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            Chapter One

          

          Patricia

        

      

    

    
      Let me tell you about my daughter.

      She could be a real pain. I mean, when she was two years old, she’d just walk up to me and start hitting me. She wouldn’t stop either. I’d tell her no. I’d tell her stop. She’d keep hitting me. It didn’t hurt, not really, but she’d pound at me with those little hands, and she’d look up at me with this smile of - what are you going to do about it? Finally, I’d smack her on the rear, and then she’d cry and stop. Then she’d fall into my arms and say “Mommy sorry.” And kiss me.

      That was her. A lot of love, but she was difficult.

      High maintenance is a nice way to put it.

      Are you uncomfortable there? You keep squirming. Ropes too tight? I promise I won’t be too long.

      My golden girl. All the teachers loved her in high school. She was so smart and well behaved. At home, not so much. She had a lot of tantrums. It was probably my fault for spoiling her when she was young, but she took out all her anger and frustration on me.

      Like I said, difficult.

      Until she grew out of it.

      This is the last time I’m going to tell you. STAY STILL! You’re making me angry. I told you not too much longer.

      So where was I? Oh yes, I was telling you about high school.

      She graduated at the top of her class. Got into a number of colleges around the country, but she decided to go to the University of Texas. To study journalism. She told me that it was an Ivy League school without the ivy.

      Kind of funny, isn’t it?

      I think the real reason was that her no good bum of a boyfriend wanted to go to University of Texas for the parties. She claimed that she really liked the school and the town. It was intellectual but it was fun. Not stiff, like some of the colleges back east. But I think it was the boyfriend.

      We’re from Vermont, you know, and she wanted to get away from the cold. I think that might have been another reason. She was always cold, even in the summer, and she hated Vermont. That’s too strong. She didn’t really hate Vermont. She just didn’t want to live there. Besides the cold, it was dull. Nothing going on. We had a restaurant in town, but it wasn’t much, and the closest town with a choice of restaurants was half an hour away.

      She liked animals. Horses. Cats. We had both. It just wasn’t enough.

      We didn’t eat out much. Or go to the movies. We were homebodies. I knew she wasn’t a homebody; I knew she wanted some place with a lot of life: movies, music, bars, restaurants.

      I hoped she’d go to Boston. Or at worse New York.

      I didn’t expect her to go to Texas.

      Still, I let her apply. It was a good school after all, with a respected program in journalism. And when she got in, I wasn’t happy about her going, but it was her decision. I had to accept that, even if I tried to argue her out of her.

      I guess I should have just forbidden it. After all, I paid for part of the tuition, not all, because she got a scholarship, but enough that I should have been able to tell her no.

      But I could never say no and stick to it. Not with Ashley. She was determined. And she wanted to go to University of Texas.

      I still think she made the decision because of her high school boyfriend. Andrew. The bum. He was gone by her second year in college. Dropped out. Went to sell drugs or something. I never knew what happened to him.

      She graduated. I hoped she’d come back to Vermont, but I didn’t expect it. She liked Austin, and she got a job at a local television station.

      Sometime in the first year out of college, she met David. She never told me how they met. I guess I never asked. So much I should have asked and never did.

      Isn’t it funny how we think about what we should have done when it’s too late?

      Do you ever think about what you should have done or could have done, Dr. Martin? I bet you don’t. Doctors don’t think that way. Doctors tend to think they’re gods.

      They’re not gods.

      But they do have life and death in their hands, don’t they, Dr. Martin?

      A good-looking boy, David. And nice. Not exactly sure what he did, but it had something to do with technology. You might know, you met him. But it didn’t matter to me. He made a good living, and he loved Ashley.

      He’d tell me about his job, but I’d just nod and pretend to listen.

      Are YOU listening, Dr. Martin? Nod your head.

      Very good. You need to listen. I bet you don’t listen to your patients all that much. You’re one of those I’m the doctor and I know best types, aren’t you?

      So Ashley and David...

      They dated for a while before he gave her the ring. I’m not sure how long. Maybe two years. Maybe three. She was so excited about the engagement, and we planned the wedding together.

      I had a big garden. Usually I plant vegetables, but that summer, I planted flowers. Flowers everywhere.

      I’m letting it go this year.

      Am I boring you? You keep looking away. Or do you think someone is coming?

      No one is coming. Your wife and son won’t be back for hours. The show doesn’t end until ten o’clock.

      Funny how neither of them questioned getting free tickets to a sold-out concert that your son wrote about on Instagram. People should really be more careful about what they share.

      And about gifts.

      But I guess you and your family are the type to accept a gift from people they don’t know and not question it. Like you. You take things for granted. Lovely home. Lovely life.

      A wife. A son.

      All the good things in life that you think you’re owed.

      No reason to risk it, is there?

      Are you trying to say something? No, I’m not taking the gag off. I don’t want to hear anything from you. I want YOU to listen to ME.

      So, where was I? You made me lose my train of thought.

      Oh yes, the wedding. You know, I said that my daughter was high maintenance, and she was. She was funny about food, you know. Very particular.

      We must have visited two dozen bakeries before she settled on a cake. It was vanilla and chocolate with a raspberry filling. It was amazing.

      Finding a caterer took forever too. We found someone we liked in Waterbury, or to be precise, someone Ashley liked. I would have been happy to grill hamburgers, but Ashley wanted her wedding to be perfect.

      Have you ever heard of Waterbury? That’s where the Ben and Jerry factory is. Ashley loved Ben and Jerry’s ice cream.

      Ashley and David. We had that printed on napkins - their names with a little heart around them.  It was a lovely wedding. Outdoors at our place in Vermont. We rented a tent, because you never know about the weather, not in Vermont, not even in August, and we didn’t have that many people. Maybe thirty. But it was lovely.

      I was so happy that she chose to have her wedding in Vermont, at our home. You know, I have twenty acres, five of them open, and a view of the mountains. She did have an appreciation of Vermont’s beauty, even if she didn’t want to live there.

      She liked Texas.

      But she wanted to make me happy, even if she liked Texas. She decided to have the wedding in Vermont at least in part for me.

      That was Ashley. Loving. Kind. Smart. Beautiful.

      Oh damn. Look at the time. I’ve been talking and talking. Your wife and son will be back before you know it, so I need to hurry up.

      I don’t know that I have much else to tell you anyway.

      Don’t shake your head at me. It won’t do any good. It’ll be fast. Painless. Mostly. Which is more than you deserve, but it is what it is.  Unless you move, so that I miss - which means I hit something that won’t be fatal immediately.

      And that would make me angry.

      If you make me miss, I’ll shoot you in a lot of places.  You know what I’ll aim for, don’t you? Yes, there. That will hurt. A lot. I’ll still finish you off, but I might let you suffer for a while first.

      If you stay still, you don’t have to worry.  I’m not likely to miss.

      Who do you think brought home all the turkeys for Thanksgiving?

      And I know you may be wondering - why me? Why not someone else? Don’t feel like you’re alone. You’re the first. You won’t be the last.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Lizzie

        

      

    

    
      The sign over the door read Lizzie Vaughn Investigations. She advertised herself as an experienced investigator, which she was, but not in the type of investigations most clients wanted - or that she planned to do at this point in her life, which made it a bit of a lie. But then, most of what she presented to the public was a bit of a lie.

      More than a bit.

      And the fact that she managed to get a license to open a private detective agency in Austin, Texas was, given her past, ironic. But she fit the qualifications. Kind of. She hadn’t been convicted of any crimes.  Wasn’t under investigation, as far as she knew. The authorities in Germany had politely declined to follow up on leads that might have led them to her.

      Opening a detective agency in Texas required a BA, which she had, and at least six months experience working as an investigator for someone else - which she’d fudged thanks to a friend of her very wealthy stepfather, who’d given her a five-million-dollar trust fund, which she’d doubled through careful investing.

      None of her clients knew that she was wealthy. None of her clients knew her real name, but none of them needed to know.

      Lizzie was a good American name, and it went over much better in Texas than her real given name of Lisette. Her appearance went over well too. Blond and pretty. She used her appearance to her advantage when necessary.

      And being wealthy allowed her to take cases because they interested her rather than because she needed them to pay the bills- which was the whole point of opening up her own agency.

      The question now was whether the expensively dressed middle-aged woman with the carefully coifed hair and meticulously applied makeup whom Murphy Green - her assistant, fellow investigator, possible future partner - had ushered into Lizzie’s office would have an interesting case.

      Or was she another wife looking for evidence of her husband’s adultery? Lizzie had already turned down three divorce cases that week.

      “My name is Julia Martin. I suppose you’ve heard of me?”

      Lizzie shrugged. “Not really. But go on.”

      “Julia Martin. Dr. Thomas Martin’s wife. Tom was killed. It’s been in all the papers. You haven’t read about it?” Julia’s voice had a Midwestern accent.

      Lizzie made the connection. A week earlier, Dr. Thomas Martin, a well-known physician, had been found shot in his home. “The media said it was suicide.”

      “That’s what the police said.” Julia leaned forward. “I don’t believe it. Tom would not have done that to me. To our son. That’s why I’m here.”

      “To prove that he didn’t commit suicide?”

      “And to find who killed him. Although...” she surveyed Lizzie with an air of doubt. “You are very young.”

      Lizzie was young, at least in years, only twenty-five. But her life had aged her - mentally, not physically. Physically, she was in damn good shape.

      “Can I ask - why come to me? There are other detective agencies in Austin. With older detectives.”

      “No one else was interested. They said it was a police matter. And then someone mentioned - that you take difficult cases.”

      “I’m expensive.” Lizzie also did pro bono work, but not for rich people. She didn’t have anything against rich people, being one herself, but she also knew that some rich people didn’t value what was free. And, while she might not need the money, it was good to have the office self-sufficient.  The money from richer clients helped the poorer clients. And paid Murphy’s salary.

      “I can pay. I’m willing to pay as much as it takes to prove my husband was murdered.”

      Murder could be disguised as suicide if the murderer was clever enough. Lizzie should know. “What makes you think he was murdered?”

      The woman unzipped her purse and brought out an envelope. “Two weeks before Tom died, I received a letter congratulating me on winning concert tickets - two of them - for a band that my son loves. Only I don’t recall entering any contest.”

      “But you went.”

      She shrugged. “We went. Then we found Tom dead when we got home. He was not depressed. And whatever Tom’s faults, he loved us. I don’t care what the police say or the hospital says.”

      “How old is your son?”

      “Twelve. After we found Tom, my son couldn’t stop screaming. He has nightmares every night. I think it would help him to know what happened. And why.”

      The mention of the twelve-year-old son made up Lizzie’s mind. The child of a murdered parent needed closure, although closure wasn’t the right word. No one ever really got closure. But knowing what had happened and that the person responsible would be held to account could make a difference in that child’s life.

      Lizzie could attest to that fact.
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        * * *

      

      After collecting a retainer and after her new client handed her a computer bag with her husband’s electronics, Lizzie walked Julia from her personal office through the cavernous space that was the main office, which consisted of a kitchen counter with a coffee pot and microwave, several mugs, a sink, cabinets, a long table with four card chairs under a window, a filing cabinet, and Murphy’s desk, decorated with figurines and stickers of unicorns, cats, butterflies, and squirrels, along with a lavender scented candle.  That left a lot of empty space in a room designed for a dozen desks and workers.

      Maybe in time, Lizzie would hire more people. For now, Murphy and she were enough.

      Julia glanced around the premises. “You moved into this office recently?” It wasn’t so much a tone of disapproval as it was questioning. Was she worried that Lizzie couldn’t do the job?

      “Relatively. Only open a few months.”  Still, since starting her agency, she’d handled a kidnapping, stopped a con artist from fleecing an elderly woman, and located two missing people.

      “I suppose that explains it. A little bare.”

      “It’s functional. I get results. That’s what matters. Not my furniture.” Lizzie glanced over at Murphy - who was scrolling on her computer but that didn’t fool Lizzie. Murphy was paying attention to every word.

      “That’s all I want.  Results. To find out what happened. You will, won’t you?”

      “I’ll do my best.” Lizzie gave what she intended to be an encouraging smile and then held the door open, shutting it firmly after Julia’s departure.

      She turned to see Murphy regarding her with an expression that was a mix of excitement and amusement. “You finally took a case. You turned three down this week. I was starting to worry about my salary.”

      “Our last job paid enough to fund several years of turning down divorce cases. This one will pay well, and it’s a possible murder.”

      “Doesn’t that sound like fun. Why don’t we both get coffee, and you tell me all about it?” Six feet tall, black hair hanging to her shoulders, Murphy preferred to wear dresses that emphasized her curves while managing to conceal the gun that she always carried. She also insisted on wearing stilettos that Lizzie thought would make good weapons.

      If one thought that way.

      Which of course - she didn’t - now.

      Most of the time.

      Lizzie wandered to the small kitchen area and waited while Murphy poured out two cups, the aroma of coffee inviting and invigorating, competing with the scent of the lavender candle on Murphy’s desk. Lizzie liked the smell of fresh brewed coffee, although she preferred pouring hot water over grounds in a cup for her morning brew. It was the German way.

      But she wasn’t in Germany anymore.

      Still she liked the coffee mug, a Lord of the Rings design that revealed secret writing when heated. It had been a gift from Murphy to celebrate their first month in business.

      Coffee in hand, she led the way back to her office. Murphy set her coffee mug on a coaster on the far side of the desk, seated herself across from Lizzie, set a notebook down, and looked inquiringly.

      Lizzie read from her notes. “Dr. Thomas Martin. He died last week from what police are calling a suicide. Get the police report. Then find out everything you can about Dr Martin. Social media. You know the drill.”

      “What about Mrs. Perfect Makeup?”

      “Run a background check on her. I doubt that she’d be hiring us if she killed him, but still, we should cover our bases. Someone knew enough to offer her tickets to a concert her son wanted to see. I have the envelope and letter.”

      “Fingerprints?”

      “Probably not but send it out anyway. I also have her husband’s phone, laptop, and passwords. I’ll go through both, and then we can compare notes,” Lizzie said. “I asked if she knew anyone who was angry with her husband.”

      Murphy scribbled. “And?”

      “She claimed that there was no one, but he was an ob/gyn doctor. Things can go wrong for the mother and for the baby. Especially in Texas. Especially now. Getting his patients’ medical records to find out if he had any major fuckups would be useful.”

      “You’ve never heard of HIPAA? Even cops have trouble getting medical records. No one’s going to give us shit.” Murphy tapped a pen on the armrest. “Not the hospital. Not his practice.”

      “I wasn’t planning on asking. I was thinking of more subtle techniques.” Lizzie had spent the last few years violating laws that were a lot more serious than those against obtaining medical records. “Don’t ask.”

      There was a long moment when neither of them said anything.

      “I’m not a cop anymore.” Murphy had been a police officer who’d faced discrimination on the force as a Black man which paled in comparison to what she’d endured after transitioning to female. A fellow officer had followed her home one night and shot her. Murphy had miraculously survived but spent months recovering. The cop who’d shot her claimed to have not recognized her and to have thought that Murphy was a burglar. He was on desk duty for a month. No prosecution.

      Three weeks after retiring on disability, Murphy went to work for Lizzie as a receptionist/investigator.

      “Don’t keep shit from me,” Murphy said. “If this is a murder, you should have me and my gun backing you up. Murderers tend not to like people poking into their actions.”

      “Nevertheless.” Lizzie found the protectiveness both endearing and amusing. What would Murphy say if she knew the truth? That Lizzie had spent several years going after killers much more dangerous than whoever might have done in poor Tom Martin, in ways that Murphy would not approve, even if she was a former cop.

      That Lizzie had, one week after hiring Murphy and hearing her story, followed the cop who’d assaulted her into a bar and slipped a drug into the bastard’s drink, not enough to kill, just enough to make him very sick. For over a week.

      All academic. Murphy didn’t need to know. Murphy wasn’t going to know, either.

      Only a few people knew who Lizzie really was - and none of them were in Austin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          John

        

      

    

    
      John Petersen lounged behind the driver's wheel of the 1994 Toyota Pickup DX while listening to Blake Sheldon on a country station. The radio still worked, unlike the tape deck, the window wipers, and the electric windows. But none of that bothered him.  After all, it wasn't his truck. He owned a Ram 1500, brand new, powerful, and Bluetooth enabled. But his Ram was sitting in the driveway of his house. This pickup, made before the advent of Bluetooth - hell, before the advent of computers, as far as John knew - wasn't his.

      But it suited his purposes.

      He kept the motor running, even though the air conditioning didn't work either. He would have liked air conditioning. After all, March temperatures were warm in Austin, and he was wearing gloves and a wool hat that covered all his hair and made him look a little stupid as well as hot. But it was a sacrifice he was willing to make. A tight cap under the hat held in his hair, which was necessary. Hair contained DNA. Fingers could also leave DNA along with prints.

      If they found the truck after the fact, which they might, he didn't want any possibility that he'd left behind anything incriminating.

      After all, what was the point of stealing an old truck like this and then leaving behind evidence.

      He was good at hiding evidence. He'd done it before.

      He thought about what he'd have to do afterward - drive to a shopping center, dump the pickup, and jog several miles before calling a friend to pick him up. He did have a burner phone on him - his iPhone was at home, turned on, so that if anyone tried to trace his whereabouts by tracking his phone, it would look as if he hadn't left the house.

      Technology was funny. It could work for both sides of the law. If you were smart. Which he was.

      He rejected the idea that he was a criminal. It wasn't his fault that the city of Austin didn't enforce its laws and didn't treasure life. If the city council hadn't passed an ordinance calling on the police to give lowest priority to investigating people like the woman he was waiting for - he would be doing something else.

      He did recognize the irony. He was about to take a life - and yet he treasured life. But how many lives would he save? How many women had killed their babies because Charlotte Young provided money for transportation to another state for an abortion?

      Or the information to buy the pills online that ended a life?

      He'd done his homework. Charlotte Young was a therapist, and she sometimes worked late. Especially on Mondays - when she had three clients who came after work. And she worked for a group that had offices in downtown Austin, just off Trinity Street in the so-called medical district.

      Her baby killing activities weren't part of her employment, but that didn't matter.

      What did matter was that the garage where she parked her car was across the street from her office. And that there was light traffic at the point when she would be crossing. He didn't want to run into any other cars.

      She emerged right on time. He could see her clearly from where he sat. Middle-aged, with glasses, brown hair mixed with gray, wearing white pants and a blue shirt. A little overweight but not too much. Not too bad looking for a woman of fifty. But no husband and no children. No wonder she hated babies.

      He'd watched her enter her office at nine that morning, and he'd marked her outfit. One chance - and he had to be sure he had the right woman.

      He pulled out but waited until she was halfway across the street before gunning the engine. She turned a startled face towards him as she realized the danger and tried to run, but he had the truck going about a hundred miles an hour. He swerved and hit her before she reached the sidewalk, flinging her over the top of the truck. He stopped, backed up over her body, feeling the satisfying thump, and then ran her over a third time before roaring off.

      He glanced in the rearview mirror as he barreled down the street. No other traffic. No sign of movement, either from the body on the ground or from anyone emerging from one of the office buildings nearby.

      He would have liked to check that she was dead, but it was too risky to stop.  He needed to protect himself if he were to continue his work. A camera or a passerby might see a detail that could identify him. The traffic camera would see the truck, the license plate, and nothing much else.

      Anyway, even if she wasn't dead, she wouldn't be helping women get abortions - not for a very long time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Isabella

        

      

    

    
      Isabella Ramirez opened the door of her townhouse to let in her ex-husband, Wyatt Hanson, who’d arrived to take their four-year-old daughter Nina for the afternoon. His expression was the usual combination of inquiry and hope, quickly fading into resignation.

      “You don’t want to come for ice cream?” he asked. “Then we’re going to the Capital of Texas Zoo?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “Nina’s in her room, waiting.”

      His face crumpled. But he headed towards Nina’s room.

      Isabella should never have married Wyatt, but he’d made her feel special - which mattered because she’d never felt like she’d fit in anywhere. The only child of a Mexican father and an Anglo mother, she had never felt like she fit in. With both her parents working in the sciences, her father as a biologist, her mother as a physicist, her family pushed her to achieve. But she had not been interested in science, disappointing both of them by studying art and then getting an MFA.

      Maybe she’d liked Wyatt because he, unlike her parents, had appreciated her artistic ability and her educational achievements.  Maybe because he had made her feel beautiful, which she wasn’t. Her slender frame and curly brown hair weren’t unattractive, but neither her face nor her body was what anyone objective would find stunning.

      Still, she was proud of who she’d become.

      She’d taught art at a high school for three years. Now at thirty-one, she ran a successful business, selling artist’s supplies and teaching painting, catering to the well-off of Austin and their children while caring for her daughter. And herself.

      Caring for herself meant not going for an ice cream. Especially not with Wyatt.

      Wyatt was not a bad man. He worked construction and made a decent living. Unlike some men his age, he hadn’t let himself go. He still looked good, and she still had feelings for him.  Those feelings had resulted in a mistake weeks earlier, a mistake that she now had to deal with, and she couldn’t tell him about it.

      Not with his current religious obsessions.

      Their marriage had broken up over his obsessions. After Nina was born and Isabella nearly died, Wyatt had attributed her survival to divine intervention. A pastor had joined with him in praying at the hospital. She attributed her survival to an excellent surgeon at Austin General.

      Soon afterwards, Wyatt joined the pastor’s church, which she refused to do. Every Sunday became a battle. He wanted her to come with him to the church, and she had no interest.

      With his newfound religious convictions came his obsession with having more children and his anger over her refusal to get pregnant again.

      It wasn’t that she didn’t love her daughter. Or children. But the pregnancy had almost killed her. She’d developed something that the doctor had labeled a spontaneous coronary artery dissection, which occurs when a blood vessel in the heart tears. Fast action by the hospital had saved her life, but her doctor told her that having another child would be very dangerous.

      Unfortunately, Wyatt hadn’t believed it.

      He’d urged her to get a second opinion. When the second doctor confirmed what the first had said, he didn’t believe that, either.  He’d found a natural healer who claimed that herbs, meditation, and prayer would be enough to get Isabella safely through a pregnancy.

      He brought over his pastor to pray with her.

      Isabella trusted the doctors. She asked the pastor to leave her house.

      They’d fought about it for a year. Then he dropped the subject for six months, only to bring it up again when he’d connected with a friend from his high school days. “Babies are a blessing,” he’d say over and over. “God will not let you die.”

      She considered tying her tubes, but it was expensive, and she feared surgery and anesthesia.  She decided to stick with her birth control patch, which her doctor assured her was equally effective.

      Wyatt tried to talk her into removing it. It would deteriorate into yet another fight, and she’d refuse to have sex with him.

      Eventually, all they did was fight. Then he moved out.

      She could finally breathe again.

      He’d regretted leaving within a month, asking her to take him back. She ‘d said no. The fights stopped. They divorced and worked out his visits with their daughter. For next two years, they were on amicable terms. She remembered why she’d fallen in love with him.

      She shouldn’t have let him take her out for her birthday.

      She shouldn’t have shared a bottle of wine with him. Or let him back into the house - and into her bed.

      She’d still had the patch, but it was old. Since she hadn’t been sexually active, she’d neglected to get a new one. And Wyatt claimed he’d use a condom. At the last minute, it “fell” off. Which was why she now had a problem.

      Wyatt reappeared with Nina. She had Isabella’s dark curly hair and Wyatt’s round face, and Isabella thought her the most beautiful child in the world.

      “Come with us, Mommy.”

      “Not today, sweetie.”

      “Mommy’s tired.” Wyatt unexpectedly supported Isabella, but she didn’t like the look he gave her. “We’ll bring something back for her, okay?”

      Did he know? Isabella wasn’t sure, but it didn’t matter. It wasn’t his decision. It wasn’t his life. She knew what she was going to do. She had to stay alive - for Nina. For herself.

      She had had irregular periods all her life. By the time she realized she might be pregnant, she was already ten weeks. She’d thought, given the risks of pregnancy for someone who had had her heart condition, that she’d qualify for an abortion, even under Texas’ ridiculously strict laws. But her doctor told her no. A woman had to be on the point of death to have a legal abortion in Texas, and a doctor who performed an abortion on a woman who merely had a high risk of dying because of heart disease could go to prison for a very long time.

      Her doctor had been sympathetic. The medicines for a chemical abortion were illegal in Texas - and in any event, she was almost eleven weeks at the time of the appointment. Too late to be certain that a medical abortion would work. He’d given her a number and warned her to tell no one.

      She’d called the number, but the woman who would have helped her make the arrangements to go to Illinois or even just New Mexico had been killed by a hit-and-run driver. She’d learned the news hours before Wyatt arrived, when she called to check on the plans. Now she wasn’t sure what to do. She didn’t have the money to travel to another state and pay for an abortion.  She had a shop to run. Her daughter to take care of.

      Call Ethan. He was an artist who purchased his materials from her shop, but more importantly, he was a longstanding friend. Since high school.  Ethan knew everyone and everything in the Austin world. Maybe he could help.

      She watched Wyatt’s car disappear from sight before picking up her phone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Patricia

        

      

    

    
      I could have quit. I considered it. I really did, for at least a day after. I mean, killing a person isn’t quite like killing a turkey.  It’s a little more complicated, both in terms of planning and execution. Morally, I knew I should feel worse about killing a human than a bird, but when I thought about it, that didn’t make sense.  Turkeys haven’t done anything wrong or evil, except maybe breed too quickly and take over people’s yards. Someone hasn’t died because of a decision made by a turkey. Turkeys, unlike humans, are innocent. Still, I’d shoot a turkey every fall, clean it, and serve it for a large Thanksgiving gathering - Ashley, me, and our extended Vermont family. We all ate it. Including Ashley. Until she didn’t. She became a vegetarian when she was in college and asked me to stop hunting. I didn’t serve her turkey anymore and didn’t hunt when she was there. Still, it was free meat, and anyway, the turkeys I shot died quickly and had led better lives than the turkeys raised for the Thanksgiving table.

      I’m pragmatic. Always have been. That’s why I still killed turkeys, even if Ashley asked me not to. There’s a balance of nature to be maintained, even if it means an innocent animal dies. Too many turkeys, and they’ll eat up all the available food. Then they all die of starvation.

      Balance. Pragmatism. Those were the two principles I upheld.

      My pragmatic side was mostly why I thought about stopping. Tom Martin’s death had been declared a suicide, which meant that no one would be looking for me. Which made it a good time to quit.  If I kept going, if I killed more of the people responsible, how long before someone realized that Martin’s death wasn’t a suicide?

      How long until I became the hunted?

      But quitting meant going back to Vermont and the farm infused with Ashley’s presence - her room, her books - while knowing that I would never see Ashley again. Quitting meant that people responsible would be free to kill someone else.

      Tom Martin wouldn’t be the reason another young woman died. Thanks to me.

      I had one day of satisfaction after shooting him. And it was satisfaction. Not enjoyment. It’s hard to explain, but there is a difference. Yes, I felt good. Yes, I had an emotional boost. It was the best I’d felt since Ashley died. But it wasn’t enjoyment. It was a feeling of a job well done, of a task completed. Not a thrill kill. I didn’t kill Tom Martin because it was fun or because I felt compelled to kill. I did it because he deserved it.

      Because Ashley didn’t deserve what happened to her.

      Balance restored.

      But he wasn’t the only one who deserved it. And balance demanded that I continue. There were others. Some were not directly involved in the decision to let her die. They were on my list, but lower down.

      I’d get there.

      But I had someone higher on my list. I first knew about her because of David. At Ashley’s funeral, when I could barely speak for grief, he gave me both names and described what they did. He told me he was going to sue them.

      As if suing would be sufficient punishment.

      As if the courts would care.

      They are supposed to restore balance. They don’t.

      Tom Martin had confirmed what David told me when I removed the gag, just before I shot him. When he begged for his life and tried to blame someone else. Said he’d had no choice, which was a lie.

      He’d had a choice. He just took the choice that was best for him personally. He had a choice that Ashley didn’t.

      The same with Brenda Phillips.

      I just had to come up with a plan. That is, unless I decided to quit, return to Vermont, and let it go.

      And let Ashley be unavenged.

      Balance and pragmatism. I believe in both. I can be pragmatic and achieve balance. If I’m careful. Which I am.

      Quit?

      Like I said, I did think about it.
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        * * *

      

      I started doing my research. Funny how people think that a farmer like me would be totally inept online. Funny how many stereotypes people have about rural people. About middle-aged women.

      I found her address, a description of her family, her job title. The next step would be a plan, but an opportunity presented itself. If I believed in God or fate, I’d almost say that it was a sign.

      Maybe it was.

      Brenda Phillips needed a housekeeper. The duties described were cooking, cleaning, and babysitting.  After I got the job, if I got the job, I could figure out the best way to kill her without anyone tying her death to me.

      I hoped that no one else would beat me to the housekeeping job. Still, even in Texas, there wouldn’t be THAT many applications. The salary was something of a joke, and the included room and board weren’t all that tempting, given that living-in meant unending working hours.

      Still, someone else might be desperate enough to apply. I had to get there first.

      My next step was a visit to the dark web. You can buy almost anything online. Ashley had taught me about the dark web. Here’s the thing about the dark web, though, you can’t navigate through it. You have to know where you’re going.

      I did.

      Fifteen minutes after the ad for a housekeeper appeared, I was perusing possible alternative identities for sale. I looked for someone around my own age, my own ethnicity, with work experience that would be appropriate for someone applying for a housekeeper job.

      The trick was to find and buy an identity without revealing my own.

      I was already using a fake identity. I just needed to trade it in for a new one. It’s a little sad that it was so easy. Within an hour, I had a new identity, paying in bitcoin.

      Mindy Black. Housewife from Minnesota, two grown children, recently divorced, and in need of money. I just needed to add my own touches to her story. Why she…I…was in Austin applying for a housekeeping job.

      I came up with a story about living in Austin as a young woman but going back to the dark and cold of Minnesota for my husband’s job.  Now that I no longer had any reason to remain Minnesota, I had returned to a city to rediscover the magic of my youth.

      Not true, but not easy to check.

      I should have been a novelist.

      Maybe after I’m done - that’s what I’ll do. Write a novel.

      I filled out the application and sent it off. In two hours, I had a response. Brenda Phillips asked to interview me.

      We met on Zoom an hour later.

      You can tell a lot about a person by how they do a Zoom call. How much time and energy do they put into it. Do they dress up? What kind of background?

      Brenda called me from her office on her lunch, or so she said. She wore expensive jewelry and a designer suit. From her biography, I guessed that she was somewhere in her forties, but time hadn’t caught up with her.

      And it wouldn’t, either.

      I could see myself on the screen. A dumpy middle-aged woman, overweight, mousy long brown hair with streaks of gray, tied up in a bun.

      I didn’t put up a background. I just had the white wall of my cheap hotel behind me. Nothing that could identify my location.

      She didn’t put up a background either. The image on the screen was her office. Her diplomas, her bar admission, pictures of her with prominent Texas politicians, including two former presidents. All intended to impress.

      Like I said, you can tell a lot from a Zoom.

      “Mrs. Black,” she read my application while I waited, “you did housecleaning before. In Minnesota.”

      “And babysitting. My own and other children.”

      “How old are your children?”

      “Thirty and twenty-five.” I only had one child. Ashley had been thirty.

      “They live nearby?”

      “No. Sadly. They have their lives, and I have mine.”

      A brisk nod. She was clearly pleased that my children wouldn’t be a problem.  Ironic, wasn’t it? My child was going to be a very big problem for her.

      She asked me more questions. Why was I in Austin? I had that answer. Why did I want the job? I had that too. She asked me my religion. It’s illegal to ask, which she would know as an attorney but apparently didn’t give a damn. I answered Episcopal but not much of a churchgoer.

      I’m not. But Mindy Black was. I checked.

      It wasn’t even ten minutes before she offered me the job.

      I wondered if she’d even checked the references. Of course, without a photo of me accompanying the query, the references should have worked.

      But that probably wasn’t the decisive factor.

      I was white, middle-aged, not particularly good looking, working class, and Christian. The perfect employee for a white upper-class conservative Texan household.

      I could be trusted with her expensive house and her family. Which I could. Neither her family nor her house were in any danger from me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Lizzie

        

      

    

    
      Lizzie liked the research part of the job, thumbing through someone’s life to discern who they were, what they had been.  Back when she was in Germany, she used to do it to select her targets. Now she did it as part of her job. Kind of a joke that she was an investigator looking into a possible murder. But after all, she had to do something, and this was something that she was good at doing. Everything gave clues. Every search. Every click. Google knew that - but was inexpert at putting the information together to form a coherent story. That’s where it helped to have a human looking at the clues. And it also helped to have access to that person’s laptop and phone. Which Lizzie did.

      Who was Dr. Tom Martin?

      Smart. That much was clear. He’d graduated from Yale Medical School with honors. Residency at Mt. Sinai, and then a move to Austin, where he’d lived for twenty years. He read The New York Times and the Austin-American Statesman. He had an account on X, which he rarely used, and a Facebook account, which he used more often, but in neither of them did he divulge any personal details.

      He read a lot of articles about retiring to Europe.

      Had he been considering retirement? And why Europe?

      Lizzie went into his email account. It was filled with advertisements and newsletters, nothing that betrayed anything about Tom personally. Then she went into sent emails.

      He’d been sending out job applications. To New York. Chicago. Boston.  And the applications started six months earlier.

      She googled his name. Nothing in the media about him - until his death.

      Lizzie scrolled through the emails to six months earlier. Not much there. More ads. An email from someone named Brenda Phillips.  What I said earlier. I made the call.

      What she’d said earlier about what? She made the call about what?

      Lizzie scrolled further back but found nothing else. She checked sent mail. Nothing.

      If Brenda Phillips had emailed him previously, or he’d emailed her, he’d deleted it. Trash emptied every thirty days. He’d had one email from this woman, whoever she might be - which either meant that for some reason, she only emailed him once. Unlikely. Or he deleted all other emails from her.

      Why keep this one.

      I made the call.

      What call would that be?

      Did he have another email account? She checked and found a hospital account. Only the password was not saved by the computer and was not on the list of passwords known by his wife.

      “Fuck.” Lizzie spoke her frustration out loud.

      She put that thought aside. She’d get into the hospital’s records later. For now, she’d work with what she had.

      She picked up his phone and tapped the password that his wife had given her. Then she began to look through his texts. A lot of texts to his wife. He’d be late. What she did want to do for dinner. They were invited out.  He was supposed to pick up their son. Boring and useless.

      Texts to his son showed parental involvement and not much else.

      Pick you up after practice. Good job on your test. Proud of you.

      Nothing to indicate that he was about to commit suicide. Nothing to indicate that he wasn’t.

      I made the call.

      She searched for Brenda Phillips’ name and found texts, dating back a year earlier.

      Cryptic texts, listing numbers. 8. 9. 7.

      Then there were a few texts from Brenda to him. Running late. See you there. Don’t forget.

      Had he been setting up meetings with Brenda? Business? An affair? Nothing indicated intimacy, but then again, Lizzie had already determined that Tom was smart. Not a tough conclusion about a Yale educated doctor. He wouldn’t leave texts on his phone that would reveal an affair. If it was an affair.  Did Julia Martin know anything about this Brenda person? If she was willing to spend the money to hire a private investigator to look into her husband’s death, why not disclose everything she knew?

      Lizzie knew that people sometimes hid embarrassing information, even if it was stupid. Maybe a second chat with Julie Martin would be in order - after she found out what she could on her own.

      Who was Brenda Phillips, anyway?

      What call had she made six months earlier?

      She couldn’t answer the second question, but the first wasn’t hard. It didn’t take long to at least identify Brenda Phillips. Prominent attorney.

      She looked up articles on Brenda Phillips. Republican. Conservative. Family - husband and two children. There were a few speeches - what Lizzie would expect of a woman with her political convictions - remarks on taxes, immigration, and abortion. Against all of them, of course.

      What was her connection to Tom Martin?

      She thought of a possible source of information for Brenda and Tom. Lizzie’s mother and stepfather lived in the same general area. Probably were members of the same country club. But did she want to go there? Maybe - after she found what she could online.

      Lizzie pulled up a photograph of Brenda Phillips receiving an award from the hospital for outstanding service. “Attractive.” She spoke out loud.

      “Who’s attractive?” Murphy stood in the doorway. Lizzie had been so absorbed that she hadn’t noticed Murphy’s presence.

      “An attorney. I’ll explain in a minute. You got something?”

      Murphy held up a file. “Police report. I had to pull in some chits to get it.” Murphy still had friends on the force.

      Lizzie set Tom’s phone on the desk and gestured toward the empty seat. “And?”

      Murphy seated herself and shifted into a comfortable position. “Doc Martin owned a gun. He left a suicide note that just said, Sorry. No sign of a break-in. No sign that anyone had been there other than the family. His fingerprints on the gun, which was found near his right hand. “

      “Right-handed?”

      “Yep.”

      “Sounds like it was suicide.” Maybe this wasn’t a case after all. Lizzie could keep it open, work it for a few days while she poked around, but she didn’t like to bill her clients for unnecessary investigations. Not even the rich ones.

      “Wait.” Murphy held up a finger. “There’s more. No gunpowder on his hand.  Furthermore, he was shot between the eyes.”

      “Not the usual place for a suicide.”

      “You got that right. Side of the head is most common.  Gun in the mouth is next. Between the eyes requires twisting the hands into an uncomfortable position.  Not impossible, but unusual.”

      “But if he contorted to shoot himself between the eyes, wouldn’t the gun have dropped on his lap, or on the floor in front of him?”

      “Bingo. But it hadn’t.”

      “Didn’t either of those facts bother the police?”

      “They had a song and dance about the gun bouncing when it fell. The police interviewed several of his friends and colleagues. They said he had seemed to be fine. As happy as any doctor gets, which isn’t that happy, but nothing to indicate he might be suicidal. On the other hand, it seems that doctors as a class are at higher risk for suicide. Pressure of the job and all that.”

      “I didn’t see anything on his phone or laptop to indicate anything either way. But the department concluded it was suicide?”

      “Apparently.” Murphy shrugged. “According to one of the few detectives in the department who will still talk to me: in the absence of any evidence of homicide, it was easier to go with the obvious. It’s a busy department.  Also, there was pressure to close the case - having an unsolved murder isn’t good for anyone - not the police and not the hospital.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Something interesting. A few years ago, Tom Martin got death threats from an antiabortion nut. John Petersen.”

      “Martin did abortions?” That was an intriguing angle.

      “Not routinely. Medically necessary. This Petersen guy apparently harassed every ob/gyn in the city. He was arrested but claimed it was all a joke and got off. He’s an asshole and a suspect in abortion bombing in other states, but no evidence to charge him.”

      “You think there’s a chance he had something to do with Martin’s death?”

      Murphy shrugged. “I’ll give the department this much: they did check up on him. He had a solid alibi though. He was on a panel discussing making the Texas abortion laws even stricter. No way he could have shot Doc Martin. So a piece of shit, but probably not our guy.”

      “Too bad. Who was holding the panel?”

      “He’s a member of a group called Combatants for the Unborn.”

      “I’m beginning to think that Tom Martin’s death had something to do the abortion issue.”
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