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Praise for Shanessa Gluhm

	“In A River of Crows, Shanessa Gluhm spins a complex web of murder and family revelation that propels the reader forward at a breakneck pace. Just when you think you know where the story is headed, she reveals another thread. If you haven’t yet read Shanessa Gluhm, you need to put her on your to-be-read list.”

	—Allen Eskens, USA Today bestselling author of The Life We Bury

	“Enemies of Doves is a multiple-timeline murder mystery that at its core, is a gut-wrenching love story and quest for family. Fans of suspense, mystery, and star-crossed love stories alike will not be able to put down this page-turner packed with unforeseen twists and turns.”

	—Rob Samborn, Author of The Prisoner of Paradise and Painter of the Damned

	“A twisted family dynamic and complex personal history combine with a touch of romance in Shanessa Gluhm’s knockout second novel. A River of Crows grabs on with the opening pages and holds a reader tight to the very end.”

	—Elena Taylor/Elena Hartwell, Author of All We Buried and the Wait, Wait, Don’t Query (Yet) series

	“Shanessa Gluhm delivers compelling psychological suspense propelled by complex family drama, intriguing twists, and a keen sense of place.”

	—Jayne Ann Krentz, New York Times bestselling author

	“Enemies of Doves is a masterfully told multi-generational mystery steeped in family secrets, murder, and forbidden love.”

	—Sean Paul Murphy, Author of Chapel Street

	“Like the tumultuous river flowing at the center of this gripping tale, Shanessa Gluhm has crafted a pulsating story that is just waiting to pull you into its chilling depths and slowly reveal all its darkest secrets.”

	—Indies Today

	 


To Josh, for helping me navigate every plot twist—both in writing and in life.

	 


“This Court has never held that the Constitution forbids the execution of a convicted defendant who has had a full and fair trial but is later able to convince a habeas court that he is ‘actually’ innocent.”

	— Former Supreme Court Justice Antonin Scalia

	“The death penalty experiment has failed.”

	— Former Supreme Court Justice Harry Blackmun

	 


To: AdamsT@DallasMorningNews.com

	From: Greer_Sheridan@gmail.com

	Subject: BREAKING NEWS—Songbird Strangler Arrest

	Tate,

	By the time you read this, an arrest will have been made in the Songbird Strangler case.

	As you know, I discovered the body of Chantilly Price, the fifth and final victim of the Strangler—and one of my closest friends—on July 4, 1986.

	I also helped implicate our friend, Troy Terrell, as a suspect. Your readers know that story, but what they don’t know is this: none of it is true.

	I’ve attached the opening of my piece. If you’re interested in running the rest, reach out. Trust me, Tate, this one is going to be big.

	Sincerely,

	Greer Sheridan

	Freelance Journalist

	555-263-9986

	PS: Consider this story (exclusive rights and all) my apology—thirty-five years too late. Believe me, you were better off.

	


Chapter 1

	Allan B. Polunsky Unit, 2024

	Texas was the only state with its own time zone, or so Joaquin Ramos liked to say. He’d grown up on the West Coast, where no one said “California time.” In Colorado, interning for a defense attorney, he’d learned to specify “Mountain Time.” But in eight years here, he’d never once heard “Central Time.”

	Pacific Time . . . Mountain Time . . . Texas Time.

	Joaquin had found the same to be true about the death penalty. Nationwide, inmates waited an average of nineteen years on death row; in Texas, it was eleven.

	So, the fact that Troy Terrell was still alive, sitting on the other side of that scratched plexiglass thirty-seven years after his sentencing, was a bona fide miracle.

	“A little late for a new lawyer, isn’t it?” Troy asked.

	Joaquin squared his shoulders. “Let’s hope not. I know they’ve set your execution date, but I’d like to review the case.”

	“They’ve set my date lots of times.”

	“And Mr. Oswald and his team always stopped it,” Joaquin said.

	“But now they’re done trying to save me.” Troy sighed. “Can’t blame them. Mom’s dead. My cousin Vic’s all I have, and he can’t take out any more loans.”

	“I’ve spoken to Mr. Oswald. He’s still in contact with the governor, still willing to help, but he feels he’s done all he can in court.” Joaquin didn’t mention that Oswald was retiring at Christmas. Joaquin couldn’t fathom Oswald enjoying a cozy Christmas knowing his client’s days were numbered. Some men could disassociate—separate the personal from the professional. Joaquin wasn’t one of them. “Sometimes you just need fresh eyes on a case,” he told him. “I’ve got pretty good vision.”

	The fluorescent light flickered above the visiting booth, casting a washed-out glow over Troy’s face. He no longer resembled the fresh-faced, athletic nineteen-year-old that Americans thought of when they pictured the Songbird Strangler. “And who’s paying for those twenty-twenty eyes of yours?”

	“The Death Penalty Abolition Project finds attorneys to take cases pro bono. That means—”

	“I know what it means.”

	Joaquin straightened his tie. “Right, of course. DPAP will cover the costs of another habeas corpus—if I can find grounds to file one.” Keep filing, keep them alive. The words of Anabella Henley—Joaquin’s old mentor—replayed in his head like a loop.

	“You look young,” Troy said.

	Joaquin bristled. “I’m thirty-five. Younger than Oswald, sure, but I’ve got a winning record and killer instincts.”

	“So you believe I’m innocent?” Troy asked.

	Joaquin shifted on the uncomfortable stool. “To be honest, I don’t care. I oppose the death penalty.”

	“Why?” Troy asked.

	Joaquin held up a fist, ticking off points. “It violates the Constitution, discriminates in practice, fails as a deterrent, drains taxpayer money, and sometimes executes the innocent.”

	Troy’s lips quirked in a half-smile. “You talk fast.”

	Joaquin laughed. “You should hear my mom’s Spanish when she’s angry. If I’m going too fast, stop me. I talk fast because I think fast, and that’s a plus in my profession.”

	“Mr. Ramos, I may talk slow, but I’m not stupid.”

	Joaquin opened and closed his mouth. So much for fast thinking. “I . . . um . . . I know you’re smart,” he said. “Smart enough to contact DPAP.”

	“I didn’t contact anybody.”

	“Your cousin then?”

	Troy shook his head. “My best guess is Ms. Melrose Reed.”

	Joaquin rubbed his chin. “Name doesn’t ring a bell.”

	“She’s a paralegal for Mr. Oswald, and she doesn’t know the meaning of the word quit.”

	Joaquin leaned forward. “I like her already.”

	“Melrose came in late during my last appeal. We hit it off. She’s a real firecracker and says whatever is on her mind. Reminded me of an old friend.”

	Chantilly Price. Joaquin recalled the article about her with a similar description from her father. Something about losing their firecracker on the Fourth of July.

	“Melrose believes I’m innocent.” Troy looked up again. “Aren’t you even going to ask if I am?”

	Joaquin leaned back, smoothing his tie. “Not until I represent you. Then you can share information under attorney-client privilege.”

	“So, you’d represent me even if I killed five girls in cold blood? Even if I am the Songbird Strangler?”

	Joaquin nodded. “I would, but the fact that DPAP took your case suggests they believe in your innocence. They get flooded with requests and have to be careful for PR reasons.”

	Troy moved closer to the glass. “Do you have a wife, Mr. Ramos? Daughter? Sister?”

	The phone felt heavy in Joaquin’s hand. “Three sisters.” He was never sure whether the one who’d died in his arms still counted, but he couldn’t bear to exclude her.

	“Okay, so assuming I’m this serial killer they claim, you’d want me back on the streets? Back in the world where your sisters live?”

	The room was stifling. Joaquin exhaled, pushing away the image of his youngest sister, Glory, who no longer lived in this world.

	“Mr. Terrell, I can’t promise your release. Two juries found you guilty. A third sentenced you to death again after your original sentence was overturned. Judges and courts have upheld your conviction at every turn. But if you’re innocent and we can prove it, that’s the best-case scenario.”

	“And worst-case?” Troy asked.

	“You’re already in it. But we might get your sentence reduced to life.” Joaquin leaned in. “Cops make mistakes. So do lawyers, judges, and juries. I’m damn good at finding them. If I do, a judge might resentence you. Maybe even overturn the conviction.”

	“And how many have you saved from the row?”

	“One,” Joaquin said, omitting the fact that he was part of a team of six lawyers, three paralegals, and two investigators. He doubted the Death Penalty Abolition Project could offer the same support.

	“One,” Troy repeated, shaking his head.

	“One out of one,” Joaquin clarified. “I’ve been a private defense attorney for eight years. My record speaks for itself.”

	“Why the change, then?” Troy asked. “Bored with getting rich boys out of DUIs?”

	Joaquin wiped the sweat off his forehead. “Is it always this hot in here?”

	“Better here than in my cell.” Troy shrugged. “We didn’t have much growing up, but Ma couldn’t stand the heat. The thermostat never went above seventy. I never thought I’d get used to sleeping without AC, but the body adapts.”

	Joaquin shook his head. Eighty-five to a hundred degrees in a sixty-square-foot cell, twenty-three hours a day—sad what a man could get used to.

	“You didn’t answer my question, Mr. Ramos. Why are you moonlighting with death penalty cases?”

	“Because I want to make a difference.”

	Troy smirked. “You mean you want to make a name for yourself?”

	Joaquin sat stunned. Troy Terrell was indeed a smart man. “Yeah, that too,” Joaquin admitted.

	Troy nodded. “Okay, Mr. Ramos, where do I sign?”

	“My administrative assistant will draw up the papers. And please—call me Joaquin.”

	Troy thanked him, and they said their goodbyes. As Joaquin turned to leave, Troy tapped the glass. “And in case you were wondering, Mr. Ramos, I am innocent.”

	


Chapter 2

	Bluesummer, TX, 1986

	Hayes Sheridan often felt caught between two worlds—his family’s sprawling Southern estate and the Terrell family pig farm. Hayes’s mother, Joanne, was born into money. His father, Redman, made his own fortune writing best-selling true crime novels. Old money, new money, Hayes didn’t figure it mattered so long as you had some.

	His life had become entangled with Troy’s when they were six. The Sheridans left Tyler for the quiet of country life, the kind Hayes’s father craved. Red wanted to hunt, fish, and raise his son to value hard work—a concept lost on Joanne.

	They’d fallen in love during college, married, and met in the middle—a big house where they made their own bed but hired a housekeeper to scrub the toilets weekly. A life where neither had to work, but Red would teach Hayes to work anyway—teach him to make his own bed.

	Hayes had been surprised the first time his family had wandered onto the Terrells’ farm during a Sunday afternoon walk. The Terrell place was small, white paint peeling, roof sagging, shutters crooked. Overgrown grass hid rusted barrels and dull tools. It didn’t belong on the same road as the Sheridans’ home.

	“Looks like the pigs live better than they do,” Hayes’s mother said, lowering her sunglasses to stare at the hog confinement farther back on the property.

	Red Sheridan ignored his wife’s pretension and stepped onto the creaky porch to ring the doorbell.

	Hayes was thrilled when a boy his age appeared behind Mr. Terrell, and he was even more excited when they were invited to dinner. The afternoon flew by as Hayes and Troy played army with a real helmet that had belonged to Troy’s uncle, who’d fought in Vietnam.

	After dinner, Hayes and Red joined Troy and his father at the barn. Hayes had never seen so many pigs—grunting and rooting in the troughs, piglets squealing and fighting for their mother’s milk. They were a raucous, smelly bunch, but Hayes was transfixed.

	“These your pets?” Hayes asked, earning a laugh from both dads.

	“None of them are pets,” Troy said, grinning.

	Hayes suddenly understood what was funny. The scent of the ham Troy’s mom had baked for dinner lingered in Hayes’s nose, his belly still full. “Do you eat ’em all?”

	“Most of these rascals end up in the freezer section at Village Mart,” Frank Terrell explained.

	Hayes stared at the pigs, equal parts horrified and fascinated. Something about this farm, these pigs, these rows of corn grown to feed them, stirred a feeling that he couldn’t explain.

	His excitement only grew when his dad announced on the way home that they’d help the Terrells on the farm every morning.

	“Oh, Red, is that necessary?” Joanne said, digging her heels out of the dirt. “They’re nice people, but they’re . . . they’re . . .”

	“They’re what?” Red asked, his lip curling. “Black?”

	Joanne pressed a hand to her chest. “No! I mean, yes, but that’s not what I meant. They’re different, that’s all. And I don’t see why Hayes needs to help. School’s about to start.”

	“It’s first grade, Jo. He’ll have plenty of time for his ABCs.”

	Hayes crossed his arms. “I already know my ABCs.”

	Red ruffled his hair. “I know you do, son.” He turned to his wife. “You heard them. Frank’s brother died; his nephew left for college. It’s too much work for two adults and one child. It won’t hurt Hayes to wake up a little early.”

	Hayes silently pleaded for his mom’s agreement.

	“Oh, fine.” Joanne sighed. “But if his teacher tells me he falls asleep in class, it’s over.”

	“Deal.” Red shook her hand.

	Hayes was convinced that was why he hadn’t fallen asleep in class even once in the twelve years since.

	[image: Image]

	“How’s the new book coming, Red?” Greer asked, squirting ketchup on her hamburger.

	Hayes wished he were close enough to kick her under the table. He didn’t want his dad discussing the Songbird Strangler while his friends were over. But talk of serial killers—over a burger slathered in obscene amounts of red ketchup—didn’t faze Greer at all. Maybe her not knowing the first two victims allowed her to disassociate, but Erin Llewellyn had been part of their graduating class. Now Wendy Knott was missing. They all knew Wendy—Hayes best of all.

	“Can you grab me another Pepsi?” Tilly asked, tucking a strand of white-blonde hair behind her ear and flashing a smile at Hayes. A smile that still made his knees weak, even while sitting. Chantilly Price had been knocking Hayes off balance since the first day of second grade. They’d dated throughout high school, but lately, something had shifted between them. He felt dangerously close to losing her. He couldn’t lose her. He wouldn’t.

	Hayes’s mom shooed flies as she set a bowl of potato salad on the smooth glass tabletop. “The flies are terrible.”

	“Extra protein,” Hayes said, rising from the table.

	“Very funny.” Joanne fluffed her short hair. Both parents had the same dark hair he did, but his mom bleached hers blonde every six weeks. His dad’s had gone completely gray but was still as full and thick as Hayes’s.

	Hayes pulled a chair out for his mom. It screeched against the concrete. “Relax, Mom. It’s a nice night.”

	“It would be,” Troy said, reaching for another hot dog. “If G would stop talking about strangulation devices and blood splatter.”

	“Redman!” Joanne snapped her fingers. “Hayes’s friends are here to enjoy dinner, not discuss your work.”

	“I’m used to it, Mom.” Hayes grabbed a Pepsi from the cooler, shaking off excess water. “Pretty sure Greer is only friends with me to talk true crime with Dad.”

	“Stop!” Greer tossed a bottle of relish at Hayes. “Not like I knew your dad was an award-winning crime writer when I met you in first grade.”

	“Oh, she knew,” Troy said, still chewing his hot dog. “She absolutely knew.”

	“You’re both terrible.” Greer leaned back, stretching her long legs under the table as the string lights above them swayed in the evening breeze. “To become a journalist, I have to learn from the best.”

	Hayes heard Bryan Adams’s faint voice from the boombox by the back door as he reached for the bottle Greer had thrown. He turned up the volume before he stood. Normally, his mom would scold him for playing music during dinner, but Hayes guessed that hearing Adams croon about the summer of ’69 was preferable to hearing another word about the Songbird Strangler.

	“Well, why don’t you two discuss this later?” Joanne suggested.

	“Oh, come on, Jo.” Red put his arm around his wife. “How often in a crime writer’s life does he have an opportunity to catch an honest-to-God serial killer?”

	Joanne sipped her water. “Goodness gracious, Red, you sound almost excited about this.”

	Red shrugged. “I mean, if you’re a storm chaser and the siren sounds, are you excited? I think so. Not that this horrible storm formed, but it’s here, and now you get to chase it.”

	Joanne rubbed her head as if it ached. Sensing an argument coming on, Hayes avoided returning to the table and lingered by the tree in the middle of the deck. The grass was the greenest he’d ever seen; the zinnias bloomed in fiery reds, sunny yellows, and deep purples.

	He’d miss this place when he left for college. He’d helped build this deck back in fifth grade. His dad still bragged about how Hayes measured and cut every board. That deck sparked his mom’s push toward architecture. The next day, she showed up with blueprint paper, protractors, and drafting pencils, asking him to design flower boxes. Then came a patio bench, then a deck awning—each project building on the last, all leading to a scholarship to the University of Texas at Austin, the college where his parents had met.

	Hayes had realized early on what his mom was doing—aiming his life, ensuring her only child didn’t grow up to be a pig farmer. She wanted the best for him, and he had a natural talent for design. Hayes took pride in his projects. He’d enjoyed the bursts of color from the flower boxes and the awning’s shade during muggy East Texas nights. And he and Tilly had shared their first kiss on that bench—still the best night of his life. He remembered Tilly resting her head on his shoulder as they sat, listening to the bug zapper and wind chimes.

	Of course, all the wind chimes were long gone from their patio. Hayes bet there were no wind chimes left hanging in Bluesummer.

	“Hayes, come sit.” His mother’s voice pulled him out of his memories. “I was asking Tilly which sorority she’s planning on pledging.”

	Hayes returned to the table. Though not a preferred topic, sororities were better than serial killers.

	“I’ve decided on Kappa Alpha Theta,” Tilly said.

	Joanne clapped. “Oh, that’s wonderful. I was a Theta girl myself.”

	“Were you?” Tilly asked, even though Hayes knew she was only pledging that house for his mom’s sake.

	“I was thinking . . .” Greer said, turning toward Red. “What you were saying about storm chasers. They save lives. They can’t stop the storm, but they can predict its direction and warn the public.”

	Red tipped the end of his beer bottle toward her. “That’s right. This guy needs to be off our streets. If I happen to be the one to find him and secure a lucrative book deal in the process, so be it.”

	“What if you know him?” Greer slapped the glass tabletop, causing all their drinks to wobble. “Can you imagine? It would be like that Ann Rule book on Bundy.”

	Troy groaned. “Come on, G. No Bundy talk over burgers.”

	“Are there any leads at all?” Greer asked, her blue eyes growing brighter.

	“All speculation.” Red peeled at his beer label.

	Greer shifted slightly. “Who?”

	“Dad, come on,” Hayes said. “You can’t accuse people like that.”

	“I’m not accusing anyone of anything.” Red raised his hands. “But there has been talk around Bluesummer about Oliver Ford peeping into windows.”

	Tilly shivered. “Ugh, Ollie’s such a creep. He snuck into the high school and hid in the locker room to watch girls changing.”

	“That’s all a bunch of rumors.” Troy crossed his arms, and Hayes noticed Tilly steal a glimpse at Troy’s biceps. Hayes had caught Tilly doing that a lot lately, looking at Troy. And she commented that Hayes and Troy had the same pouty lips. How did she know so much about Troy’s lips? The thought made Hayes uneasy, a strange twist of curiosity and something else he couldn’t name.

	“If that happened,” Troy continued, “the police would have charged him. And what could he see from inside lockers, anyway?”

	“There are holes in them,” Tilly said. “I believe it. I don’t like the way he looks at me.”

	Hayes caught Greer rolling her eyes, but luckily, Tilly didn’t.

	“Troy is right. We shouldn’t accuse that poor man of anything. He’s got . . . you know, issues,” Joanne said. “Bless him, but he’s not smart enough to do what this killer did and leave no evidence.”

	“You’ve got a point there,” Red said. “That’s why I wonder if he had help.”

	“Someone like . . .” Greer asked.

	“Red!” Joanne snapped. “This conversation is over. I want to hear more about the kids’ college plans.” She angled her body toward Tilly. “Now, let me give you some tips about rush week.”

	


Chapter 3

	2024

	Sunlight slanted through the blinds, slicing across Joaquin’s desk strewn with case files. Bernadette Langley hovered in the doorway. “I’ve got the information you requested.”

	He kept his eyes on the file in front of him. “Information?”

	“Melrose Reed.” His receptionist’s voice betrayed her annoyance. “You asked for her number.”

	Joaquin pulled off his reading glasses and rubbed his eyes. “Right, thanks.” He held out his hand for the number, but Bernie’s hands were empty.

	“Ms. Reed doesn’t work at Goldstein and Oswald,” she said.

	“But—”

	She held up her hand, cutting Joaquin off. “They have no contact information for her—won’t say why she left. There’s no listing for her in the White Pages online. Zip. Zilch.”

	Joaquin ran a hand through his mop of curly hair. “I’ll figure it out. Thanks.”

	Bernie peered at Joaquin over the bridge of her glasses, smeared with mascara. “Are you sleeping? Eating? Taking a multivitamin? Using hair gel? You look like shit.”

	“Wow, thanks.”

	Bernie tousled her short waves, the vibrant red accented by a striking white streak in the front. “Truth hurts.”

	“I’m fine. I got the Terrell files from DPAP.” He gestured at the eight boxes stacked behind him. “Have my work cut out for me.”

	“Hate to say I told you so.”

	“I know. DPAP has a paralegal, but he’s stretched thin. They’re covering wages for me to hire a local legal assistant. That’s why I’m looking for Ms. Reed. They also brought in an investigator, Luca Moretti. Best there is. So it’s not our dream team from the Frazer case, but it could be worse.”

	Bernie straightened the nameplate on Joaquin’s cluttered desk, brushing crumbs off the corner. “Well, that’s reassuring. You do need help. Because you’ve still got your other cases. You know, the ones that pay the bills?”

	“You’re still gonna get paid, Bernie.”

	“You realize I could retire, right?” She plopped into the chair across from Joaquin. “I’ve worked here too damn long. Before this chair, before that fancy desk, there was Bernadette.” She pointed at his bookshelf. “The only thing older than me is that potpourri.”

	Joaquin didn’t remember any potpourri but knew Bernadette had been working here since before he was born. The lawyer he purchased the practice from had been in business for forty-five years, with Bernie by his side for most of them. Though she tried to hide her age with her leopard-printed leggings and deliberately unkempt trendy haircut, evidence of her sixty-five years showed in the deep crow’s feet around her eyes and the increasing unsteadiness of her gait. But she was still savvy and smart—still invaluable to Joaquin’s practice.

	“You can’t retire, Bernie. Not yet. I need you.”

	She smeared ChapStick across her lips. “Stop begging. It’s embarrassing. I refuse to retire. Remember lockdown? I damn near killed Dan. No way I’m spending all day with him voluntarily.” She stood. “Nice chat, but I’ve got work to do.”

	That makes two of us, Joaquin thought, eyeing the thick file in front of him. But before Bernie made it out the door, he lifted his head. “I’m curious. You grew up here; you get out more than I do. What’s the general vibe in Bluesummer about Troy Terrell? About me representing him?”

	Bernie leaned against the door frame and made a throat-slashing gesture.

	Joaquin’s stomach fluttered. “That’s the feeling about Troy? Or about me?”

	“Both,” she answered, closing the door behind her.

	Joaquin was starting to wonder if this case would be the big break he needed or an outright public relations nightmare. Either way, he had work to do. It was time to find Melrose Reed. He pulled out his keyboard tray and opened a browser, starting with LinkedIn before resorting to Facebook.

	He hadn’t checked his social media in a while, as the ninety-six notifications suggested. Curiosity got the better of him, and he clicked. “Mom,” he muttered aloud, noticing most were from her, liking and commenting on every photo he’d ever posted. He cringed, remembering some of his college posts. He should have scrubbed his account before accepting her friend request.

	He found Melrose Reed’s profile quickly. No city was listed, but the photo—her standing in front of the Tyler courthouse—made him pause. He’d seen her there before. She was attractive, with a heart-shaped face, large brown eyes, full lips, and dark brown hair falling past the shoulders of her fitted navy-blue suit jacket.

	Her bio revealed she’d earned a bachelor’s in paralegal studies from Texas A&M in 2016 and had worked for Goldstein and Oswald in Tyler. He wondered why she’d left such a prestigious firm.

	After sending her a message, he closed Facebook and focused on the file in front of him: the Songbird Strangler victims.

	Nicole Garcia, the killer’s first known victim, vanished from her bedroom during a spring-break visit home to Bluesummer in March 1986. Nothing seemed unusual except for the missing set of wind chimes outside her window. The police dismissed it—she was an adult, free to go where she pleased.

	That wasn’t the case three weeks later when sixteen-year-old Andrea Dalton disappeared. Under her pillow, police found a Polaroid of Nicole Garcia, dead on dewy grass with the missing bluebird wind chime wrapped around her neck. The flimsy cords weren’t strong enough for strangulation, suggesting the killer had staged the photo.

	Much to Andrea’s parents’ horror, a set of wind chimes was missing from their front porch collection. “It had a hummingbird on top, pewter flowers hanging down. Andrea bought it for me last Mother’s Day,” her mother told police.

	Detectives kept the wind chime detail from the public—something the parents of victim number three still blamed them for. Their daughter, Erin Llewellyn, was the class of 1986 valedictorian and was killed just two weeks before graduation. If they’d known the killer targeted homes with wind chimes, they would have taken down the lone one on their porch—their nautical-themed dolphin chime vanished in the night along with their daughter. The next morning, a Polaroid of Andrea, with her parents’ missing hummingbird chime around her neck, was taped to the Llewellyns’ door.

	By May’s end, the killer had a name: the Songbird Strangler, coined by Bluesummer’s newspaper. By June, no wind chimes remained in Bluesummer, but that didn’t stop eighteen-year-old Wendy Knott from disappearing. Unlike previous victims, there had been a struggle. Her parents returned from church to bloody sheets, an empty bed, and a Polaroid of Erin with the dolphin wind chime around her neck.

	The last victim, Chantilly Price, was killed only two days after Wendy’s disappearance. Unlike the others, Tilly was left in her bed—no Polaroid, no clues, just a phone cord wrapped around her cold, bruised neck.

	The day after Tilly’s death, a local search party found Wendy’s body deep in Bluesummer’s piney woods. Her cause of death was not strangulation but blunt force trauma. Detectives never figured out why the Strangler deviated from his modus operandi, but Wendy’s head wound proved a lucky break for investigators. It was the blood trail in the woods that led searchers to the cave, where they found Wendy’s body. Breadcrumbs leading to a witch’s house. Because, of course, the entire world knew what else was inside that cave.

	Joaquin startled at the ring of his phone. He swiveled in his chair and grabbed it from the windowsill. “Hello?”

	“Mr. Ramos?” Her voice came through the receiver, raspy and tinged with a distinctly Australian accent. “Melrose Reed here.”

	Joaquin sat up. “Ms. Reed, thanks for calling.”

	“Call me Melrose. Are you with the Innocence Project?”

	“No. The Death Penalty Abolition Project took on Mr. Terrell’s case. Newer organization, not as much money, but willing to fight.” He ran a finger along the edge of his desk. “Mr. Terrell told me you requested our services?”

	“Yeah, I went down the list of anyone I thought might help.”

	Joaquin spun back to his desk. “Do you do this for all your clients?”

	“Nah, first time, but first time I’ve been dead sure someone’s innocent too.”

	“Innocent?” Joaquin glanced at the photo of Chantilly Price strangled in her bed. He shut the folder.

	“Yep. Innocent. I assume that’s why you took the case.”

	“I haven’t decided yet.” He leaned back in his chair, stretching one leg under the desk. “Troy signed the papers, so I’m reviewing files.”

	Melrose chuckled. “Sounds like you’ve got a bit to learn.”

	Joaquin pulled back a metal ball from his Newton’s cradle. “Yeah, eight boxes worth.”

	“You’re not the only lawyer on this, right?”

	“Afraid so.” Joaquin listened to the rhythmic clang of the metal balls. “But DPAP is assigning me an investigator.”

	“And a paralegal?”

	“They’re snowed under. So they are letting me hire one on my own.”

	“Perfect. When do I start?” Melrose asked.

	Joaquin laughed. He wondered if this brazen attitude had cost Melrose her job with Troy’s former attorney. But he’d be foolish not to leverage her expertise on this case.

	“How about we meet tomorrow and discuss it?”

	“Discuss what? The case or whether I got the job?”

	“Both.” Joaquin stood from his chair. “How about the new café on Main?”

	“Time?”

	“Uh, ten-ish?”

	Melrose sighed into the phone. “Mate, I’m a professional. I don’t do ish.”

	He let out a short, bemused laugh; she was relentless. “Okay, ten on the dot.”

	“See you then,” Melrose said, and the line fell silent. Joaquin set down his phone, wondering what he’d gotten himself into.

	[image: Image]

	Joaquin arrived at the coffeehouse early. The scent of coffee and pastries mingled in the air. He ordered his usual—espresso and a blueberry muffin—and claimed a corner table, the chair creaking softly as he sat, sunlight warming the tabletop in front of him.

	He unwrapped his scarf and powered on his laptop. The place was noisy—orders shouted out, ice grinding in the blender, the steady hum of a frothing machine. He popped in his earbuds, but they barely muffled the noise. He adjusted in the iron chair and began typing, though his focus wavered. Every time the chime above the door sounded, his gaze lifted. On the third chime, Melrose Reed walked in.

	She wore gray slacks and a matching wool peacoat. She was short, 5’3 at best. Unlike most people he met in the age of filters, she was even prettier in person than in her profile picture.

	Joaquin stood, but she didn’t notice, making a beeline for the fast-track lane to grab an order she’d clearly placed ahead.

	“Ms. Reed?” he called, pulling out his earbuds.

	She straightened her jacket and approached, extending her hand with a firm shake. “Melrose, remember?”

	“You’re early.” He shifted on his feet, taking her in.

	“Meant to be earlier, but got pulled over for not making a full stop before turning right on red.” She let her purse slip from her shoulder onto the chair. “I swear those coppers will nick you for anything. I suppose they see working in criminal defense as being on the wrong side of law and order.”

	“I know how that goes.” Joaquin stood until Melrose was seated.

	“Looks like you’re an early bird, too,” she said.

	“Usually, yeah.” He ran a hand over the back of his neck, glancing at the papers stacked on his corner of the table. “Planned to get some work done, but I can’t focus with all this noise.”

	“Distractions don’t bother me. I can work anywhere.”

	“Good to know. The extra room in my office suite is small and packed with boxes I haven’t gotten around to moving.”

	“No worries.” She took a slow sip of her coffee.

	“So why don’t you tell me a little about yourself? Miss . . . I mean, Melrose.”

	“I was born in Bluesummer but grew up in Australia.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, eyes drifting toward the window. “Dad’s from there, so we moved back when I was two and stayed until just before Year Twelve.”

	“What brought you back?”

	“Mum’s an only child, and with my grandparents’ health declining, they decided it was best to return. Mum’s a teacher, Dad’s a nurse—they can work anywhere. They went back to Australia after my grandparents passed, but I stayed here. I like Bluesummer. I assume you do, too, since you’re here.”

	Joaquin shrugged. “It’s fine. But if I had the choice between here and Australia, I’d say—” He tried out a fake Aussie drawl: “See you down under, mate.”

	Melrose didn’t crack a smile. “So, what brought you here then, Mr. Ramos?”

	“My dad got transferred to Tyler when I was in law school—a promotion, derrick man to company man. Back then, a lawyer named William Steagell owned this firm.”

	“I know Willie.”

	“Figured you might. He taught one of my online courses at the University of Denver. He made me an offer to purchase his practice when he retired, so here I am.”

	“Here you are,” Melrose echoed. “For Troy’s sake, I’m glad.”

	Joaquin slid his chair closer. “What about Terrell and his case makes you so invested?”

	“Troy’s a good man.”

	“Okay. But people said the same about Bundy.”

	“Nothing points to Troy being the Strangler—nothing credible.” Melrose leaned in. “I got hired at Goldstein straight out of college and was assigned to Wesley Oswald, Troy’s attorney. The deeper I got into the appeal, the more I believed in his innocence. That’s why I started reaching out for help after Oswald withdrew as counsel.” She folded her hands on the table. “And for what it’s worth, I’d have argued against the chair for Bundy too, monstrous as he was.”

	Joaquin nodded. “We have that in common, then. What makes you so passionate about your stance against the death penalty?”

	“I can trace it back to living in Australia the year they passed the Crimes Legislation Amendment. They’d already outlawed capital punishment, but this locked it so it could never be reintroduced. The news coverage caught my interest. My parents are religious and believe the right to life is absolute. For me, it was more practical. What kind of example does it set when the government kills to stop killing?”

	Joaquin opened his mouth to agree, but Melrose kept going.

	“The US is the only Western democracy still applying the death penalty. If we’re on a list with countries Americans consider backward and barbaric, shouldn’t we take a hard look at what we’re doing?” She traced the rim of her coffee cup with her finger. “Sorry, I’ll get off my ranty soapbox.”

	Joaquin shifted in his seat. He wasn’t sure if the flutter in his chest was from her accent—the way she added a soft “r” to words like “Australiar” and “lawr and order”—or her sharp take on capital punishment. Either way, he ordered the feeling to stop. Not the time. Not the place. Not the girl.

	“Well, I’m not gonna ask the usual BS about strengths and weaknesses,” Joaquin said. “But I need to clarify that this job is temporary. DPAP would pay your wages—thirty dollars an hour for forty hours a week. Bernadette, my administrative assistant, will help, too. But we both know these cases take more than forty hours a week. So, I understand if—”

	“Is this an offer?” Melrose interrupted.

	“Yeah,” Joaquin said. He hadn’t asked her about her previous job, but had a gut feeling about her. “I’m offering.”

	She tapped her fingers lightly on the table, eyes bright. “I’ll take it. Should I start today?”

	“How about Monday? It will give Bernie time to draw up your employment paperwork.” And time for me to find your desk under the mountains of boxes.

	“Monday works.” Melrose chugged the rest of her coffee. “You’ve got my number if you need anything sooner.”

	Joaquin laughed. Melrose’s desire for the job was obvious, but her serious face and quick exit contradicted that entirely.

	“What?” she asked, slinging her purse over her shoulder. “What’s so funny?”

	“Just wondering if you’re always this . . . intense.”

	Melrose slouched. “Please tell me you’re not one of those insufferable blokes that tell women to smile?”

	“I’m not.” Joaquin stood. “But since you brought it up, it would be nice to see your smile at some point.”

	“I’ll smile when our job is done—when we win. When Troy Terrell is off death row.”

	Joaquin held up a finger. “I’m gonna hold you to that.”

	“I’ll hold you to it as well.”

	“To smiling?”

	“To winning.” Melrose tossed her empty cup in the trash on her way out. “See you Monday. Should be a ripper.”

	


Chapter 4

	1986

	Troy Terrell lifted the bag of pig feed and shook it into the bin. An hour in the weight room wasn’t much different from an hour feeding hogs. Maybe that was why he’d never needed to train as hard as his teammates. Not that it mattered now. Thanks to a torn ACL, he’d lost the chance to break the Bluesummer High School football record for receiving yards, he’d lost a place on the podium at the State Track and Field Championship, and he’d lost a full-ride scholarship to Texas Tech. He’d lost his entire future.

	And so, while Hayes, Greer, and Tilly made college plans, Troy wondered how many more fifty-pound sacks of corn he’d pour into these containers. Wondered how many more piles of pig shit he’d shovel before he died. How many pig throats he’d slash and watch bleed out.

	“You always have a choice,” Red had told him. “It’s your life.”

	Easy for Red to say. He wasn’t tied to this farm. Troy never understood why Red helped, but he was grateful. The farm would’ve struggled without him. And although Troy daydreamed about a life where the farm had failed, it was all his family had. Who would hire his dad? A sixty-year-old, one-armed man who was increasingly forgetful of the tasks he’d completed daily for his entire life? Or what about his ma? A former Sunday school teacher who couldn’t get out of bed without popping a Vicodin?

	Sometimes, Troy still couldn’t believe this was his life now.

	Troy inspected the pigs’ water, activated the sprinklers in their cornfield, and then ventured a few steps into the woods. Closing his eyes, he took in a deep breath, inhaling the scents of damp wood and pine needles. The birds were noisy this morning, yet he still caught the faint swish of grass blowing in the wind. These smells, these sounds, these woods—this was the only place Troy had ever found peace. He knew every tree, every bush, every hole in the ground. He wanted to go for a run, but he had to consider his knee. Though moving better now, he couldn’t risk being sidelined again. His dad was relying on him.

	So he turned away from his perfect woods back to his anything but perfect house. It needed a fresh coat of paint and a new roof. It needed a lot of things that he lacked the time or money to address. For most of his graduating class, the house of their childhood would soon be a house they visited over Christmas break and summer vacation. But the Terrell house might as well have had bars on the windows because, like it or not, Troy would be trapped there for a long time.

	“Troy Michael!” He froze mid-step, heart skipping a beat, as his mother barked from the table. “The milk’s spoiled! Why did you leave it out?”

	“I didn’t eat breakfast, Ma.” Troy walked into the kitchen and touched the milk carton. Warm. “Dad probably left it out last night . . . again.”

	“Oh.” Dottie’s shoulders slumped slightly as she retied her robe. “Well, throw it out. I’ll have some orange juice.”

	“Something to wash the pills down?” Troy asked, the milk glugging as he poured it down the drain. He felt a mix of irritation and pity—same old routine, same old Ma.

	“My pills aren’t your business. Two of your vertebrates didn’t crack when you flew through a windshield!” Dottie snapped.

	Troy stared at his mother, her hair disheveled, her eyes wild. He remembered when it had been different. The Terrells had never been rich, but they’d once been happy. That was before the accident—the one that took his father’s arm and left his mother in constant pain.

	“Sorry, Ma.”

	“What exactly are you sorry about? Those wise-ass cracks about my medication or the fact that if you had been driving, the accident wouldn’t have happened at all?”

	Troy tensed. “Don’t blame me.”

	“Why the hell not? Your daddy can’t see in the dark. You always drove us back from church on Sunday nights. But not that Sunday.”

	Troy crushed the milk carton and slammed it into the trash can.

	“Because you were with them,” she hissed. “At their church with big fancy windows and full of rich white folks. Pretending you didn’t stick out like a black smudge on those stained-glass windows.”

	Troy squeezed his palms, digging his nails into his skin. “The Sheridans are good people. Hayes and Red are up every morning helping me and Dad with the hogs. They’ve fed me, gave me money, picked me up from football practice.” He lifted his foot. “Who do you think bought me these new shoes? What have you done in the past three years? To help the farm? To help me?” His voice cracked.

	“Son, I don’t blame you for wanting to be a Sheridan.” Her fingers drummed against the worn table, eyes sharp. “They’ve got money and status, and Hayes has all those pretty little girls following after him. But blood is blood, Troy. They ain’t your blood.”

	Troy clenched his jaw. “Family is more than blood.”

	“Not really.” She shifted closer; voice low but firm. “I’m your real family. Me and Daddy.” She slammed her palm on the table, rattling the silverware. “One day, Red and Joanne will find a new charity project. Mark my words, you’ll fall out of their good graces. They won’t be there for you. But regardless of how you treat me, I will be.” Her eyes bore into his. “You can bet on that, boy.”

	Troy considered telling her she wasn’t there for him, but it would do no good. Instead, he grabbed the orange juice, rinsed a glass, and set it in front of her, his hands tight around the cup.

	“Thanks,” she said, her tone softening. She rubbed her back, wincing. “I’m hurting today. Would you mind getting me—”

	Before she could finish, Troy pulled a bottle of her pills from the cabinet and handed her one. “Go back to bed. When Dad wakes up, tell him I fed the hogs.”

	“Why don’t you tell him yourself?”

	Troy stared at the dingy linoleum. Even as an adult, he felt guilty for doing things he wanted—fun things. “I’m heading to the lake today with the Quad,” Troy said, referencing the name a teacher had given their friend group back in fifth grade—and that had stuck ever since. “I thought I told you.”

	Dottie chuckled. “You didn’t. You never do. But it’s alright.” She swallowed her pill, downed the juice, and stood, pressing her hands into her lower back as she arched forward. “Happy Fourth of July.”

	“Thanks,” Troy muttered, eyes glued to the kitchen floor.

	Dottie squeezed his arm as she passed. “The grass ain’t always greener, son. Keep that in mind.”

	Troy nodded, but watching his mom stumble back into her bedroom, smelling the rotten milk curdled in the sink, and hearing the grunts of fifty ravenous pigs through the open window, it was hard to imagine a place with grass less green than here.

	


Chapter 5

	2024

	“So, what’s your strategy?” Melrose asked, clicking her pen against a blank legal pad in her lap.

	Stacks of banker’s boxes crowded the office, tilting like unstable towers. The sheer volume pressed down on Joaquin, making his chest tighten.

	“File, file, file,” Joaquin said. He rubbed the back of his neck, trying to recall Annabelle Bailey’s sharp voice. “I worked my first death penalty case with the legend herself, Annabelle Bailey. She told me that if you keep filing, you keep them alive.”

	Melrose set down her pen and steepled her fingers, the fluorescent light above them catching on the silver band of her watch. “What’s left to file? There are almost forty years’ worth of motions and only six weeks till Troy’s execution.”

	Joaquin glanced at the boxes again. “We’re filing another writ of habeas corpus, asking the Texas Court of Criminal Appeals to stay Troy’s execution and vacate his conviction.”

	“On what grounds?”

	“That’s what I need to figure out. We can’t repeat anything Oswald filed, so I need something fresh.” He tapped his pen against the margin, a restless staccato. “Maybe prosecutorial misconduct? New evidence? Procedural errors? First, I have to catch up on what’s already been done.”

	“Anything I can help with?” Melrose asked.

	“I’ve got a lot of reading to do, but let me know if I miss anything major.” Joaquin flipped through a thick folder, his eyes skimming over Oswald’s underlined notes, most of the ink faded to a dull gray. “Okay, so they only charged Terrell with two out of the five murders.”

	“Right,” Melrose said. “They only felt they could prove Wendy Knott and Chantilly Price. Troy didn’t know the Strangler’s first victim, Nicole Garcia, so there was no motive. His alibi for Andrea Dalton was solid—he’d been playing basketball at school, and a janitor could confirm it. And with Erin Llewellyn, a fingerprint lifted from her window didn’t match his.”

	Joaquin scribbled in the margins, his cramped handwriting growing sloppier with each detail. “Yet the world believes he killed all of them?”

	“I can’t speak for the world, but they do here in Bluesummer.”

	Joaquin liked the name of his town better when Melrose said it, how she left off the “r,” causing the word to leave her mouth open—Bluesumma.

	His stomach emitted a loud rumble, disrupting his surely inappropriate focus on her mouth and drawing a curious glance from Melrose.

	“Are you hungry?” she asked. “No time for brekkie?”

	His head tilted to the side, eyes narrowing. “Brekkie?”

	“Sorry, breakfast,” she said, cheeks tinged pink. “Aussies shorten everything. Since moving here, I’ve lost a lot of my slang, but I can’t let go of that.”

	“Well, think of all the time you save,” Joaquin said with a grin.

	“Exactly. More time to work. Where were we?”

	She was right. Business first. Joaquin refocused. “The police think Troy fed the first three victims to his hogs?”

	“Yes. Even though they found no evidence to support it.”

	Joaquin scratched his cheek. “I don’t mean to be graphic, but wouldn’t a hog eat all the . . . evidence?”

	“Hogs can eat almost anything, even bones,” Melrose explained. “Teeth and hair, though, are mostly indigestible. Teeth are enamel—the hardest substance in the human body—and hair’s keratin doesn’t break down either. That’s why investigators sampled the manure pit. They found nothing, but claimed it was only because two months had passed since Erin’s death and any manure containing evidence had already been spread over the Terrell cornfield.”

	“They should have searched the field,” Joaquin said.

	“They said they did a preliminary search, but short of digging up all the crops, there was nothing else to do. Since hair and some teeth from the first three victims were found with Wendy’s body, police theorized the killer must have shaved them and pulled out their teeth before taking the bodies to the Terrell farm.”

	The theory made his stomach turn, but he forced himself to consider it logically, weighing every possibility against the scant evidence. “That’s quite a theory. There could be other reasons a killer would shave his victims’ heads or keep their teeth. And we can’t discount an alibi—or an unknown fingerprint.”

	“Right, and that’s why he wasn’t charged with those murders. However, public opinion and online conspiracies are another story. The janitor’s alibi for Troy got picked apart because of his drinking problem and close friendship with Troy’s father. People said anyone could have touched Erin’s window. Since no unknown fingerprints showed up at the other crime scenes, most assumed the Strangler wore gloves.”

	“Okay, trial one . . .” Joaquin checked his legal pad. “Hung jury. Troy’s retried, found guilty, sentenced to death—then it’s overturned.”

	“Only the sentence was overturned,” Melrose clarified. “Kevin Carter, the DA, struck jurors with scruples against capital punishment, so a new jury was chosen to decide Troy’s sentence. They also voted for death.”

	“Texas jurors don’t play around when it comes to the death penalty, do they?”

	“Odd, right? You can’t believe the government buggers up everything it touches, but still trust it with the power to take lives.”

	“People are complicated.”

	Melrose crossed her arms. “More like contradictory.”

	Joaquin flipped to the next page of notes. “Direct appeals process dragged on till ninety-nine. Then Oswald filed the first habeas corpus, arguing ineffective counsel.”

	“Among other things, but yeah, mostly counsel. Troy’s public defender fell asleep in court—more than once. Didn’t put up a fight and made big mistakes. A US District Court overturned the conviction.” Melrose scooted forward. “But the Fifth Circuit reversed that decision and reinstated the conviction and sentence. Gave their bulldust reasons, but Oswald always suspected it was because Troy’s former public defender had become a Texas judge with connections.”

	“What a cluster,” Joaquin said. “A hung jury, an overturned sentence, an overturned conviction, and they’re still set on putting that needle in his arm.”

	“Not if we can help it.” Melrose leaned back, crossing her legs.

	Joaquin felt some weight lift at the word we. Liked the sound of it even more than Bluesumma. Unlike the last death penalty case he’d worked on, no big team was behind him this time. No big money. No Annabelle Bailey. For the first time since taking Troy’s case, he didn’t feel alone.

	“You read about the DNA evidence, right?” Melrose asked.

	“Yeah. Testing wasn’t available at the time, but they determined from Tilly’s sexual assault forensic exam that her rapist was a secretor with type O blood. Troy is type O too, but so is about forty percent of the population—not exactly a smoking gun.”

	“Did they do a rape kit on Wendy?” Joaquin asked.

	“They did, which in itself was against protocol since it had been over seventy-two hours since her death. Couldn’t recover semen from her body, but there was a stain on her underwear—type O. The blood on her sheets and body was all Type AB, which was her own blood type.”

	The hum of the overhead fluorescent lights seemed louder as Joaquin scribbled notes, trying to keep track of every detail. “And there was a hair on Wendy’s sheets, right? That appeared to be African American in origin?”

	“Yeah, but her parents admitted her ex-boyfriend was black.” She gave him a pointed look. “They also swore he never slept over.”

	Joaquin chuckled. “My parents would’ve said the same about my high school girlfriend. They would’ve been wrong.”

	“Exactly. Besides the hair, Wendy had a bite mark on her shoulder that the state claimed matched Troy. A former teacher testified he had a habit of chewing pencils, and the prosecution spun that into biting a human being.”

	Joaquin laughed. The idea was so ridiculous that it almost offended him. “You’re joking.”

	“Oh, it gets better,” Melrose said. “There was blood in Troy’s truck that matched Wendy’s blood type. Just a few flakes. Even without the technology available to DNA test evidence in eighty-six, the police had the good sense to preserve it. Oswald pushed to get it tested once technology caught up, but Carter fought him. By the time a judge authorized testing, the evidence was gone.”

	“Yeah, I saw that.” Joaquin grabbed a smaller file from his desk and read. “It is with deep regret that we inform you that the evidence from Mr. Troy Terrell’s case was inadvertently destroyed during a 2002 mass destruction of several hundred boxes from closed cases.”

	Melrose arched one of her thick eyebrows. “Convenient, right? Oswald pivoted and filed a successive habeas to discredit the forensic dentist who testified that the bite mark on Wendy’s collarbone came from Troy.”

	“Good old junk science,” Joaquin said. “How much did the state pay the forensic odontologist to testify?”

	“Twenty grand. And they took the impression of his teeth without a warrant.” Melrose sighed. “We thought this was our ace in the hole. It was 2014—bite mark evidence was getting discredited left and right, freeing men on death row. But the court ruled that it wouldn’t have changed the verdict even if we discredited the witness.”

	A phrase from Joaquin’s high school physics popped into his mind. An object in motion tends to stay in motion. It was like those revolving doors. One step in and it owned you. It pushed you forward, no chance of going back the way you came.

	“That’s the short version leading to where we are now,” Melrose said.

	“Whew. Not sure I want to hear the long one.”

	Melrose tapped her foot against the floor. “So, where do we start?”

	“I want to do something Oswald didn’t—find an alternate suspect.” He pointed his pen toward Melrose. “Think you can dig up anything on Ollie Ford? See if he’s gotten himself into any legal trouble since?”

	Melrose jotted a note. “I’ll certainly give it a crack.” She paused, twisting the pen between her fingers. “Doesn’t destroying evidence violate a defendant’s right to due process?”

	“Only if we can prove the state acted in bad faith, and that’s an uphill battle. I’m gonna focus on finding a Brady violation,” Joaquin said. “Carter was retired before
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