebody like you.”

“The primary goal would be to evaluate the nature of the forensic evidence, and the value of it. Interpret that evidence and behaviors at a crime scene in order to identify offender characteristics, help investigators gain some insight into the offender’s motivations, fantasy life, state of mind, levels of planning, evidence of remorse, risk, method of approach and attack, analyze linkage in series crimes. It’s all meant to assist with interview and investigative strategy and ultimately in the identification of the offender.” I paused. “I want to stress the word assist, Sheriff. Criminal investigative analysts assist law enforcement. We’re not psychics. We work from the evidence you provide.”

“To be perfectly honest, Dr. Street, my investigators didn’t make any headway when the second vic disappeared eight months ago,” Sheriff Meltzer told me. “APD says you’re a good investigator and a good profiler. I could use both right now. Can you take a few days? You’d be on our dime, of course.”

“Would you mind holding while I check the schedule?” I hit the HOLD button. I didn’t check the schedule. I didn’t do anything but watch the vein in my wrist tick, tick, ticking. I was thinking about the kind of killer who would kidnap and murder young girls. I was thinking about the thing that frightens me and tugs at me, pulls me like a magnetic field—the calculating mind of a killer.

“What’s the time line on the subpoenas?” I asked Latisha.

“The deposition is five weeks away.”

“Okay, so I can get them out next week,” I said.

“You have to,” Latisha warned. “Folks have to be given a reasonable timeframe to prepare.”

“There’s nothing here we can’t handle for a couple days, I guess,” Neil said.

I released the HOLD button. “Sheriff, would you mind sending the lab reports and scene photos? I’d like to review them tonight and call you in the morning.” I gave him my email address. “You didn’t mention how long the first victim had been out there.”

“About a decade, according to the forensic anthropologist.”

“And the second girl for eight months?”

“Closer to sixty days.”

I sat forward. “But she disappeared eight months ago? She was held for six months before she was murdered.”

“The first victim disappeared a year before she was killed,” the sheriff told me quietly. “Dr. Street, we’re not bad cops down here, but we don’t understand this kind of monster. And we don’t understand how someone held these girls without detection.”

“Speaking in broad terms, Sheriff, offenders who kidnap and imprison their victims tend to be sexual sadists. Their gratification comes in dehumanizing their victims. In children and young adults dependency on the captor is created fairly quickly. The offender is generally the only human contact the victim has. Every scrap of food, every drink of water, every glimpse of sunlight depends on the generosity of their jailer. Lot of power in that for someone who craves it. And prisoners don’t always run away or scream when there’s an opportunity. Sometimes it’s about traumatic bonding. Usually the offender has made threats. They’re told no one will believe them, that he will find them, that their family will die, their pets will be murdered. Neighbors don’t always know what’s going on. Look at what Ariel Castro did in Cleveland. It’s twenty feet to the next house and he held three women in his homemade dungeon for a decade.”

“Like I said, we don’t understand this kind of monster,” the sheriff said. “But we do realize we’re dealing with the same suspect since we have the same disposal site, which is why I’m calling you.”

“I assume you checked family members and local sex offenders?”

“It’s the first place we looked. Brought in a few for questioning. Cleared the families. And in my experience it’s not the registered offenders you have to worry about. They know they’re the first ones we’re going to shake when something happens. The system does work sometimes.”

“And you haven’t wanted to reach out to the Bureau. Why?”

“Whisper is a little outside the touristy areas around the lake. It’s quiet. Hardworking, private people. Having the Feds around isn’t going to do anything to put the community at ease.”

“The Bureau makes a good partner, Sheriff. They have resources.”

“This is our case,” he told me, and even though I didn’t know him, I knew he wasn’t going to take my advice. “We want to see it through ourselves if we can.”

Most cops feel that way. Especially in small towns. It’s personal for them. I didn’t think it was smart, but I understood it. “I’ll go over the files and speak with you in the morning, Sheriff.”

“Look forward to it, Dr. Street.”
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I read the names on the email from a sheriff I didn’t know in central Georgia. Tracy Anne Davidson. Melinda Jane Cochran. I tried to remember my life at thirteen. I thought about boys, sports, my friends, fitting in, kissing, what to wear. I was happily and completely absorbed by my own narrow teenage world. My brother Jimmy left school when the bell rang, so I walked home alone after practice. Nothing bad happens in good neighborhoods, right? How easy it would have been for someone to approach me, trick me, and snatch me out of my life, my parents’ life. It’s hard to even consider the kind of wreckage that would have left behind. Or the suffering the families of these two girls had endured, first having their children vanish and then coming to terms with the lost hope they would be found alive when their bodies turned up in some remote crater in Georgia’s red clay earth.

I opened an attachment with copies of the reports from the Georgia Bureau of Investigation lab and sent them to the printer in the outer office. I followed with the photographs from the disposal site, and glanced up from my desk when Neil groaned in his desk chair. I carried my laptop to the conference table. “You have time to give me a hand?”

“Are you kidding? I’m so frigging bored I’m ready to assign sex offender ratings to the Super Nannies staff.”

Super Nannies On Call was one of our regular clients. We ran thorough background checks on their applicants. It was a thousand or so a month that I very much wanted to keep. Neil’s overdeveloped technological know-how and frequent bouts with boredom were a recipe for mischief. The combination had been his undoing in the past and nearly landed him in jail. “Actually, that’s exactly where I want to start—registered sex offenders in Hitchiti County and the surrounding area, level two and three. They would have needed access to the area in the last eleven years. Let’s also look at offenders who came back into the area in the last two years. Melinda disappeared a little over eight months ago so she was probably active on social media. Latisha, get Sheriff Meltzer back on the phone for me.”

Latisha did as I asked and put the sheriff on speaker. “Sheriff Meltzer, sorry to bother you. Quick question. Have you checked to see if Melinda Cochran had social media sites?”

“She did,” the sheriff told me. “But her parents don’t know the password and our tech guy hasn’t been able to get in. All we’re able to see currently is her profile picture. We’ve started the warrants necessary to get admin privileges but it’s not moving as fast as we’d like.”

I glanced at Neil. He gave me a thumbs-up. Okay, so sometimes we walk a crooked line in regard to privacy. Welcome to the private sector. “Thanks for your time, Sheriff. I’ll speak to you in the morning.” I disconnected, looked at Neil. “Their suspect is local. I can almost guarantee it.”

“Wonder where he held them,” Neil said. “I mean it can’t be that easy to hide a live girl.”

“I don’t like being around when y’all start talking about some guy in the basement making him a girl suit,” Latisha said. “I done saw that movie.”

“They made a book out of it too,” Neil said, and winked at me.

Latisha rubbed her arms like she had a chill. “That man had a dog named Precious. Okay? I will never be able to forget that.”

“Break down Melinda’s Twitter follows and Facebook friends for me once you get in,” I told Neil. “Kids, adults, family, locals, and out-of-towners. And get whatever contact info you can on them. We’ll pass it on to the sheriff’s department.”

“You’re sounding a lot like you’re going to take the job,” Neil said.

“If he looks anything like he sounds,” Latisha said, “I’ll take it.”

“Whether I take it or not, let’s contribute what we can,” I told Neil. He looked at me. I knew what he was thinking. He didn’t like the police consulting work. The last two jobs had turned sour. A serial murderer had nearly killed me last year, and Neil was still nursing a limp from a bullet that pinged off our concrete docks six weeks ago when the subject of an investigation wanted to warn me off.

“Okay,” he said, finally, and swiveled around to face his computer. “Registered offenders and social media.”

“Latisha, how about you go with me to check on Larry Quinn’s slip-and-fall.” Latisha brightened. Neil looked at me as if a cabbage had just popped out of my nose. “What?” I said. “She has to learn the ropes. She can handle it. If we don’t get anything today, you can do a couple of shifts on your own tomorrow.”

“Do I get to carry a gun?” Latisha asked.

I laughed. “Good Lord, no.” I cleaned out the printer tray, put the sheriff’s reports in a manila folder. My phone went off. Rauser’s ringtone. Aerosmith’s “Dude (Looks Like a Lady).”

“Miss me?” Rauser’s gravelly voice had years of cheap bourbon and cigarettes in it. “I mean it’s been four hours. You don’t think the day-to-day is killing the romance, do you?”

“It depends,” I said. “You still mad? Because I gotta tell you that’s not exactly an aphrodisiac.” Neil handed me a parabolic microphone and hung a camera on my shoulder.

“That was icy,” Rauser said. “I just got a chill.”

“Is there something I can do for you, Lieutenant?”

I heard phones ringing in the background, voices. The homicide room was hopping as usual. “Can you go home and give Hank a pee break?”

“Speaking of killing the romance,” I said. Hank is a white miniature poodle who once belonged to a serial killer. I’m still deciding if this makes Rauser more or less attractive to me. A masculine guy who is kind to animals really tugs at my heart. Holding Hank up in the air and baby-talking him, well, not so much.

“I’m slammed,” Rauser said. “I’ll do it tomorrow. I promise.”

“I think we need to hire that pet-sitter we interviewed last week,” I told him. “She could give him a nice walk in the middle of the day. Maybe it will calm him down.”

“You think she’ll come back? He humped her leg during the entire interview.”

“I think she liked it,” I said, and Rauser chuckled. The vet had warned us it might take Hank a few weeks after being neutered to get over his, well, hormonal urges. He wasn’t there yet. “I have to run by and switch cars anyway. I’ll take him out. But call the sitter today, okay? I may need to go out of town.”

“Sheriff Meltzer called you?”

“He did. You know him?”

“Nah. The major told me he’d referred you. What’s it about?”

“Two dead girls,” I answered. “Ten years apart. Same disposal site.”

“Uh-oh,” Rauser said. He understood the implications very well. A killer had been free in central Georgia for at least a decade. “So you’re taking the job?”

“I want to look over the files tonight before I decide.”

“Which means you’re taking it.” Rauser disconnected.

I pulled into the garage at the Georgian Terrace Hotel with the top down and Latisha in the passenger’s seat. “I’m just going to put the equipment in the Neon and take Hank outside for a minute,” I told her. “Then we can go. Come upstairs and wait inside. You’re okay with animals, right?”

“I don’t like it when they lick me. Will they lick me?”

“I don’t know.”

She looked at my dingy, banged-up white Plymouth. “We’re gonna sit in that thing all day?”

“It’s important to be inconspicuous.”

“Ah,” Latisha said as we pushed through the double doors at the Georgian Terrace and headed for the elevator. “Stealth.”

“Exactly.”

I heard Hank’s toenails on my wood floor as soon as I opened the door to my tenth-floor loft. Hank is a dancer when he’s excited. But he wasn’t dancing today. He was limping. I swept the room for White Trash and saw her perched on the bar between the kitchen and living room. I knelt down to Hank. “Did you have another spat?” Spat is code for White Trash kicking his ass again. I inspected his paws and shoulders and face and could not find a mark on him. His eyes looked okay.

“Eeeww,” Latisha said. She was standing over me. “His thing is out. Like all the way out.”

I stood him up on his hind legs and looked under him. “Wow. I’ve actually never seen anything like that. That’s not good.”

“Ya think? No wonder the cat’s up there like that. Look into her eyes, Keye. That cat has seen some shit here today.”

I put Hank down. He hung his head. “I think he’s in pain.” I found the vet’s number on a refrigerator magnet, held on until someone could get an overworked vet tech to the phone. I then awkwardly described the emergency. When I hung up, I told Latisha, “We need to get it unstuck.”

“That’s not in my job description.”

“Well, at least pet him or something while I figure it out.”

“I ain’t touching that.” She backed up.

“The vet tech said to use something cold or something that lubricates.” I pulled a pair of surgical gloves from my scene kit and opened the refrigerator. Buttery spread. Oily and cold. Problem solved. I dipped in my gloved finger.

“Oh Lord,” Latisha said, laughing.

“I have a surprise for you, Hank.” I petted him, then rolled him over and applied Land O’Lakes to his privates. As it turns out, fake butter is a total turnoff. It worked fast. Hank lay on his back, exhausted. I peeled off the gloves, looked up at Latisha.

“I will never look at you the same way,” she groaned.

“Yeah, well, we’re never going to speak of this. Ever. Not if you want to keep your job.”

“My boss giving a poodle a hand job is not something I plan on bragging about. Just sayin’.”

I took poor Hank for a walk down Peachtree Street while Latisha watched TV and while White Trash watched Latisha watching TV. Hank appeared fully recovered, though he was not as bouncy as usual. I decided not to discuss today’s drama with Rauser. Some things just shouldn’t be shared with the person you love.

Forty minutes later we parked under one of the giant water oaks that overhung Beecher Street. Huge roots that probably came to the surface during the first drought a couple of years ago had pushed some of the sidewalk slabs up into peaks, cracked and strained them.

Latisha ducked so I could pull the boom over from the backseat. The Neon isn’t exactly roomy. “This is a microphone. It has video and a digital voice recorder,” I told her. “That saucer on the end magnifies the sound so it can record and we can hear what’s being said. There’s a place here to plug in our headphones.” I gave Latisha a pair and slipped one on myself. They were small, the kind you see attached to iPods. “If she comes out, point it at her and press this button.” I set the mike in Latisha’s lap. It was about the size of a small megaphone.

She frowned. “Oh yeah, this will be inconspicuous.”

“Well, don’t hang out the door with it. Just prop it on the window. Gently. Try not to drop it. It cost a bazillion dollars.”

“What if she doesn’t come out?”

“We wait,” I said, opening the file I’d brought with me. “There’s a lot of waiting in this business. Staying awake is the trick.”

Latisha eyed me. “Did you wash your hands?”

“Yes. I was also wearing gloves.”

“You in your little crime-scene gloves.” Latisha giggled. “That was some funny shit right there. CSI Atlanta. Boner Response Unit.”

“The BRU,” I said. We both laughed.

Latisha trained her sharp eyes on the frame house. I began flipping through photographs—shots of a wooded area around a disposal site in central Georgia, thick in leaves and foliage; shots from above the site at the top of the embankment where a killer had once stood; shots of Melinda Cochran’s decomposing, debris-strewn body; photos taken as they’d carefully uncovered her; more photos of Tracy Davidson’s skeletal remains positioned just slightly below Melinda’s body. Melinda was on her right side, a position she might have assumed for eternity but for the sensitive nose of a dog. A large hunk of granite had stopped her descent of the hill. I read a handwritten report the sheriff had filed on the day of the discovery, brief, to the point—who, what, when, where. He noted that they had found no impressions in leaves or dirt, and the scene photos reflected that. If the killer was revisiting his disposal site to fulfill some psychological requirements, he was very careful or he hadn’t done it recently enough to leave tracks. Perhaps he wasn’t romantic about his work. Maybe he had returned only once to dispose of the second body. I wondered what had triggered him and why he killed them when he did. Because he was done, because they had fulfilled his needs? Or because they were no longer able to? Had he simply grown bored, tired of them?

“Why do you like to look at all that stuff, Keye?” Latisha’s voice broke my concentration. She was looking at the scene photos in my lap. Her headphones were hanging around her neck. I removed mine.

“Because I’d want someone to do it for me,” I answered. She glanced again at the photos, then turned back to the street.

A car pulled up in front of the house where Larry Quinn’s slip-and-fall woman lived. A woman got out and walked around to the back door, gently lifted a baby out of a car seat. “Showtime,” I told Latisha, then cringed as she awkwardly banged the mike on the door before she got it propped up on the rolled-down car window. I showed her again how to activate video and sound. We both put our headphones back on.

The front door opened and I saw the woman I recognized from the grocery store video. She was in her late sixties, slightly overweight. She
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