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Chapter 1

Patricia Crawford pumped her arms as she rounded the corner onto Willow Lane. The motion caused her nylon windbreaker to send a steady thwick-thwick out into the morning fog.

Ten pounds. That was the goal. Ten pounds gone by the time summer rolled around.

It was tough going at first, dragging herself out of bed before Stan and the boys were up, but she did it, and now that she had established a routine, she loved it. This was her time. She listened to audiobooks, music, or her new obsession: true-crime podcasts. That particular morning, it was music. Through her earbuds, a now-defunct pop group of women was seductively trying to convince their man not to go to work. Patricia began to quietly sing along, unaware that she was doing it. It wasn’t the first time. At the gym, she only realized she was doing it when she got an odd, amused smile from someone on the machine or treadmill next to hers. She would stop and apologize with an embarrassed grin, but with no one around, her volume grew.

She alternated her workouts. Some mornings she went to the gym. Other mornings, like this one, she would take long power-walks, which were her favorite. Once she had explored her own neighborhood, she began branching out to explore others. That’s how she found Meadowgate. Over the past two decades, Atlanta had become blanketed in subdivisions that offered only four different models of homes, creating streets that repeated themselves over and over.

Not Meadowgate.

There was variation to the upscale homes. The lawns were bigger, unlike other subdivisions where the houses sat on small lots with only patches of grass masquerading as front and back yards. The wide lawns of Meadowgate and the varying houses reminded her of the neighborhoods in Indiana where she grew up.

That morning, the thick fog hid the houses on Willow Lane from view, which was a bummer, but Patricia reminded herself that it wasn’t about the houses; it was about the ten pounds.

… But they were such nice houses.

Willow Lane sat in a secluded corner of Meadowgate, like a mini-subdivision unto itself.

Out of curiosity, she had looked into the asking price of the house under construction at the end of the Willow Lane. The previous home had burned down earlier in the year. She didn’t know how it had happened, and no, she and Stan weren’t thinking about moving. It was just for fun but turned into a bucket of cold water. They would never be able to afford a house on Willow Lane.

If only we didn’t have two bright sons who had to go to college, she thought and laughed. She would take Ricky and Mason over a house on Willow Lane any day.

Still, it was nice to dream.

The combination of her wandering thoughts, the music blaring through her earbuds, her absent-minded singing, and the dense fog, caused her to almost pass right by the object in the street.

At first, it looked as though someone had dropped some clothes in the middle of Willow Lane. It was the hair that caught Patricia’s attention.

These weren’t some discarded articles of clothing.

It was a young woman.

Patricia stopped singing and pulled the earbuds from her ears. It was unnaturally quiet. Even the birds were silent.

“Hello?” Patricia said.

The young woman didn’t move.

She was lying face-down, wearing a blue sweatshirt, gray sweats, and socks, the soles of which were covered in fresh grass stains. Her wavy, chestnut hair fanned out across the pavement.

Patricia took a cautious step closer. “Excuse me?”

There was still no movement from the young woman.

“Ma’am? Are you okay?”

Patricia closed the few remaining feet between them and crouched. The discovery had been so sudden, her senses hadn’t caught up, but now her pulse began to spike and her breathing quickened.

“Are you all right?”

She nudged the young woman’s shoulder, which brought no reaction.

Maybe she passed out, Patricia thought.

“Hey,” she softly said. “You need to wake up. We need to get you out of the road.”

As gently as she could, Patricia rolled the young woman onto her back. She then gasped and recoiled.

The young woman was in her teens. Deep bruises encircled her neck but the most unsettling feature was the eyes, which stared lifelessly upwards.

That’s when Patricia Crawford began screaming.

   


Chapter 2

Detective Meredith Somerset sat at her desk, filling out paperwork and signing off on requests for lab work. She glanced up at the clock on the wall for the fourth or fifth time, confirming that it was well past eight. She picked up the old, red sponge ball from her desk and rolled it between her hands for a few moments before turning to the open office door behind her, through which she could see Sergeant Wheaton sitting at his desk, peering at the computer screen over the rims of his glasses, and pecking away on the keyboard.

“You want me to call him?” she asked. “See where he’s at?”

“I do not,” he calmly replied. “He gets here when he gets here. Then, he can tell me what was more important than being on time his first day.”

“That’s a little harsh.”

“Yes,” Sergeant Wheaton replied, pushing his glasses back up the bridge of his nose and continuing to type.

Meredith didn’t envy her new partner, Tyler Foles, but Sergeant Wheaton was right. It was a bad look to be late on your first day. And why hadn’t he called? It happened, morning traffic in Atlanta was obscene, but there hadn’t been any word from him. Tyler Foles was late, hadn’t checked in, and wasn’t doing himself any favors.

The phone on Meredith’s desk rang. She quickly grabbed it.

“This is Somerset.”

“Hey, Meredith. It’s Jackson.”

“Hey, Jackson. What’s up?”

“Got one for you. Female. Mid-to-late teens. No ID. Found in the middle of the street in a nice neighborhood.”

Meredith grabbed a pen from the coffee mug on the corner of the desk and pulled a notepad in front of her.

“Go ahead.”

“She was found this morning by a jogger. The street is Willow Lane. Nearest address is 147. It’s in a subdivision called Meadowgate.”

“You said no ID?” she asked, jotting down the information.

“Nothing.”

“Any idea when it happened?”

“No, but Lewis is on his way there. Eddie, too, to take some photos.”

Lewis Moore was one of the crime scene techs. Eddie Sheldon was a photographer. Meredith knew them both.

“Great. Anything else you can tell me?” she asked.

“That’s all I got.”

“Okay. Thanks, Jackson.”

“My pleasure, detective. Until next time.”

Meredith hung up the phone and ripped the paper containing her scribbled notes from the pad. Her chair squeaked and groaned as she stood and walked to Sergeant Wheaton’s door.

“What have you got?” he asked, not looking away from the screen.

“Young girl. No ID. Found on a street in a nice neighborhood.”

He stopped typing. “Please tell me it’s not a sex thing.”

“Won’t know until I get out there but I don’t think so. Jackson would have said something.”

Sergeant Wheaton went back to tapping on the keyboard. “Okay. See ya.”

“You want to text Foles? Tell him to meet me there?”

“Nope. I want to welcome him to his first day of homicide and let him know that he is off to a spectacular start. Then, I’ll send him to you.”

“Gotcha,” Meredith said, knocking on the doorframe before turning and walking out.

She did not envy the ass-chewing Sergeant Wheaton had in store for Tyler Foles when he arrived.

   


Chapter 3

Meredith pulled up to the end of Willow Lane, the entrance to which was blocked by two patrol cars. She showed her badge to the officers standing next to the cars as she walked past, and then tucked the badge onto her belt.

The morning fog had burned away and Willow Lane stretched out before her. Meredith would have guessed that it was about a hundred and fifty yards to the opposite dead end. There were two houses on each side of the street, with a fifth under construction at the far end. Halfway down, in the middle of the street, there was a knot of uniforms and techs. Through the spaces between their legs and crouched forms, she could see the girl lying in the road. Eddie was circling the body, snapping photos. There was nothing frenzied or dramatic about his actions. Just a guy doing his job. Sitting on the curb, about twenty yards away from the body in Meredith’s direction, was a woman in a nylon windbreaker who was giving a statement to an officer. Meredith pegged her as the jogger who found the body.

Meredith took in the picturesque street as she began walking. The houses were large but not opulent. They were constructed of that famous Georgia red brick and cedar-planked siding. The yards were well kept. Everything about it proclaimed “upper middle class”.

As she drew nearer, the team standing around the body came into focus. Eddie continued taking photos. Lewis, their forensic tech, was kneeling next to the dead girl, closely inspecting her hands. Three more officers formed a loose circle around the scene. Just outside the circle was a mountain of a man standing with his back to her. His arms were folded across his chest, causing his shirt to strain against his muscular frame. He noticed the heads of the men around him pop up at Meredith’s approach and turned.

“Sheriff Howell?” Meredith asked.

“That’s me. You Somerset?”

“Yep.”

“Nice to meet you.”

Meredith’s hand disappeared into his rock-crushing grip as they shook.

“Eddie. Lewis,” Meredith said, nodding to each one in turn.

“Hey, detective,” Eddie said.

“Hey.”

They barely acknowledged her, but not out of indifference. They were absorbed in their work.

“What’ve we got?” she asked Sheriff Howell.

Sheriff Howell consulted his notes. “Female. Mid, maybe late, teens. Looks like manual strangulation. She was found a little after 7 a.m., by Patricia Crawford on her morning jog,” he said with a nod to the woman sitting on the curb. “She says she didn’t see or hear anyone, but it was pretty foggy, and she was wearing headphones.”

“Talk to any of the residents?” Meredith asked.

“Not yet. It’s been quiet. Figured I’d leave that for you.”

“Thanks.” Meredith looked around. “Wait. No one’s come out to talk to you?”

“I’ve seen some faces in windows, but no one’s come outside.”

“Huh … Okay,” Meredith said.

That was odd. Most times, especially in residential areas, people wanted to know what was going on right outside their doors.

“No one’s driven off from these houses, right?” she asked.

“Nope. We locked it down as soon as we arrived.”

“Thank you, Sheriff.”

Sheriff Howell motioned to the crime scene. “She’s all yours.”

Meredith stepped forward and crouched down to join Lewis next to the body of the girl.

“So, Lewis. What are we thinki—?”

As her eyes rested on the face of the dead girl, Meredith’s chest constricted. The hair. The high cheekbones. Strong jawline. It was the spitting image of someone she hadn’t seen in twenty-five years. Meredith suddenly lost her balance and had to place her hand on the pavement to steady herself.

“—tective?”

Meredith blinked.

“You okay, detective?” Lewis repeated.

“Yeah. Fine. Just tried to squat too fast.”

Lewis went right back to his work.

Meredith shook it off.

“What are we thinking?” she asked, once she had centered herself.

“I’m willing to bet it happened right here.” Lewis pointed to her feet. “Grass stains on the soles of her socks. She was probably running from her attacker.”

Meredith glanced around. “No way to know which direction she was going. Let’s hope someone saw something,” she said, putting her attention back on the body and ignoring the face for the time being.

“The knees on the sweatpants are pretty scuffed up …” she observed and moved to the arms. “As are the elbows. You’re right. Whoever was chasing her caught up and tackled her right here.” Her gaze drifted up to the bruises on her neck.

Lewis saw where she was looking. “Manual.”

“Yeah.” Meredith pointed to the darker bruises. “These deep ones here are fingermarks.”

“She fought like hell,” Lewis said. “Check out the hands.”

Meredith got closer to the dead girl’s right hand. The fingers were slightly curled. There were scratches, and the fingernails on the middle, ring, and index finger were cracked. Meredith moved around and examined the left hand, which had similar scratches and two more broken nails.

“Let’s hope she got some of the guy’s skin under those nails. Can you bag the hands, please?”

“You got it,” Lewis said, pulling two plastic bags from his kit, which was sitting on the pavement next to him.

“And can I get a pair of gloves?” she asked. “Left mine in the car.”

Lewis pulled a pair of latex gloves from the kit and handed them to her.

She snapped them on as Lewis carefully placed the bags over the corpse’s hands.

Finally, she moved up to the victim’s face. The momentary shock of seeing something akin to a ghost had passed and her training and instincts were in control.

“There are some small cuts around the mouth,” she said.

“I saw those. You think he hit her?”

Meredith peered closer, trying to play the scene in her mind. “No. They’re small and individual. If he had hit her, it would be one big bruise.” She turned to look over her shoulder at Sheriff Howell. “Did Mrs … umm …?”

“Crawford.”

“Right. Crawford. Did Mrs. Crawford move or touch her in any way?”

Sheriff Howell once again checked his notes. “Yes. She found her lying face-down and wanted to help her. Didn’t know that she was dead until she turned her over.”

“Okay,” Meredith replied calmly, but mentally cursed. She couldn’t blame Mrs. Crawford for trying to help someone she thought might be in trouble, but the body’s original position may have given them a better idea of what happened and in which direction she was coming or going.

Meredith moved past the lifeless eyes. There was a broad scrape on the right side of the forehead that disappeared under the girl’s auburn hair.

“You’re right, Lewis. Either this guy tackled her or she fell and hit her head on the pavement. There are bits of asphalt in the wound. Eddie?” Meredith asked over her shoulder in the direction of the sound of the digital camera shutter behind her.

“Right here.”

“You get close-ups?”

“Only about a hundred.”

“Thank you. Lewis, have you taken the temperature, yet?”

“Only external. I haven’t taken a rectal temperature. I was waiting until you got here to give the all-clear to move her, but do you want to hear another one of my best guesses?”

“Fire away.”

“She was alive three, maybe even two and a half hours ago. Rigor is just starting to set in. Bruises look fresh. Again, this is only my best guess, but I don’t think she was dead very long before the jogger found her.”

“Agreed,” Meredith said, and moved back down to the feet.

She carefully inspected the socks; the soles had fresh grass stains and dirt, but the tops were clean. A slight bulge in the sock near the ankle caught her eye. Meredith took out a pen and gently pressed the tip against it. The small bulge moved but fell back against the fabric when she pulled the pen away.

There was something in there.

“All clear to move her?” Lewis asked.

Meredith stood. “Not yet. I’m gonna let the new guy take a look first.”

“That’s today? Where is he?”

“Good question,” she said. “Give me a few more minutes. If he’s not here in ten, then we’ll load her when the ambulance arrives.”

“Got it.”

Meredith walked past Sheriff Howell in the direction of Mrs. Crawford, who was still sitting on the curb, talking to the officer.

Mrs. Crawford got to her feet as Meredith approached and the officer moved to meet her.

“Detective Somerset?” he asked.

“Yep.”

“I’m Officer Hawthorne.”

“Nice to meet you, Officer.”

“Same. I’ve got her statement but didn’t want to send her on her way until the two of you spoke.”

“Thank you.”

Meredith stepped over to Mrs. Crawford.

“Mrs. Crawford, hi. My name is Detective Somerset. Thank you for calling us. I’m really sorry about all of this.”

Patricia Crawford nodded. She seemed mostly calm, even though her eyes were bloodshot.

“I know you’ve already told Officer Hawthorne what happened, but could you please tell me?”

“Uh, okay. Um. I was doing my morning walk and I came across her lying in the road, and I thought maybe she was hurt or passed out, so I tried to help her. I, uh, I rolled her over and saw … saw … that she …”

“Take your time,” Meredith said reassuringly.

“I, uh, saw that she was dead and I started screaming and then I called 911.”

“Did you happen to see or hear anybody nearby when you found her? Maybe a car driving away?”

Patricia Crawford shook her head. “No. It was really foggy and, uh, I was singing—I mean, I had my earphones in. I took them out when I found her, but I didn’t hear anything.”

“Okay. You’re doing great. Now, did anyone come out of these houses when you started to scream?”

“I don’t know. I wasn’t really paying attention. I only saw … her.” Her voice trembled. “And, I’m sorry that I touched her. I know I shouldn’t have. It was just that—”

“It’s okay. It’s okay. You did absolutely nothing wrong.”

Meredith’s words had some success in calming her down and she waited a few moments for Patricia to regain her composure before continuing.

“Before the police arrived, did anyone drive by or did you see anyone drive off from any of these houses?”

“Uh, no. No. I didn’t see anyone leave.”

“You’re sure?” Meredith asked gently. “It’s important.”

Patricia Crawford nodded. “Yes. I’m sure.”

“Great. Thank you. Do you live nearby?”

“No. I live over in Kennesaw. I like to take my morning walks in different neighborhoods.”

“Have you walked in this neighborhood before?”

“Yes. A few times … I like the houses.”

Meredith smiled. “Okay. Is there anything else you can remember?”

Patricia’s eyes darted around as she tried to recall. “No. No, I don’t think so.”

“Patricia—may I call you Patricia?”

“Yes.”

“You’ve been great, Patricia. And thank you for sticking around to talk to me. I want you to take my card,” Meredith said, pulling one from her pocket. “And if there is anything else you remember or if you have any questions, please don’t hesitate to call me. All right?”

“Okay,” Patricia said, taking the card.

“Do you need a ride back to your car or your home?”

“No. I’m parked a few blocks over. I can walk.”

Meredith turned to Officer Hawthorne. “Got everything you need?”

Officer Hawthorne tapped his notepad. “Yep.”

“Great. Officer Hawthorne is going to walk you back to your car, okay?”

Patricia nodded.

“Thank you again, and like I said, if you have any questions or you remember anything, please call me.”

Patricia nodded.

“Drive safe, Patricia.”

Patricia and Officer Hawthorne began to walk away in the direction of the patrol cars parked at the end of the street.

As he was walking away, the radio piece on Officer Hawthorne’s shoulder squawked to life.

“Sheriff Howell?” a voice said.

“Go ahead,” came Sheriff Howell’s reply.

“Let Detective Somerset know that the ambulance is here, and that she’s getting a teammate.”

“Copy that.”

Meredith looked toward the end of the street, where the patrol cars were being moved to allow the ambulance to pass. There was also a tall guy in a rumpled blue button-down shirt showing his badge to the patrolmen who waved him through. He hurriedly walked up the street, tailing the ambulance.

Meredith met him halfway so they could talk in private.

He was in his late thirties, tall, thin, short-haired, with a face that was somehow simultaneously care-worn and boyish. Without a jacket, his firearm was on display in his shoulder holster and even though he was late, he walked with a self-assured swagger.

“You Foles?” Meredith asked as he drew near and stopped in front of her.

“Yep. You Somerset?”

“Yeah,” she replied dryly.

“Nice to meet you. I’m Tyler.” He had a languid drawl that sounded more surfer than southern.

“Where were you?” she asked, skipping the pleasantries.

“I went to the station and Sergeant Wheaton said you were already here. He should have just called and told me to come straight—”

“Yeah. Sergeant Wheaton doesn’t like that.”

“Doesn’t like what?”

“People being late. Especially on their first day.”

“Don’t worry,” he said. “I got the message.”

“Where were you?”

“Taking care of some stuff.”

“What stuff?”

Meredith assumed he would simply tell her. Even though they were technically partners, she was the superior officer.

His posture stiffened. “Won’t happen again.”

It wasn’t a bad answer. He was acknowledging that he was in the wrong, but also saying that it was his business.

“It had better not.”

“Like I said, I got the message.”

“All right,” she said, and began leading him back toward the body. “Here’s what we’ve got so far; Victim is female. Mid to late teens. Appears to have been manually strangled. The body was found around 7 a.m. by a jogger; Mrs. Patricia Crawford.”

Tyler looked around. “And where is Mrs. Crawford?”

“She’s already given her statement to me and another officer. We sent her home.”

“I would have liked to talk to her.”

“Then you should have been on time.”

They continued walking in silence. Tyler waited for more info, but by the time they were nearing the body, he realized he wasn’t getting any.

“Wait. That’s it?” he asked.

“No. There’s more.”

“You’re not gonna tell me?”

“I want to see how you work a scene,” Meredith said.

Tyler stopped.

It took a few steps before Meredith realized he wasn’t following her. She turned back to him.

“Problem?” she asked.

He glanced over to make sure that they were still out of earshot from the rest of the officers and techs. “Listen, Detective Somerset—”

“You can call me ‘Meredith’.”

“Great. Hi. You can still call me Tyler, and you know this ain’t my first rodeo, right? I did five years in narco and vice. Pretty good at it, too.”

“Yeah. I know.”

“So, I don’t need someone holding my hand to see if I know how to work a scene. I got no problem following your lead, but I don’t want us to start out by measuring our dicks—” He threw it out with the casualness of something he had said dozens of times, but caught himself. “Apologies for the phrasing.”

“Listen, Detective Foles—”

“Tyler.”

“Tyler. This is your first homicide. I want to know how you work a scene. That’s it. No one’s measuring dicks, okay? This is for me.”

He inhaled through his nose and looked toward the body. The crew had noticed the new guy in their midst.

All right, Meredith thought. He can take responsibility for himself, has a spine, but also a big chip on his shoulder.

She understood.

She had the same mix of bravado and nerves the first time she stepped onto the scene of a homicide and was mentored by then Detective Wheaton. He handled her exactly the same way: by telling her to put the emotions away.

Tyler exhaled. “Okay, Somerset. I got you.”

She nodded and resumed walking. “And it’s a good thing we’re not measuring dicks because mine’s bigger.”

Tyler was at a loss for words, but only for a moment.

“That’s cold, Somerset.”

   


Chapter 4

Tyler had regained a little bit of his swagger by the time he rejoined Meredith at the loose ring of people surrounding the body.

“Gentlemen,” he said. “Nice to meet you. I’m Detective Tyler Foles. It’s a pleasure to be on the team for this, my first homicide.” He stepped over and crouched next to the body before anyone had a chance to respond.

Sheriff Howell gave a questioning glance to Meredith, who shook her head to let him know she had it under control.

“You mind if I bum a pair of rubbers off you?” Tyler asked Lewis.

Lewis blinked. “Rubbers?”

“Yeah, man. Rubbers.”

“I think Detective Foles is asking for some gloves, Lewis,” Meredith said.

“Yeah. Gloves,” Tyler confirmed.

An annoyed Lewis reached into his kit and pulled out a pair. “Then just say ‘gloves’.”

Tyler smiled, pulled the gloves on, and inspected the body. He started at the head and worked his way down. Every minute or so, he would look up at the surrounding houses, mumble to himself, and then continue with his examination of the corpse.

“Okay to touch her?” he asked.

“Be gentle,” Meredith replied.

Tyler inspected the bagged hands, working the fingers, checking for rigor mortis.

So far, so good, Meredith thought.

Tyler looked up again and studied the surroundings.

“No one’s come out of one of these houses, screaming that this is their daughter or niece or something?”

“Nope.”

Tyler furrowed his brow and went back to the body. Finally, he arrived at the feet.

Meredith found herself holding her breath.

Tyler finished and stood.

“Done,” he announced.

“You want to step over here?” Meredith asked, giving him the opportunity to give his findings away from everyone else, lest he make a fool of himself at his first homicide.

“Nah,” Tyler replied. “We don’t need to go over there.”

“Okay, then. Let’s hear it.”

“One question.”

“Shoot.”

“This is it?” he said, motioning to the body. “This is everything? No one picked up any shoes or a coat or nothin’?”

“Nope. This is it. Mrs. Crawford did touch the body to turn her over because she didn’t know the girl was dead. Other than that, the body was found as is.”

Tyler nodded. “Okay. This newbie to homicide,” he said, indicating himself, “thinks she was killed right here. The scrape on her forehead has got some road in it. She was running from the guy. He caught up with her right here on the street.”

“‘He’? What makes you think the killer was a guy?” Meredith asked. She thought the same, but wanted him to show his work.

“Playin’ the odds,” Tyler said. “Fast enough to catch her. Strong enough to overpower her. Strangled her bare-handed, but first, he tried to keep her from screaming.”

“What makes you say that?” Again, it was a question Meredith already had the answer to.

“Bruising around the mouth. Dude didn’t slug her. He was trying to keep her from waking the neighbors. Whole thing might have been an accident.”

“An accident? Strangulation requires time, effort. How could it be an accident?”

“It might have started with him tryin’ to shut her up and things got out of hand. I’m just sayin’; we don’t know.”

Meredith marked it as another positive. He was thinking but not locking anything in.

“She also didn’t run very far,” Tyler continued. “No shoes. No coat. We should probably search the yards, but I doubt we’re gonna find ’em. Grass stains on the bottom of the feet but the rest is clean. This was a sprint. Doubt both shoes fell off. She probably wasn’t wearing them, which means she started from somewhere nearby. Street’s kind of by itself back here. Only five houses. I’m guessing she may have run from one of them.” He turned to Meredith. “How am I doing?”

“Good,” Meredith said.

“What, like an A minus? Solid B?”

“Eh. C plus.”

Tyler looked down at the body. Meredith’s remark was enough to let him know that he was missing something. He could resume his inspection, but that would mean everyone standing around waiting for him to find something Meredith already knew.

“Okay. What did I miss?” Tyler asked.

“Here,” Meredith said, breaking from the perimeter of people. She crouched next to the feet. Tyler followed her lead. She pointed with her gloved finger toward the small protrusion in the sock. “Right there.”

Tyler gently pressed his finger against it, recreating the experiment Meredith had done earlier.

“Something’s in there,” Tyler said.

Meredith turned to Lewis. “Can I get a bag?”

Lewis came forward and reached into his kit, pulled out a plastic bag, and handed it to her.

“Grab the sock for me,” she said to Tyler.

Tyler gently lifted the foot with one hand and slowly pulled on the toe with the other. The sock slid off and he lowered the dead girl’s foot back to the pavement. Tyler held the sock up by the toe and gently shook it while Meredith held her hand under the opening.

Something slid out and flashed in the morning sunlight as it dropped into her palm.

At first glance, it looked like a coin, but as she brought it closer, they could see that it was a heart-shaped medallion, roughly the size of a fifty-cent piece. It was worn and scuffed. On one side was some sort of symbol made of one circle with two lines coming down and wrapping around a smaller circle.

On the other side was a single word: SOSH.

Meredith deposited the medallion into the bag Lewis had provided. She and Tyler studied it.

“What do you make of that?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” she said, handing the bag to him. “Hold it up for me.”

Meredith took out her phone and snapped a few photos of the medallion, then aimed her phone at the face of the dead girl.

As she focused the lens, she had that feeling again, the sensation of the past rushing up from the depths to meet her.

Through the image on the screen, the dead girl’s eyes opened and looked directly at her.

The dead girl’s lips parted. “I miss you, Meredith.”

Meredith almost dropped her phone but was snapped out of it by Tyler handing the bag to Lewis.

“Can you log that, please?” he asked.

“Sure.”

“Thank you … uh …”

“It’s Lewis.”

“Thank you, Lewis,” Tyler added.

“You got it.”

Meredith took a breath and looked back at the body. The eyes were closed, as was the mouth. Everything was as it should be, as far as finding a dead girl in the street went.

She glanced at Tyler, who was once again studying the houses.

“What’s on your mind?” she quietly asked.

“I know this is my first homicide but why does this feel so weird? It’s weird, right?”

“It is weird,” Meredith concurred. “She’s young. She didn’t run far and your gut was right; why isn’t anyone coming out of their house to see what’s going on or claiming that this is their daughter or someone they know?”

“You thinkin’ what I’m thinkin’?”

“What’s that?”

“Someone on this street knows something.”

Meredith nodded. “Yep.”

Tyler grinned. “Time to knock on some doors, Somerset.”

Good, Meredith thought. He likes the chase.

   


Chapter 5

They started back toward the end of the street where Meredith and Tyler had parked, with the house with slate-blue siding.

Meredith stepped onto the porch and rapped on the door while Tyler stayed a few steps behind. Her knock was answered almost immediately by a striking figure of a man. He had salt and pepper hair and a strong jawline that was sprouting the perfect amount of stubble. His tailor-fitted clothes accentuated his lean body.

“Mr …?” Meredith asked.

“Bowers. Scott Bowers.”

“Mr. Bowers, I’m Detective Meredith Somerset with the Cobb County Police Department. This is Detective Tyler Foles,” she added with a nod over her shoulder. “Sorry to bother you, but do you mind if we talk to you for a minute?”

“Of course not. Please, come in.”

Scott led them down the hall to the kitchen, where he offered them a seat at the gleaming glass-topped kitchen table.

“Can I get you something to drink? I hate to play into stereotypes, but some coffee? I promise you it’s really good coffee.”

“That’d be great. Thank you,” Meredith said. She had already had coffee but if it would make him feel more at ease, she wasn’t going to refuse.

Tyler hadn’t heard Scott’s offer. He was too impressed by his surroundings.

Meredith couldn’t blame him.

The outside of the house was perfectly fine, nothing spectacular, but the inside was like the showroom of a stylish furniture store.

The kitchen was black and white marble with top-of-the-line appliances. It opened to the living room, which held a sleek, sectional leather couch in front of a wide fireplace with a large flat-screen television mounted above.

“For you, sir?” Scott asked Tyler. “Anything?”

Tyler emerged from his reverie with an expression as though being addressed as “sir” was foreign to him.

“Nah, man. I’m good. Thanks.”

“Your loss.” Scott smiled, working his coffee brewer, which would be more at home in an upscale coffeeshop in Paris rather than his kitchen. “Cream? Sugar?” he asked Meredith.

“Black is fine.”

“I wasn’t going to say anything, but this coffee is better without it.” Scott pulled a mug from one of the cabinets overhead. “It’s called ‘Ospina’, from Colombia. The beans are only grown at altitudes of over seventy-five hundred feet in soil with a high volume of volcanic ash.”

Tyler whistled. “Sounds expensive.”

“It is. Over a hundred dollars per pound and it’s worth every penny.” He finished pouring the coffee into the delicate mug.

“Oh, you didn’t have to do that,” Meredith said as he placed the mug in front of her on the table.

“I insist. I love sharing it every chance I get.”

“Why is that?” Tyler asked.

“Just watch,” he said and nodded to Meredith.

Meredith held the steaming mug under her nose and inhaled. It was heaven in her nostrils—rich, nutty. She took a sip. The hot liquid opened on her tongue with hints of vanilla and spice. It was unlike any coffee she had ever tasted and she was sure that she had tried almost all of them.

“Oh my god,” she breathed.

Scott smiled. “There it is.”

“This is the best coffee I’ve ever tasted.”

“I’m glad you like it.”

As he turned back to the coffee machine, Meredith and Tyler exchanged a glance, each asking the other, “Who is this guy?”

Meredith savored another sip and set the mug down.

“We’re sorry if we’re keeping you here,” she began. “I’m sure you have places to go. We just want to ask you some questions and we’ll be on our way.”

“No, please,” Bowers said, turning off the coffee maker. “You’re not keeping me from anything. I’m working from home today. I simply can’t believe something like this happened here, on this street.”

“What kind of work are you in, Mr. Bowers?”

“Architecture. I design buildings.”

“Anything we would know?” Meredith asked, more out of personal curiosity than an official capacity.

“Possibly. I designed The Mandioc in Peachtree Plaza.”

“Really?” Meredith asked, impressed.

“Is that the all-black glass one that kinda looks like a crystal?” Tyler followed up.

“That’s the one.”

Tyler snorted. “My auntie always called it the ‘high-falutin’ lump of coal’.”

If that was going to be Tyler’s contribution to the interview, Meredith thought it might be better if he stayed outside, but Scott laughed.

“Not the first time I’ve heard something like that.”

“Do you live alone, Mr. Bowers?” Meredith asked.

“Yep. Bachelor for life, I suppose.”

“Damn straight,” Tyler muttered appreciatively under his breath.

Meredith pulled out her phone and brought up the pictures of the girl she had taken outside. She zoomed to crop out the bruises around the neck while leaving the face visible. “I hope you don’t mind looking at some photos?”

“Not at all.”

“Do you recognize her?”

Scott reached for the phone. “May I?”

Meredith handed it to him. He studied the image carefully, but eventually shook his head.

“I’m sorry. Can’t say that I do,” he said, handing the phone back.

Meredith believed he was sincere but that didn’t mean much at this stage in the investigation. She had seen a guy pretend not to recognize his fiancée an hour after stabbing her to death.

“This all happened right outside?” Scott asked.

“There’s a lot that we don’t know, but it looks that way,” Meredith answered.

“That’s crazy.”

“Do you mind telling us where you were this morning?” Tyler asked.

Even though it was going to be her next question, Meredith would have preferred if Tyler would let her do the questioning.

“Not at all. I was here, exercising in my basement,” Scott confidently said with a nod toward the basement door.

“Let me guess.” Tyler smirked. “You got one of those exercise machines where you link up with virtual classes and shit.”

“Detective?” Meredith said, quietly.

To her surprise, Scott laughed again. “Guilty as char—Oh god. Sorry. That was almost a very poor choice of words.”

It was Tyler’s turn to chuckle. “Don’t sweat it.”

“Yes,” Scott said, after recovering. “You are correct. Have you ever used one?”

“You kidding? The gym back at my old station was a couple of cinderblocks and a jump rope.”

“I really enjoy it. As I said, I live alone and it’s always a good motivator to work out with other people. It pushes you, even if you’re not in the same room.”

“And the people you work out with; can they see you?” Meredith asked.

Scott cocked his head. “Well, yes and no. The instructor can see me, but if you’re asking if they could vouch for me? Probably not. There were about a hundred people in the class this morning. The instructors can swipe through their monitor to see everyone, but I don’t think they look too hard. If I had to put money on it, the instructor isn’t going to remember my face.”

“Do you remember the type of class or the instructor’s name?” Meredith asked.

“Body pump,” Scott answered without hesitation. “It’s usually taught by a guy named Lance on Thursdays but there was a sub this morning; a woman named Tracey.” He suddenly lit up. “And I did log in. My workout was recorded and the results uploaded to my personal workout account. It keeps track of calories burned and heart rate and everything. It’s probably not the same as an ironclad alibi, but it might count for something.”

“It does,” Meredith acknowledged while writing in her notes. “Thank you.”

“I still can’t believe it,” Scott said with a shake of his head. “Right outside.”

“You didn’t happen to hear anything this morning, did you?” Meredith asked.

“No. I was up at six. Class started at six-thirty. It lasted for an hour and I cranked the music pretty loud. If I’m being honest, I couldn’t hear my own thoughts.”

“Have you noticed anything unusual on your street recently? Strangers? Any neighbors behaving oddly?” Meredith asked.

Scott hesitated and then quietly laughed.

“Something funny?” Tyler asked.

“No, detective. It’s just an odd question. I don’t want to speak ill of my neighbors, and I can’t believe they would have anything to do with this, but who doesn’t think their neighbors are a little weird? You’ve got the Whitakers across the street. I have no problem telling you that Thomas Whitaker is a piece of work. Then there are the Morgans. They’re a little—how can I put this? They’re a little ‘fanatical’ about their kids. Next door, you’ve got the Ansleys. I guess they’re the closest to normal … You’re going to ask everyone the opinion of everyone else on Willow Lane?”

“Probably.” Meredith nodded.

Scott quietly laughed, again. “If you do, I would love to know what they say about the bachelor living at the end of the street.”

“Is there anything else you can tell us?” Meredith asked.

Scott searched his memory. “No. I don’t think so.”

Meredith took a card from her pocket and stood. “Well, if you think of anything we may have missed or if you plan on going anywhere, please give us a call.”

“Of course.” Scott accepted the card and took one of his own from his wallet. “And here. If you need to get in touch with me.”

“Thank you.”

He handed a card to Tyler as well.

Meredith turned the card over in her hand. It was black and sturdy with his name and contact info, and was embossed with his personalized logo.

“And one last thing,” Scott said, retreating to the pantry, which was hidden in the wall of the kitchen. He opened the door and took out a small stack of thermal paper cups and pulled one from the top. He brought the cup over to Meredith, and poured her coffee into it.

“It’d be a shame for it to go to waste.”

“Thank you, and thank you for your time.”

“I wish I could have been more help,” he replied. Scott led them back down the hall and opened the door. “Have a good day.”

“You too,” Tyler replied as they stepped back into the morning sunlight.

The door closed behind them.

“What do you think?” Meredith asked, stepping off the porch.

“Seemed pretty chill for a rich guy. It is a little odd, though.”

“What’s odd?”

“The dude said he was working from home.”

“And?”

“Is that how you’d dress if you were working from home?” Tyler asked.

“I have a feeling that’s about as ‘casual’ he gets.”

Meredith suddenly stopped and turned back to the house.

“Somerset?” Tyler asked.

She stayed rooted to the spot.

“Somerset? What’s up?”

Meredith stared at the door a moment longer.

“I thought I heard something,” she said.

She slowly turned and they resumed walking toward the street.

“Hey, let me get a hit of that coffee,” Tyler said, reaching.

Meredith held the cup away from him.

“You had your chance.”

*

Back inside the house, Scott Bowers pulled his hand from the crater he had punched in the drywall, next to the door.

The calm, helpful veneer his face had worn while in the presence of the detectives was gone, replaced by one of seething rage.

It was only a matter of time now.

They were going to find out. It was going to come to light and everything that he had worked for, everything he had built, was going to come down.

He stared at the depression he had created. Had he hit a stud behind the drywall, the bones in his hand would have been pulverized.

As he stared, the calm veneer slowly returned. His expression of rage morphed almost imperceptibly into one of civility and cooperation. He would have to control himself. His survival depended upon it. It was how he had gotten this far.

But now, the clock was ticking.

   


Chapter 6

Meredith and Tyler made their way up the driveway and along the concrete path to the front door of the Cape Cod-styled house neighboring Scott Bowers’. In the street, the body of the girl was being placed into a body bag.

“Listen,” Meredith said as they approached the porch. “Your questions back there were fine, but from now on, unless I give you the go-ahead, let me do the interviews.”

“If the questions were fine, what’s the problem?”

“No problem, but until we get to know each other’s methods a little better, I’ll do the interviews.”

“I know what I’m doing, Somerset. I’ve been doing interviews for years.”

“Not with me.”

“I told you, I don’t have a problem with following your lead, but I don’t know how many ways I have to tell you that I—”

As they were about to step onto the porch, the front door opened and out stepped a woman in her forties. Her hair was slightly frazzled, and she had an intense stare that turned Meredith and Tyler into stone.

There was a brief standoff where neither Meredith nor Tyler knew what to say.

“Mrs …?”

“Meghan Ansley,” the woman said.

“Mrs. Ansley. Hi. I’m Detective Meredith Somerset and this is Detective Tyler Foles. We’re sorry to bother you, but is it okay to ask you a few questions?”

Meghan cast a glance toward the street and folded her arms. “Okay.”

“Can we come inside?” Meredith asked, not wanting to conduct the interview with the backdrop of a murder scene.

Meghan reluctantly nodded.

*

The house of the Ansleys was a much more modest affair than that of Scott Bowers. The furnishings were provided by the likes of JC Penny rather than Neiman Marcus. Meredith and Tyler were sitting on the couch in the living room while Meghan Ansley stood, looking out the window into the spacious backyard, which lacked a fence but had a large work shed in the far corner.

“Again, thank you for taking the time to talk to us, Mrs. Ansley. I know this is all very upsetting.”

“It is,” she said, turning toward them. “And I don’t allow guns in my house.”

Meredith glanced down to see the grip of her Sig Sauer P226 9mm protruding from the shoulder holster under her jacket.

“I understand,” Meredith said, buttoning her jacket to conceal it.

Meghan looked at Tyler, who seemed oblivious to the fact that his firearm was on full display due to his lack of a jacket.

“It’s just that we have a son and I don’t want a gun anywhere near him,” Meghan added.

“I have a daughter,” Meredith said. “When I get home, my gun goes right into a safe that only I have the combination to.”

She was trying to reassure her and while it was true that Meredith did have a daughter, she had conveniently omitted the fact that her daughter lived across town with her ex-husband and his girlfriend.

“Do you have any children?” Meghan asked Tyler.

“Not that I know of,” he snorted.

Meghan’s expression twisted as though something unpleasant had passed under her nose.

Meredith shot Tyler a side glance.

Tyler’s chuckle died a slow, embarrassing death and he sat back on the couch. “No, I don’t have any kids.”

“What’s your son’s name?” Meredith asked.

“Anthony. He’s seven.”

“Is he here?”

“He’s upstairs. You’re not going to need to speak to him, are you?”

“Did he see anything?”

“No,” Meghan answered, sternly. “As soon as I heard that woman scream, I looked out the window. When I saw what had happened, I sent him to his room and told him not to come out.”

Meredith was writing in her notes. “Does anyone else live here?”

“Yes. My husband.”

“Is he here?”

“No. He left for work early this morning.”

“Have you spoken to him since he left?”

“I called him to tell him what was happening.”

“Did he see anything out of the ordinary as he was leaving?” Meredith asked.

“No,” she answered sharply. “I’m pretty sure he would have told me.”

Meredith couldn’t tell if Mrs. Ansley was on edge from the events of that morning, or if she was always this way.

“What type of work does your husband do?”

“What does that have to do with what happened?” Meghan asked, her frustration growing.

“We’re simply trying to find out everything we can about what happened. I know it might seem unimportant, but getting a complete picture, like what time your husband left this morning, really helps.”

“And we’re very grateful,” Tyler added.

“He’s an engineering consultant.”

“Can you give us his name and contact info?” Meredith continued. “He may have seen something important this morning and not have realized it.”

Meghan turned back to the window. “His name is Greg. He works at Hopewell and Associates downtown.” She rattled off his cell number, which Meredith wrote down.

“Do you remember what time he left this morning? It might help us clarify the exact time the murder happened.”

“He left a little before six. He wanted to beat the traffic.”

Meredith made a note of it.

“And you, yourself, Mrs. Ansley; did you happen to see or hear anything out of the ordinary this morning?”

“No,” she answered, rubbing her eyes. “Greg got up and left. I slept for a little longer and then got up around six-thirty to make Anthony some breakfast. I heard the woman scream. I looked out the living-room window and I saw … what was going on. Anthony kept asking what was happening and wanted to go see, so I sent him up to his room … Do you know who the girl was?”

“Not at this time.” Meredith pulled out her phone. “But would you mind looking at some photos to see if you recognize her?”

“How did she die?”

“It appears to have been strangulation.”

Meghan seemed to search for a reason to decline, but relented.

“Fine.” She exhaled and took the phone from Meredith.

She peered at the photo, her face contorted in painful disgust. “No. I don’t know her.” She handed the phone back.

“Have you or your husband seen anything or anyone strange on Willow Lane, recently?” Meredith asked, sliding the phone back into her pocket.

“I can’t speak for Greg, but no, I haven’t. Honestly, we don’t see that much of our neighbors. Scott next door seems nice enough, but we don’t really talk. The Whitakers are … they’re a mess, and the Morgans across the street are just odd.”

Meredith was unsure of how to respond. “Well, uh, I believe that’s all, for now. Detective Foles? Anything?”

Tyler shook his head. “Nah. I’m good.”

Meredith stood and took out a card. “Thank you, Mrs. Ansley. If you happen to think of anything or have any questions, please call me.”

“Thanks,” Meghan said, grudgingly accepting the card. “Let me show you out.”

They walked back down the hall. Meghan opened the door.

“Have a good morning,” Meredith said as they stepped outside.

“You, too,” Meghan replied, barely getting it out before closing the door.

Meredith and Tyler walked back down the concrete path to the driveway and toward the street, where a stretcher, upon which rested the body bag, was being loaded into the ambulance.

Tyler glanced back toward the house. “She didn’t sit right.”

“Nope,” Meredith agreed.

*

Meghan Ansley still had her hand on the door. She could feel the blood pounding against her temples.

“Mommy?” a quiet voice behind her asked.

She turned and looked up the stairs to see Anthony peering around the corner.

“It’s okay, sweetheart. Go back to your room for a few more minutes, okay?”

The boy slunk back around the corner and moments later, there was the sound of his bedroom door closing.

Meghan Ansley slowly walked back down the hall to the kitchen and sat at the table, staring out the window to the backyard, and waited …

   


Chapter 7

Once the stretcher containing the body bag was loaded into the ambulance, the officer closed the door and gave it two hard slaps. The driver acknowledged with two quick hits on the siren and pulled away, driving off down Willow Lane.

Meredith and Tyler watched it go as they crossed the street to the next interview.

“Since you’re running the questions, Somerset, why aren’t you asking about the thing we found in her sock?” Tyler asked.

“I want us to find out more about it, first. That way, we don’t tip our hand too much.”

“Got it. And how are we gonna do that?”

“Same way everyone finds stuff: Google.”

They stopped next to Lewis and Eddie, who were talking to each other in the middle of the street, watching the ambulance drive away.

“How’s the hunting?” Eddie asked.

“Vague,” Meredith answered. “You find anything else?”

“I took a rectal temperature and it confirmed what we were thinking; she hasn’t been dead very long,” Lewis said. “I’ll send you everything this afternoon after I do the write-up.”

“Thanks, Lewis. That’d be great,” Tyler said.

“No problem. I also called Mike in the Morgue. He’ll do the tox screen tonight and the autopsy in the morning.”

Eddie was fiddling with his camera. “I’ll upload the photos to the CCPD folder when I get back to the office so you can take a look.”

“Thanks, guys,” Meredith said. “Great work. You need anything else from us?”

“Yeah,” Lewis said. “I need you to restock the ‘rubbers’ in my kit.”

Tyler shrugged and smiled. “Gonna have to talk to budgeting on that.”

“Well,” Eddie said, “we’ll leave you to your hunting. See you back at the precinct.”

“Later,” Meredith said.

Lewis and Eddie turned and walked down the street toward their cars.

“Look at you, Tyler,” Meredith said. “Making friends and everything.”

“They’re just a couple of nerds,” he replied. “But I have been told that I need to work on my people skills.”

*

They finished crossing the street to the house with the deep-red siding and hunter-green accents.

Out of the four completed houses on Willow Lane, Meredith would have said this one was the nicest, not only because of its aesthetically pleasing design, but also the yard, which was a rich green that matched the accents of the house. The bushes lining the walkway were meticulously shaped.

Meredith’s knock on the front door was answered by a man in his late forties with short hair and glasses.

She lifted her badge from her belt for him to see.

“Hi. Mr …?”

“Uh. Doctor. Dr. Richard Morgan.” There was nothing rude in his correction, only a clarification.

“Dr. Morgan. I’m Detective Meredith Somerset. This is Detective Tyler Foles. We’re sorry to bother you, but is it okay to come in and ask you a few questions?”

He opened the door wider and stepped aside. “Of course. Of course. Please
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