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The woman who called herself Margot LeBlanc was seventy-four years old, a retired actress who had once been famous enough to have her name in lights and anonymous enough to walk down the street without being recognized. She was beautiful in the way old Hollywood was beautiful—bone structure, posture, the lingering ghost of a face that had launched a thousand magazine covers.

She sat in my office on a Wednesday afternoon, dressed in head-to-toe black, her hands folded in her lap like she was posing for a portrait. But her eyes gave her away. They were red-rimmed, exhausted, the eyes of someone who had't slept in days. "I received these three weeks ago," she said, sliding a manila envelope across my desk. "I thought it was a joke. A cruel joke. But the more I looked, the more I realized it was real."

I opened the envelope. Inside were photographs eight of them, glossy, professional, dated. The crime scene photos showed a woman in her forties, sprawled on a staircase, blood pooling beneath her head. The quality was excellent, the lighting dramatic. These were't police photos. These were art. "Who is she?" I asked. "Her name was Sylvia Vance. She was my rival. We competed for roles for twenty years. She was talented. Bitter. Jealous. She died thirty years ago. The police ruled it an accident. A fall down the stairs. No foul play."

"But you don't believe that." "I know it was't an accident. Because I was there." The words hung in the air. The rain tapped against the window. The world went quiet. "You were there when she died?"

"I was there when she fell. I did't push her. I did't touch her. But I was there. And I'we been lying about it for thirty years." "Why are you telling me this now?" "Because the person who sent these photos knows I was there. And they're threatening to go to the police unless I pay them. A lot of money."

"How much?" "Five million dollars." I set down the photos. "Margot, I need you to tell me everything. From the beginning. No omissions. No lies. The whole truth." Margot closed her eyes. When she opened them, they were wet. "Sylvia and I were friends once. In the beginning. Before the competition, before the jealousy, before the hatred. We met in New York in the 1970s, both struggling actresses, both hungry for success. We shared apartments. We shared secrets. We shared men."

"What happened?" "Success happened. I got a role she wanted. Then another. Then another. She could't forgive me. She started drinking. Taking pills. Blaming me for everything that went wrong in her life." "The night she died what happened?"

Margot took a breath. "She came to my house. She was drunk. Angry. She had a knife. She said she was going to kill my daughter." "Your daughter?"

"Chloe. She was seven years old. Asleep in her bedroom. Sylvia had been watching us for weeks. She knew our routines. She knew where Chloe slept. She knew how to get in. " "What did you do?" "I tried to reason with her. I tried to calm her down. But she would't listen. She started walking toward the stairs toward Chloe's room. I grabbed her arm. She pulled away. She lost her balance. She fell." "And you did't call the police?" "I was scared. I was famous. I had a daughter to protect. If the truth came out if anyone knew that Sylvia had come to kill my child the scandal would have destroyed everything. So I cleaned up the scene. I moved her body to the bottom of the stairs. I made it look like an accident."

"You staged a crime scene." "I protected my daughter. There's a difference." "Is there?" Margot looked at me. Her eyes were hard. "You have a sister. You'we been looking for her for six years. If someone threatened to kill her if you had to choose between your reputation and her life what would you do?"

I did't answer. I did't have to. We both knew.

"Who sent the photos?" "I don't know. The envelope had no return address. The postmark was Portland. That's all I know." "Did Sylvia have any family? Anyone who might want revenge?"

"She had a sister. Catherine. Catherine Vance. She was younger. She adored Sylvia. She blamed me for everything—the rivalry, the drinking, the death. She's been a thorn in my side for thirty years."

"Where is Catherine now?" "I don't know. She disappeared after Sylvia died. I heard she moved to Portland. I heard she married someone. I heard she changed her name." "Do you have a photograph?"

Margot reached into her purse and pulled out a worn photograph two women, younger, smiling, arms around each other. Sylvia and Catherine. Catherine was pretty, dark-haired, with the same sharp eyes as her sister. "I'all find her," I said. "I'all find out if she's the one blackmailing you." "And if she is? " "Then we decide what to do next." Margot stood. She walked to the window, looked out at the rain.

"I'we spent thirty years running from this. I'we built a life. A family. A legacy. I can't let it all be destroyed because of one mistake." "It was't a mistake. It was a choice. You chose to protect your daughter. That's not a crime." "The cover-up was a crime. The lies were a crime. The thirty years of silence that was a crime." "Maybe. But you're not the same person you were then."

"No. I'm worse. Because now I know what I'm capable of. " She left. The rain stopped. The clouds parted. I looked at the photographs again. Sylvia Vance, dead on the stairs. A woman who had come to kill a child. A woman who had died instead.

And a sister who had been waiting thirty years for revenge.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


Catherine Vance was not hard to find. She'd changed her name to Catherine Moore, married a man named Richard Moore, and moved to a suburb of Portland called Happy Valley. She worked as a cleaning lady not because she needed the money, but because she liked the work. She cleaned offices at night, when everyone else was asleep. I found her at a commercial cleaning company in Southeast Portland, a woman in her sixties with gray hair and strong hands. She was mopping a floor when I walked in, and she did't look up.

"You're Maya Cross," she said. "Margots detective."

"You knew I'd come." "I'we been waiting thirty years for someone to come. I'm just surprised it took this long." "Are you the one blackmailing Margot LeBlanc?" Catherine stopped mopping. She leaned on the handle, looked at me. "My sister was murdered. Pushed down a flight of stairs by a jealous rival. The police called it an accident. The press called it a tragedy. Margot called it a relief."

"Your sister came to Margot's house with a knife. She was going to kill Margot's daughter."

Catherine's face twisted. "That's a lie. Sylvia would never hurt a child. She loved children. She wanted children of her own, but she could't have them. The drinking the pills they destroyed her body. She was in pain. She was angry. But she was't a murderer." "She had a knife. Margot saw it." "Margot saw what she wanted to see. She was always jealous of Sylvia. Always threatened by her talent. She wanted Sylvia gone. So she made her gone." "You're saying Margot murdered your sister in cold blood."

"I'm saying Margot pushed my sister down the stairs and watched her die. Then she staged the scene and lied to the police. That's murder. That's not self defense. " "Do you have proof?" Catherine reached into her pocket and pulled out a photograph a different photograph, not the crime scene, but a picture of Margot and Sylvia, taken years before the death. They were young, beautiful, laughing. Friends. "I have this," Catherine said. "And I have my memory. And I have thirty years of rage."

"That's not proof. That's just pain." "Pain is proof. Pain is the only proof that matters." I looked at her. She looked back. In her eyes, I saw the same thing I'd seen in Anna Delgado, in Arthur Pendleton, in Dale Ramsey. The willingness to sacrifice everything for revenge. The belief that the past could be rewritten if you just hurt the right person. "Catherine, I need you to be honest with me. Are you the one sending the photographs?" She was silent for a long time. Then she nodded.

"I found them in Sylvia's apartment after she died. She'd been taking pictures for years of Margot, of Margot's house, of Margot's daughter. She was obsessed. She was planning something. I don't know what. But the pictures were all I had left of her."

"So you'we been holding onto them for thirty years."

"Waiting for the right moment. The right time. When Margot had something to lose." "And now she has everything to lose. Her reputation. Her family. Her legacy." "Yes. " "What do you want? The money? Or the truth?" Catherine's eyes filled with tears.

"I want Margot to suffer the way I'we suffered. I want her to know what it feels like to lose everything. I want her to die alone and afraid, just like Sylvia." "That's not justice. That's revenge."

"Same thing, in my experience." She walked away, the mop dragging behind her, the floor still wet.

I stood in the empty office, surrounded by desks and computers and the ghosts of the past. Catherine Vance was the blackmailer. But she was't the villain. She was just a woman who had lost her sister and could't let go.
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