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“A traditional mystery complicated by the characters’ desires to keep secrets and the self-serving manipulations of others . . . A good read with urban grit and a spicy climax.” —The Hamilton Spectator

“A mystery that fits the bill.” – National Post

“The novel’s short, punchy chapters whisk the story along to a thrilling climax, while the characters’ relationships and rivalries provide a strong emotional anchor.” – Quill & Quire

“This is truly a fast-moving, action-packed thriller . . . Great story with strong plot!” – Nightreader

“The modest but resourceful Casey is a perfect heroine for our times, a combination of thought and action.” – Lou Allin, Crime Writers of Canada
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Once again, many thanks and much gratitude to the members of Port Moody’s Kyle Centre Writers’ Group. They patiently critiqued every chapter in this book and offered many insights and more enthusiasm than I could have hoped for.

Endless thanks and much love to my family for their support and patience during my daily retreat into the world of fiction. Thank heaven everyone in my house knows how to cook and do laundry.

Although many settings in this book are real, others are not. Monty’s Diner, the River’s End Pub, Regency Fitness Center, Winnie’s Donuts, and Clint’s Collision are all products of my imagination.
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The Opposite of Dark (#1)

Deadly Accusations (#2)

Beneath the Bleak New Moon (#3)

The Deep End (#4)

Knock Knock (#5)

The Blade Man (#6)

A Gold Satin Murder (#7)
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Casey looked through the bus window at the clear night sky, grateful for the new moon rather than a full one. New moons meant fresh starts. Full moons meant extra work for security personnel. Tonight, her shift had been peaceful until the stink of cigarette smoke signaled trouble.

With Halloween only four days away, problems had already erupted on Mainland Public Transport buses. Firecrackers, drunken passengers, and fights had prompted Stan to assign more security staff. Tonight’s misbehaving riders—the reason Casey had been assigned the M7 bus—were the teenaged twin girls at the back. The driver’s report indicated that they began riding the M7 two months ago. Shortly afterward, passengers started filing complaints about one of the girls smoking on the bus.

Casey stood and soon spotted the culprit. The smoker’s bright pink hair complemented her sister’s purple gelled spikes. Aside from their different hair colors, Purple’s chubbier face made it easy to distinguish her from her twin. Purple scarfed down french fries, while her sister took a long drag on the cigarette.

The driver, Adrianna, said the girls boarded the northbound bus at Granville Street and Seventieth Avenue at 3:30 PM, three days a week, and exited at Granville and Sixteenth. Four and a half hours later, they always made a return trip, carrying three bags of food and a lot of attitude. Adrianna believed they worked at a nearby restaurant because she had heard the girls gripe about the kitchen staff. She also verified that the pink-haired sister usually lit up after wolfing down food. Adrianna’s repeated requests to put out the cigarette had inevitably resulted in a tirade of verbal abuse. Taking a calming breath, Casey started down the aisle of Mainland Public Transport’s newest, and much needed, acquisition. Although secondhand, the recorded announcements for upcoming stops, computerized ticket machines, and wide platforms instead of narrow, riveted steps were a big improvement over the older buses. Tonight, most of the passengers were adults, although there were a few younger teens and a couple of seniors.

“Hello, ladies. I’m with MPT security.” Casey displayed her ID. “Would you put out the—”

The purple-haired girl started to gag. As she clutched her throat, her knee nudged Casey. Oh lord, the girl was choking. Prepared to use the Heimlich maneuver, Casey reached for the girl until partially chewed fries shot out of her mouth, hit Casey’s leather jacket, and landed on her running shoe. Totally grossed out, Casey shook off the moist glob. As Pink erupted with laughter, smoke shot out of her nose and mouth. Purple also bellowed with laughter but then began to wheeze. She removed an inhaler from her pocket and drew in deeply.

Casey gripped the back of the seat and waited for the class acts to finish. Which moron had said that girls were sugar and spice and everything nice? Casey had met more than her share of girls driven by spit and vinegar. She held her ID close to their faces.

“As I was saying, I need you to put out the cigarette.” She kept her voice calm but firm. “The sign clearly states that smoking isn’t allowed.” Casey pointed to the NO SMOKING OR LITTERING sign above the windshield.

Pink regarded her with contempt. “A pretend cop with a little plastic card. How pathetic is that?”

Chatting passengers grew silent. Some looked up from their electronic devices and newspapers. Casey removed her notebook from an inside pocket and jotted down the date and time. She was going to enjoy throwing these two out. “I need to see your passes, please.”

“What for?” the chubby sister asked. “We’ve showed them a million times.”

Which was how Adrianna knew that these two were seventeen-year-old grade twelve students. “Because I need your names.”

Amusement betrayed Pink’s defiant tone. “You first.”

“Casey, and you?”

Pink turned away.

“I’m Paige,” the chubby girl mumbled.

Casey turned to the sister. “What about you?”

The girl rolled her eyes. “Lara.”

“Last name?”

“Forget it.”

“Well, Lara, my card gives me the right to stop this bus and ask you to leave if you keep breaking rules.”

Truthfully, Mainland Public Transport couldn’t afford to lose paying customers; not when Gwyn had invested so much time and money to acquire south Vancouver routes and purchase this big shiny bus. MPT might lose the twins’ business, but there were far more complainants who’d go back to using TransLink’s huge fleet if something wasn’t done fast.

Smoke billowed out of Lara’s nostrils. “If you kick us off, I’ll have your ass fired, bitch.”

“You can try.” Casey noticed grease seeping onto the seat through the bottom of their bags. “I’m not the one breaking the rules, and you should know there’s a twenty-dollar fine if you’re caught littering three times. Rules and regulations are posted on the partition behind the driver’s seat.”

“We can’t afford any damn fine,” Paige said. Her sweater cuffs were frayed and there was a hole at the shoulder. Lara’s torn jean jacket looked three sizes too big. Still, these two had money for cigarettes, hair products, and makeup. Why did some people think the rules didn’t apply to them? 

“Last chance, Lara. Put that cigarette out, or I’ll have the bus stopped.”

Lara started to reply when the sound of powerful car engines distracted her. Casey couldn’t see anything on Granville. In her eleven years with Mainland, she’d seen plenty of speed freaks, but street racing had become more common over recent months. Cars were louder, faster; drivers more reckless. People used to race in the wee hours of the morning, but lately they’d started much earlier. Some of these idiots even recorded their races and posted them on the net.

The vehicles sped closer. Casey crossed the aisle and peered out the window. Two northbound black sports cars were zigzagging in and out of traffic. Granville was a busy six-lane thoroughfare. Were those guys completely nuts?

“Shit, look at him go!” Lara poked her head out the window and hollered at them to go faster.

Casey pulled out her cellphone and marched toward the front of the bus. She was about to call 911 when she heard Adrianna on her phone, describing the racing vehicles. One of the racers’ brakes screeched as he tried to keep from rear-ending a van. His opponent passed him in the fast lane and cut in front of the van. The van blasted its horn and slowed. The racer behind the van darted into the curb lane.

Casey’s hands curled into fists. What the hell were these morons doing? As bus passengers stood for a better view, Casey reached for the microphone near Adrianna.

“Everyone sit down, please.”

Only half of the passengers complied. Adrianna slowed for the yellow light at the Forty-First Avenue intersection. The racers had almost reached the intersection but weren’t slowing down. Casey opened a window. Anxiety made her stomach clench. The light turned red.

Forty-First’s green light came on, and a woman in a pink track suit jogged west into the intersection. The racers had slowed but weren’t stopping. Casey’s breathing quickened. The jogger kept her head lowered, as if oblivious to traffic. Surely she could hear the engines, unless she was wearing headphones and had the music cranked up. Despite the street lights and vehicle headlights, it was too dark to tell for certain.

“Oh my heaven!” a passenger yelled. “They’ll hit her!”

The racer in the curb lane made a sharp right turn onto Forty-First and headed east. The other racer—now at the front of the pack—skidded. The brakes on his sports car squealed.

Casey stuck her head out the window and waved frantically. “Hey, watch out! Hey!”

Passengers also began yelling and waving. The jogger raised her head as the braking vehicle slid through the intersection at an angle.

Passengers gasped. The jogger tried to veer out of the way, but the racer struck her with a horrific thud and she was airborne. The sports car stopped. People on the street and in the bus screamed. Some swore. Casey clamped her hands over her mouth and forgot to breathe. The woman hit the asphalt face down and rolled three times before stopping on her back. Moans and shouts of outrage erupted throughout the bus and on the street. The vehicle took off, continuing north, and soon merged with the parade of red tail lights.

“Someone get the make and license plate!” Casey shouted. She turned to Adrianna whose mouth was open, her eyes wide with shock. Adrianna still held the cellphone against her ear, but she wasn’t saying anything. “Adrianna, are you talking to 911?”

She didn’t respond. A woman behind Casey was sobbing.

“Adrianna!” Casey gripped her colleague’s shoulders. “I need your help!”

Color rushed to Adrianna’s face. “Yeah. They’re still on the line.”

“Tell them we need an ambulance.” With her heart slamming against her chest, Casey grabbed the first aid kit from the cupboard behind Adrianna’s seat.

“Casey, if you’re treating her, dispatch will need the woman’s vitals.” Adrianna handed her the phone.

“Thanks.” Casey charged out of the bus.

The dry late-October air cooled her flushed cheeks. She was about to enter the intersection when the southbound light changed to green, yet none of the vehicles at the front of the line moved. Drivers had stepped out to either assist the jogger or call for help. One young woman cried as she paced back and forth in front of a silver Echo.

Keeping her hand raised and her kit in plain view, Casey ran toward the people gathering around the jogger. Traffic in all three lane northbound lanes had also come to a standstill. Farther down the line, vehicles had begun to honk and some were making U-turns.

A woman shouted, “I saw him hit her!”

Casey threaded her way among the spectators until she reached the jogger. A white-haired man was checking the jogger’s pulse. Blood poured from the poor woman’s forehead and nose and streamed down her face. Between the streams, her cheekbones were scraped raw.

“Are you a doctor?” Casey asked.

“Afraid not.” His worried eyes blinked at her. “I sure hope you are.”

“No, but I have first aid.”

“That will help. Her pulse is weak and she’s unconscious, I think.”

“Is she breathing?” Casey asked.

“Yes.”

She relayed the information to the dispatcher. “This area needs to be secured so we won’t be hit.” Casey spotted three large men with beards and black wavy hair. “Hey, could you guys direct traffic around us? This lady can’t be moved till the ambulance arrives.” The men looked at one another, then nodded and moved toward the vehicles.

Casey put the phone down, unzipped the kit, and tore open a packet containing latex gloves. As she put the gloves on, she swept strands of blood-soaked hair from the jogger’s face. She scanned the woman’s body, noting that her left leg was bent at an awkward angle, her hip off the ground.

Casey leaned toward the victim. “Hello! Can you hear me?”

No response.

“That maniac ran the red light,” the man said.

“I know.” Casey pulled her own shoulder-length curls back and leaned close to the victim’s face. A wisp of warm air grazed her cheek. Glancing at the man, she said, “Will you keep her head and neck still while I check her out? I’ll get you some gloves.”

“Of course.” The man loosened his tie and popped the top button on his shirt. The lower half of his light gray suit jacket was splotched with blood.

“I’m Casey, by the way.”

“Rod.”

After he put on the gloves, Casey showed him how to keep the woman’s head steady should she wake up and try to move. She fetched a flashlight from the kit and offered it to an older teen standing nearby. “Will you hold this for me?”

“Sure.” He took the flashlight from her.

“Does your watch have a second hand?” Casey asked him.

“No.”

“Then shine the light on mine.”

As he did so, she monitored the victim’s breathing rate. When she was done a familiar voice said, “Has she croaked?”

Casey glanced up at the twins. “No.” But she was breathing too slowly.

“Her face is gross.” Paige’s mouth twisted in revulsion.

“Unless you girls are first aid experts, get the hell out of here.” Casey glared at them, then checked the woman’s pulse points. They were weak. She looked at the kid holding her flashlight. “I have to check for injuries. Follow my hands.”

Starting with the woman’s right arm, she moved quickly and firmly over limbs, torso, hips, and legs. The left leg could be broken. The kneecap didn’t feel right either.

“I think I hear sirens,” Rod said. “She’s bleeding pretty badly.”

“Head wounds do that.” Casey lifted a plastic bag from the kit and gave it to the teen. “There’s a blanket inside. Drape it over her.” She removed a thick gauze pad from the package, then pressed it to the woman’s forehead. “That’s quite a cut. She must have landed on something sharp.”

“I saw a flattened can on the road,” Rod said.

Casey cringed at the image of jagged tin slicing through skin. Blood seeped out from under the pad. The sirens grew louder.

“I can’t believe people would race on a street like this,” a woman blurted. “What in heaven’s name were they thinking?”

“It’s not just them,” someone answered. “No one slows down or bothers to check for pedestrians. Someone’s getting hit every week.”

One of the sirens stopped. Moments later, an officer emerged through the parting crowd. Casey looked at the cop with the thick gray mustache and relief washed over her. Casey used to see a lot of Constable Denver Davies when they were in a couple of criminology courses together. She’d also met him occasionally on the job whenever he was patrolling the same area she was working.

“Hey, Denver.”

“Casey?” He knelt by the victim. “What brings you here?”

“I’m on the M7 tonight. Saw the victim jogging west on Forty-First. She entered the intersection just after the light turned green, but a sporty black vehicle ran the red light and hit her. She went flying through the air, hit the ground, and rolled.”

A second patrol car arrived. “I’m surprised the fire department hasn’t shown up yet,” Denver said. “They usually beat us to accident scenes.”

“I wish they had.” She would have gladly let them take over. “The ambulance should be here any minute.”

“How bad is she?”

“She’s breathing and has a pulse, but I don’t know.” Casey didn’t have a good feeling about this.

“Want me to take over?” he asked.

“No, it’s okay, but could you get me another pad from the kit?” As he did so, Casey shifted her weight. The rough asphalt made her knees ache. She sat on the road, crossed her legs, and, despite the sweat on her lower back, shivered in the cool night air.

“Any idea who she is?” Denver asked.

“I didn’t find any ID on her.”

“Hey, Double D,” a younger cop said as he approached. Casey didn’t have to see Denver’s face to know that he was probably swallowing back a nasty retort. Denver was a bit on the flabby side, unfortunately in the wrong places. “No sign of a black anything racing down Granville or side streets,” the young cop said.

“Un-friggin’-believable,” Casey muttered.

“Who are you?” the cop asked her.

“She’s Casey Holland,” Denver answered. “An experienced security officer with MPT.” He turned to Casey. “This is Liam MacKenna, with the Hit and Run Team in Traffic.”

Casey nodded to MacKenna who ignored her as he looked at the victim, then turned to the spectators. “Anyone see what happened?”

“Two cars were racing north on Granville,” Casey replied. “Weaving in and out like maniacs, cutting people off. I couldn’t see the plates.”

“One was a Lexus, which turned right onto Forty-First,” Rod said. “I don’t know the make of the hit-and-run vehicle.”

“Freakin’ chance racers.” MacKenna turned to Denver. “Have you talked to witnesses yet?”

“I just got here.”

Casey wanted to ask MacKenna what he meant by chance racers, but a car horn blasted and one of the civilians she’d asked to help with traffic was now yelling at a driver.

“Hey, Double D,” MacKenna said. “Can you organize traffic control before someone else gets mowed down?” Without waiting for a response, MacKenna spoke into his radio, while Denver met up with two more officers. “Okay, I want everyone on the sidewalk,” MacKenna said to the spectators. “You people are trampling on a crime scene and blocking traffic.” He herded them toward the curb.

When Denver returned, Casey said, “I’ve never seen MacKenna before. Rookie?”

“No. He has a whole five years. Been brown-nosing his way up the ladder like a monkey on speed.”

Denver had been a patrol officer for fifteen years. He once told her he wasn’t the ambitious type, and that the criminology classes were simply to keep up. She had no idea if he felt he had to, or whether someone had told him to, but she’d always sensed that Denver’s story was more complicated than he wanted her to know.

“You said one of the vehicles was a Lexus.” Denver moved closer to Rod and opened his notebook. “Can you tell me anything else about the vehicle?”

“Not really. The windows weren’t tinted or anything.”

“I got a glimpse of the Lexus driver,” said the teenager with the flashlight. “He was white and looked about my age.”

“Where were you when you saw him?” Denver asked.

“Standing on the corner.” He pointed to the northeast corner. “I was walking south, waiting for the light to change.”

“Then you would have seen the jogger?” Casey asked.

“She passed right in front of me,” the teenager answered. “I heard people yelling at her to watch out, but she was wearing earphones.”

Casey glanced at the road. She hadn’t noticed an iPod or anything.

“What else can you tell me about the driver?” Denver asked the teen.

“Clean-shaven, wore glasses, and he looked kind of scared, but I only saw him for, like, three seconds.”

“Was he alone?” Denver asked.

“I think so.”

The second gauze pad had soaked through. “Where in hell is that ambulance?” Casey muttered.

“I saw the passenger in the car that hit her,” a shaky female voice said.

Casey looked up at a middle-aged woman fumbling with the ends of a blue wool scarf.

“Ma’am?” Denver stepped closer to her.

The woman stared at the victim. Her lips trembled and she removed her glasses to wipe her eyes. Denver moved to block her view. “I appreciate how difficult this is, but anything you can tell us would be helpful.”

Casey heard the kindness in his voice. All those years with VPD, and Denver still had compassion.

“I was in the northbound curb lane.” She paused. “I probably should have looked at their license plates, but those cars made me so nervous, the way they were zipping in and out of lanes like that.” She slipped her hands into her coat pockets. “When the car stopped after hitting that poor lady, I saw a young man in the passenger seat.”

“Can you describe him?” Denver asked.

“I’m pretty sure he wore a gold hoop earring, like mine.” Her fingertips fluttered against the small gold circle dangling from her ear. “And a red bandanna.”

“Did you see anything else?”

“Just his profile.” She hesitated. “His mouth was open, like he was shouting, or screaming. And he wasn’t a big man. At least I think it was a man. I suppose it could have been a woman.”

Casey’s hopes sagged. Would they ever be able to identify these guys?

As Denver wrote down the woman’s contact information, the ambulance finally pulled up and the paramedics took over. Casey’s knees creaked as she stood, and her butt was freezing. While she removed the bloodstained gloves, she described what she knew of the victim’s medical condition.

Rod also peeled off his gloves. “Is there someplace I could put these?”

“Sure.” She held out an empty bag. “Thanks for your help.”

He nodded and looked at the jogger. “Your arrival was a blessing. Maybe she’ll make it.”

“That would be good.” Although Casey still had a bad feeling about this.

Once Denver had finished talking to Rod, he stepped closer to Casey. “Are you working this route all week?”

“Yes. Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays.” The twins’ riding schedule.

Denver watched his colleagues direct traffic. “Another pair of eyes would help. I heard a couple days ago that several races are planned over coming weeks. Maybe this disaster will slow things down. Who knows?”

Casey didn’t ask who had told him this. Denver placed professionalism above friendship, and since she was a civilian in VPD’s eyes, she headed back to the M7 bus, which was parked at the stop just past Forty-First Avenue. Officers had cordoned off the intersection and were rerouting traffic, so this part of Granville now seemed eerily quiet. It wasn’t supposed to be like this at eight-thirty on a Wednesday night.

As Casey boarded the bus, Adrianna said, “Will she be okay?”

“I don’t know.” Casey noticed that half of the passengers were gone. “Have the police talked to you?”

“Just finished with them a minute ago. I’m free to go.”

“Finally.” Lara threw a crumpled bag on the floor. “Let’s get moving.”

The twins had taken seats near the front, probably for a better view of the carnage. Casey looked at the third, full bag oozing on the seat between them.

“We’ll go after you’ve picked up your garbage and wiped off the grease your bags left on both seats.”

Lara’s hate-filled eyes were fixed on Casey.

“Just do it, Lara,” Paige said, handing her a wad of paper napkins from the remaining full bag. “We’re really late.”

Lara jumped up and stomped toward the back.

“You’ve got blood on your jeans,” Paige remarked to Casey.

Casey spotted dark smears above the knees and felt a little queasy. As she slid into the seat behind the twins, she watched the ambulance leave. Denver and other officers were placing markers on the road next to bits of debris. The crowd on the sidewalk had started to disperse, and MacKenna was taking a closer look at skid marks.

Casey looked up at the night sky and tried to spot the dark new moon. In short minutes, it felt as if the whole world had become bleaker and more somber. So much for fresh starts.
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Sometimes, the most heartfelt prayers weren’t enough. And sometimes, all the medical talent in the world couldn’t mend a body ripped apart inside. Casey had known this long before Wednesday night, yet news of the jogger’s death still filled her with grief, helplessness, and fury. Images of that poor woman flying through the air had haunted her sleep for the past three nights.

Casey picked up the Vancouver Contrarian’s editorial page and read, More Street Racing Carnage in black bold letters. Beneath the heading: On October twenty-seventh, street racers struck and killed twenty-nine-year-old Beatrice Dunning, a Vancouver high school science teacher.

Casey tossed the paper onto the living room floor. There was no need to read the article a fourth time. She knew it by heart; hell, she’d lived it. The trip to Vancouver General Hospital later that night . . . meeting the grief-stricken parents and learning from Denver—who’d also come by—that Beatrice had died in the ambulance. The moment Chuck Dunning started thanking her for trying to save his daughter, Casey lost it and collapsed into a tearful embrace with both parents.

She folded the Province and the Vancouver Sun newspapers Both had printed factual stories. The smaller, edgier Contrarian, however, had been publishing a gripping series on street racing by journalist Danielle Carpenter. Carpenter had written about the emotional toll racing took on the families, friends, and colleagues of those killed, or severely injured, by racers who believed they were invincible.

Casey picked up the Contrarian again and found herself reading another piece by Carpenter, this one in the editorial section. Over two hundred young people have died in high-speed crashes in British Columbia in recent years. Innocent bystanders have also been killed: people walking by the road, standing on curbs, waiting at bus stops, children riding bicycles. Skulls have been crushed and limbs severed, simply because of the need for speed. 

Casey pictured Beatrice’s bloodied face.

The police and the public must do more to catch those with too much horsepower and too few brains. Parents need to stop buying their kids expensive cars and expensive lawyers. If they refuse, then perhaps parents should share a cell with their kids. Judges must stop handing down pathetically light sentences.

Casey paced around the living room. To stop street racing would be like trying to stop a tornado in its tracks. Once these guys started up, one could see it coming, anticipate its path and destruction, but how could anyone prevent the maelstrom from playing itself out when everything was happening so fast? As far as Casey knew, the police still had no leads on the hit-and-run vehicle. Maybe they never would.

Lou entered the room, carrying a large cardboard box marked Halloween. Summer followed with two more boxes. Cheyenne trotted after her, tail wagging, carrying a plastic orange pail in her mouth.

“We’ve left decorating too late,” Summer said, gathering her dark hair—still damp from swim practice—in a ponytail. “We’ll be lucky to finish before the party. This year, we should start on Christmas right after Remembrance Day, to cheer this room up.”

“Not a bad idea,” Lou said.

Casey barely glanced at the walls, well aware that this big old room of Rhonda’s sure needed something. Dark wall paneling, an ancient burgundy sofa, and wall-to-wall red shag carpet hardly lifted one’s spirits. The dreary room reminded Casey of Rhonda’s absence.

As Summer took the pail from her golden retriever, then removed a chain of paper witches from a box, Casey wondered how badly the girl missed her mother right now. Rhonda loved this holiday . . . all holidays. For a while, Summer had acted out and threatened to leave home, but once she’d re-established contact with Rhonda, she’d settled down. Casey was relieved that Rhonda had decided to stay as involved as possible in her daughter’s life, though the arrangement was far from perfect. Frustration was beginning to set in, as Rhonda repeatedly told Casey to ensure that Summer did her chores and homework. Then she had the gall to follow up with phone calls to see if Casey was staying on top of things.

“Everything okay?” Lou asked Casey, his face pensive.

“Yeah, fine.” Or it would be once she stopped being so maudlin. She’d been grateful that he’d stayed over last night. A comforting hug after another nightmare had calmed her down.

“Are you sure?” Lou wandered toward her. The worry in his gray eyes contradicted his happy face T-shirt.

Casey liked that he was only a little taller than her, and that she didn’t have to reach too far to touch his hair. “I’ve been reading the papers again.”

Lou placed his hands on her shoulders and kissed her cheek. “Want to help us make this room even spookier?”

She appreciated the attempt to cheer her up, but she’d rather get out of here. “Actually, I should pick up some groceries, then start the housework.”

She didn’t look forward to the cleaning part. Becoming Summer’s legal guardian was a big enough responsibility, but when Rhonda had also asked her to become caretaker for this big old house, Casey knew that a lot of her free time would be lost. Summer preferred to use this room and the large kitchen at the back rather than hang out in Casey’s third-floor apartment. Although Summer kept the kitchen clean, for the most part, Casey was the one who washed the floor and cleaned the fridge. She also did most of the yard work.

Mercifully, the two tenants occupying the second-floor-studio suites paid their rent on time and were rarely home, which meant little work in that respect. Still, with a job plus school, she’d been tired a lot these past eighteen months. Rhonda wouldn’t be eligible for parole for another eight and a half years, a reality Casey didn’t want to think about.

“Remember how late we were last year with Christmas?” Summer opened her box. “We didn’t even set up the village.”

“I’ll help you,” Lou said. “It’ll be fun.”

“You truly are a holiday junkie,” Casey remarked.

“I like to celebrate stuff, like the fact that we’ve been going out one year, five months, and twenty-two days.”

Casey looked at him. “Have you been crossing the days off a calendar?”

“I figured it out last week, just for fun.” Lou lifted a life-sized, glow-in-the-dark skeleton out of the box. He laughed as Cheyenne barked at the skeleton, then sniffed it all over. “We’re going to miss you tonight,” Lou said to Casey. “With your seniority, you shouldn’t have to work till 2:00 AM on a Saturday night.”

Casey said nothing. What could she say? Lou knew she’d never really cared for Halloween silliness. She’d only agreed to this one because Summer had asked for a party and Lou had volunteered to host it. From there, things had evolved into inviting a few of his buddies over as well.

“How many friends are coming tonight?” Casey asked Summer.

“Six, and maybe one more.” She removed a row of paper witches from the box. “His name’s Jacob.”

A guy friend? This was new. Until recently, Summer had come home from school complaining about how disgusting boys were.

“Is he a classmate?” Casey asked.

“Yeah, in math and science.” She pulled Cheyenne’s inquisitive snout out of the Halloween box. “We sort of hang out.”

Sort of? What did that mean, or should she ask? “Make sure Jacob’s parents know there will be plenty of adults around, and that the kids will only be drinking pop,” Casey said. “If his parents need to talk to me, you can give them my cell and landline numbers.”

“I’ll call him later.”

Lou rummaged through a box. “Do you have any corn syrup and red food coloring? I need to make blood.”

Disgusting. “I’ll put them on my grocery list.” Her cellphone rang.

When she answered, a quiet male voice said, “Miss Holland, this is Chuck Dunning, Beatrice’s father.”

“Oh.” Her breath caught in her throat. “Hi.” Casey stepped into the hallway. She’d given Mr. Dunning her business card and said he could contact her if he needed anything.

“I’ve, uh, that is, my wife and I have made funeral arrangements.” When his voice cracked, Casey’s cheeks grew warm. She sat on the bottom step of the staircase by the front door. “We were hoping you could come to the service.”

It was a kind gesture, but she hadn’t known Beatrice. Attending would seem intrusive. “That’s nice of you. When is it?”

“Tuesday at eleven.” As he gave her the name of the church, the despair in his voice made her want to cry. “We’d really appreciate it if you could come. After all, you helped try to save my little girl.” He choked on the last word.

Casey’s eyes filled with tears.

“I’m sorry,” he said finally. “It’s just that . . . Well, this is so . . .”

“I understand.” Casey rested her elbow on her knee and placed her hand on her forehead. “I’ll be there.”

“Thank you.”

As he disconnected, a chorus of “Whooooh” followed by Summer and Lou’s laughter in the living room jolted Casey. She wiped her eyes, plastered on a smile, and returned to the Halloween merriment.
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The heels on Casey’s pumps sank into the cemetery’s soggy grass. Standing in one spot for so long hadn’t been a great idea, but she’d been afraid to fidget, to show how uneasy and out of place she felt. A large group had gathered at Beatrice Dunning’s grave. Boots, gloves, hats, and umbrellas obscured her view of the many wreaths surrounding the polished casket. It was just as well. Funeral wreaths and caskets depressed her, as did the sparse maple trees carefully interspersed among tidy rows of plaques. She had assumed the interment would be for family and close friends; however, as she’d paid her respects to the Dunnings after the service, Mrs. Dunning had gripped Casey’s hands and said, “See you at the cemetery.” Not a request or command, but an assumption; one that would have been rude to contradict.

In front of Casey, Beatrice’s female students clung to each other and wept, while the boys stood apart with their heads lowered, hands rising furtively to wipe their eyes. Other guests dabbed noses or struggled to keep umbrellas upright in the occasional gust of wind. In the past few minutes, the rainfall had fizzled into a light sprinkle, yet umbrellas stayed up. Casey didn’t blame people for wanting a partial shield from so much grief. Today, she’d learned that a stranger’s funeral wasn’t much easier to bear than one for someone she’d known.

Casey spotted a short South Asian woman staring at her. This same person had sat in the pew across from her in the church. Three times, Casey had caught the woman watching her. The first time, she’d smiled at Casey and nodded. Later, she simply stared as if to say, who are you and why are you here? Despite the dark lipstick and black eyeliner, this woman barely looked twenty, too young to be a teacher, too old to be one of Beatrice’s current biology students. Perhaps a former student?

Tiring of the woman’s stare, Casey looked away and focused on the few orange and yellow leaves still clinging to the branches of an enormous maple tree by the cemetery’s fence. Behind the tree trunk, someone dressed in black was watching the funeral. The individual was petite enough to be female, yet something about the wide stance and the way their hands were shoved in their pockets made Casey think this was a man.

Was he a curious bystander? One of Beatrice’s students? Or was he someone with a guilty conscience? TV and radio newscasters had announced the date and time of the service. Casey’s heart beat a little faster.

The minister asked everyone to pray. Casey lowered her head as far as she could without losing sight of the man by the tree. When he headed for the gate leading out of the cemetery, she shifted her weight back and forth until her heels were free. Glancing over her shoulder, Casey took a small step back. She hadn’t noticed any police watching the crowd, but this was a large crowd. They could be filming the mourners. If they were here, were they watching the guy leave? She moved slowly to avoid drawing too much attention and didn’t see anyone else follow him. After clearing the group, Casey hurried after the bystander. The guy walked at a fast clip. Casey started to jog.

She tried not to make much noise, but he glanced over his shoulder, hesitated, then kept going. Casey ran until she caught up with him. When he stopped, she noticed the gold hoop piercing his right earlobe. Oh, hell. The witness had mentioned a gold hoop worn by the passenger in the hit-and-run vehicle.

“Hi,” she said, trying to appear friendly. “I saw you watching the funeral and just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

Confusion creased his brow. The guy was Asian, possibly Chinese, late teens or early twenties, and his fingers twitched. “I . . . uh . . .” His voice faltered.

“Did you know Beatrice?”

“N-no English.”

His gorgeous leather jacket, gold watch, and large jade ring suggested wealth. The kid resumed walking, but at a faster pace. If he hopped into a car, she wanted the plate number. When he glanced over his shoulder and saw her following, he bolted. Casey took off after him, wishing the police were as interested in this kid as she was. Her job had given her
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