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CHAPTER ONE
 
Friday, June 15, 2012—1:43 P.M. 
New York City
 
 

 
It was the only handwritten envelope among the letters on his desk. There was no return address.
 
Scott Hamner, a 43-year-old ad executive with the Whetsell-Lombard Agency, had just returned from a long business lunch. He was chewing Orbit gum to combat the aftereffects of two vodka gimlets and linguine with clam sauce. Dressed in a black suit and a white shirt with no tie (it was casual Friday), he looked dapper. Though not necessarily handsome, Scott did the best with what he had. He kept his receding brown hair trimmed to a quarter of an inch to give it that balding-is-sexy look, and he visited a tanning bed weekly. He had a slight potbelly, but was in better shape than a lot of guys his age.
 
Whetsell-Lombard occupied the thirty-third floor of a building in Midtown, across from Bryant Park and the Public Library. From his office window, Scott had a covetable view of the skyline—with the Chrysler Building as the star.
 
His assistant had set the mail by his computer keyboard while he’d been out.
 
Scott left the other letters on his desk, and tore open the hand-addressed envelope. He stopped chewing his gum for a moment as he took out a card. On the cover was an illustration of a man’s shirt with a loud, jazzy tie. Over the shirt pocket it said in script: For a Very Special Dad . . . Fashions come and go . . .
 
Scott opened the card, and read the inside: 


But our family ties last forever! 
Happy Father’s Day!

 
The card wasn’t signed.
 
Scott frowned. With Father’s Day coming up, he should have known what to expect when he’d seen the anonymous, handwritten envelope. Every year for the last three years, he’d received an unsigned Father’s Day card at work. The first one had been postmarked from New York City. He’d figured one of his kids must have sent the card and forgotten to sign it. The children had been seven and ten at the time. But when he’d asked them, neither his son, Ernie, nor his daughter, CC, had known a thing about it. He’d asked his wife, Rebecca, if maybe she’d sent it on behalf of the kids.
 
“Somebody sent you a Father’s Day card and didn’t sign it?” she’d countered. “Are you trying to tell me that you might have a kid out there I don’t know about?”
 
They’d almost had a huge fight about it. He’d insisted he’d never been unfaithful to her, which was a lie. Still, Scott was 99 percent certain he hadn’t gotten any of those women pregnant. And as far as he knew, he hadn’t knocked up any of the girls he’d dated before Rebecca. Scott had quickly dismissed it, telling his wife that the anonymous Father’s Day card must have been a prank or some mistake. He’d hoped the sooner he stopped talking about it, the sooner Rebecca might forget about it.
 
Scott had decided to forget about it, too. But another unsigned card had come to his office just before Father’s Day the next year. The postmark had been Phoenix. He didn’t know anyone in Phoenix. And last year, the card—a syrupy Hallmark card with a father and his kid in silhouette walking along a beach at sunset—had been from St. Louis.
 
For a while, he’d figured Rebecca’s younger sister, Stephanie, might have been sending the cards. She was an airline pilot, and always traveling. Maybe that explained the cards coming from different cities. Stephanie had moved in with him and Rebecca back in their Portland days when they’d practically been newlyweds. Considering the circumstances that necessitated her living with them, Scott couldn’t really object to the arrangement. But it hadn’t been easy putting up with Rebecca’s kid sister and all her late-teen traumas. They’d moved to New York while Stephanie had been attending the University of Oregon in Eugene. That had been twelve years ago. Stephanie was still single, and she visited them frequently—too frequently as far as Scott was concerned. The kids adored her. She and Rebecca were still extremely close. Scott couldn’t help feeling like a third wheel whenever Stephanie was staying with them. He’d managed to tolerate his sister-in-law’s visits for the sake of Becky and the kids. And he always sensed the feeling was mutual from Stephanie.
 
He would have asked her if she was the one sending the unsigned Father’s Day cards, but good God, what if she wasn’t? She was so fiercely protective of her older sister. Scott could just imagine her reaction—so much worse than Rebecca’s, all the questions and accusations and bitch bites. No, thank you.
 
He’d decided long ago not to say anything about it to his sister-in-law. And he hadn’t told Rebecca about the follow-up cards. It had become something unsettling and irritating that happened every Father’s Day, a secret between him and the anonymous creep sending the cards.
 
Scowling at the envelope for this latest one, Scott saw the postmark was Croton-on-Hudson, New York, where he lived.
 
“Damn it to hell, what’s going on here?” he muttered.
 
He liked it better when the cards had been mailed from hundreds of miles away. Sure, the first one had been postmarked from New York City, but that had been before the sender had started making the cards a yearly ritual. And besides, the city was a whole hour away from Croton-on-Hudson.
 
This new card had been sent by someone just minutes from his house.
 
He remembered Rebecca mentioning to him last night that someone had called the house three times. “I could tell they were listening to me when I answered,” she’d said. “And each time, they didn’t say a thing. They just hung up. It was strange, creepy . . .”
 
Scott couldn’t help wondering if it was the person who had been sending the Father’s Day cards. Maybe they’d called Rebecca again today—only they hadn’t hung up this time. They could have even stopped by the house. They could be talking to Rebecca right now.
 
Scott didn’t want to find out from his wife who this person was.
 
Reaching for the phone on his desk, he speed-dialed the landline at home. After two rings, it went to voice mail. “Hey, hon, it’s me,” he said. “Just checking in. I—um, I was wondering if you want to go to Tino’s tonight. Let me know as soon as you can, okay? Give me a call. I’ll try you on your cell.”
 
But when he called her cell, it went to voice mail, too. Scott left another message about going to Tino’s, an old-style Italian steak house in Hawthorne they both liked. He’d had no such plan for dinner until he’d desperately blurted it out while leaving the first message. He just needed an excuse to have her call him back. And he needed to make sure everything was okay. All these alarms were going off inside his head because of this goddamn card. His stomach was in knots.
 
An hour later, Scott left another message on her cell as he finished up at the office. Then on the crowded, hot, noisy Metro train to Croton-on-Hudson, he tried texting her.
 
Still no response.
 
He started to imagine Rebecca sitting at a table in Black Cow Coffee, getting an earful from some woman he’d unknowingly impregnated five or six years ago. He tried to think of who it might be. He remembered the brunette from Buffalo with the rocking ass, Marcia. He’d met her on the plane to Miami for a business trip. They’d spent three nights together at the Marriott Marquis. He remembered her saying he didn’t need a condom, because she was on the pill. She’d been dynamite in the sack, but kind of clingy-crazy, too. He’d been somewhat relieved when it had ended. But he’d faked a sad good-bye to her the morning he’d caught his plane home. He’d never heard from her again.
 
Was Marcia the one sending him the cards? Or was it someone else? There had been a few one-nighters around that same time, women he’d met in hotel bars while out of town. But he’d always been pretty careful and discreet. He’d kept track of his wallet, too—after taking off his pants. Sometimes, he hadn’t even used his real name. Could one of those women have somehow gotten pregnant with his child? It seemed impossible.
 
But our family ties last forever. Happy Father’s Day.
 
He tried to remember the women’s faces and wondered which one might be talking to Rebecca right now.
 
From the train station, Scott practically sped home. Their house was a brick, mid-century split-level on a woodsy, winding road. His wife’s SUV was in the driveway. As he hurried toward the front door, he noticed through one of the lower level windows that the family room’s big-screen TV was on. Scott let himself in, and paused on the landing. “Honey?” he called, over the blaring TV. “Honey, are you home? Becky?”
 
He took a few steps down toward the lower level. He found Ernie ensconced in the recliner chair and CC sitting on the sofa. On TV, two women with bad perms, a lot of makeup, and gobs of jewelry were screaming at each other. It must have been one of those Real Housewives shows. His two teenagers were barely watching it. They seemed deeply focused on their respective iPads. They didn’t even look up at him as he came down the stairs.
 
“Well, don’t both of you greet me at once,” he groused. “I couldn’t stand all the attention.”
 
“Hey,” said CC, eyes glued to her iPad.
 
“Hi,” Ernie muttered, glancing up for a moment.
 
Scott felt a little disappointed in how CC and Ernie were turning out. At least CC’s complexion was starting to clear up, and thanks to six thousand dollars’ worth of orthodontia, her teeth were finally straight. But she still hadn’t lost her baby fat, and the tight, black tee and black shorts were hardly flattering. She was going through a punk-goth phase and had recently dyed her brown hair jet black. CC probably thought she looked cool, but Scott was almost embarrassed to be seen with her. “Next time Steffi comes to stay with us,” Rebecca had promised, “we’ll both sit CC down and talk to her about her fashion choices. She’ll listen to Steffi.”
 
Skinny and pale, Ernie was a sweet kid, but a hopeless nerd. Scott had been a jock in high school. But his son had absolutely no interest in sports—or girls, for that matter. He liked antique cars, and decorated his bedroom with model cars and framed illustrations of every kind of automobile from the Tin Lizzie to the DeLorean. He had a pet cockatiel named Edsel. The stupid bird couldn’t talk—and it smelled up Ernie’s bedroom, even though Ernie cleaned out the big cage pretty regularly.
 
Scott heard the parrot squawk down the hallway. “Where’s Mom?” he asked, taking off his suit jacket.
 
“I dunno,” Ernie shrugged, eyes still on his iPad. He was probably in some antique-car-lovers’ chat room.
 
“Haven’t seen her,” muttered CC.
 
“Well, the car’s out there,” Scott said, exasperated. “Was she here when you guys got home or what?”
 
CC looked up at him long enough to roll her eyes. “I said I haven’t seen her. God!”
 
Ernie shook his head. “Neither have I, Dad. Sorry.”
 
They both went back to their iPads.
 
With a sigh, Scott threw his suit coat over his shoulder and treaded up the stairs to the main level. He poked his head in the kitchen, which Rebecca hated. It was small and outdated. The tiny built-in breakfast booth couldn’t even accommodate the four of them—which would have been pretty inconvenient if they’d been one of those families who ate breakfast together.
 
Scott noticed the Mr. Coffee machine on the counter was still on. Beside it sat Rebecca’s favorite mug with an old Rosie the Riveter illustration of a factory woman flexing her muscle, and the slogan: We Can Do It! Switching off the coffeemaker, he noticed the pot was still half full—exactly how he’d left it this morning. Her mug had some cream in the bottom of it—as if she’d dispensed the cream first, but hadn’t gotten around to pouring the coffee.
 
Frowning, Scott set the mug in the sink. It wasn’t like Rebecca to leave an appliance on. She always double-checked that the stove was off and the coffeemaker was unplugged whenever she left the house in the morning. She had a bit of OCD that way.
 
Scott stepped out of the kitchen and glanced down the hallway toward the bedrooms and the bathroom. Ernie’s domicile and antique car shrine was downstairs off the family room. Scott’s eyes scanned the open doors to the bathroom, the guest room, and CC’s bedroom. Then he squinted at the closed master bedroom door at the end of the narrow hallway.
 
“Becky? Honey?” he called, heading down the corridor.
 
He opened the door, and saw she’d made the bed. On top of it she’d laid out a pair of jeans and a black sweater.
 
Scott looked toward the master bathroom. The door was closed.
 
“Becky?” He tapped on the door and opened it.
 
The light was on. The first thing he noticed was one of the blue Ralph Lauren bath towels in a heap on the tiled floor. Then he saw the words scrawled in lipstick on the medicine chest mirror: 


HATE YOU

 
The blue and white striped shower curtain was closed. Along one white stripe near the edge, Scott noticed a red smudge. It didn’t look like lipstick.
 
He heard the faucet dripping steadily behind the curtain. The sound echoed off the bathroom’s tiled walls.
 
Moving toward the tub, Scott pulled the curtain aside. The shower curtain rings clanked against the rod. “Oh, Jesus, no,” he whispered.
 
Rebecca was lying in the tub with her head tipped back against the tiles. Her eyes were open, and she looked so forlorn. She wore her white terrycloth bathrobe. Blood soaked the front of it.
 
By Rebecca’s hand—in her lap—was an old straight razor that had been her grandfather’s. They kept it on a knickknack shelf in the bathroom—along with a shaving brush and cup. It was just a silly, sentimental decoration.
 
Scott had never thought of the antique razor as functional.
 
But now he knew the old blade was still sharp.
 
It was sharp enough to carve a deep crimson slit across his wife’s throat.

 



CHAPTER TWO
 
Thursday, November 22, 2012—1:55 P.M. 
Spokane International Airport
 
 

 
The only other person at Boarding Gate 6 in the A Concourse was a skinny, sixty-something Asian janitor with bad posture. He had a miserable look on his face as he swept around the rows of empty seats. His slumped state had probably come from years and years of working that pint-sized broom and the short-handled standing dustpan. He ignored CNN, playing on the TV bracketed near the top of one wall.
 
Stephanie Coburn figured this was as good a place as any to eat her Thanksgiving dinner.
 
She had a Frappuccino and a clear plastic container that held a Starbucks Turkey Rustico Panini. The least they could have done was slip a little dish of cranberry sauce in with the sandwich—for the holiday.
 
Stephanie had spent the last seven hours in and out of airports, surrounded by people and families making their last-minute treks home for Thanksgiving. They were on their way to see loved ones for reunions, lavish meals, and celebrations. Stephanie was on her way to Pocatello—and then to Salt Lake City, where she’d spend the night alone in a room at the Holiday Inn, before starting a reverse route back to Portland in the morning.
 
In her blue uniform, the pretty, slender, 33-year-old brunette was often mistaken for a flight attendant. But Stephanie was a pilot. It struck her as weird that some people—men and women—still felt squeamish about a female commanding the plane they were on. But it was something she’d learned to shrug off and not take too personally. Stephanie had been chalking up flight hours as a co-pilot for a small regional carrier, Pacific Cascade Skyways. Usually, pilots had to pay their dues, so to speak, for five to ten years before they would be considered by the major airlines. Stephanie was in her sixth year with Pacific Cascade.
 
She could think of worse airports in her territory to have Thanksgiving dinner alone. Some of them only had vending machines, where stale peanut butter crackers were haute cuisine. So she was way ahead of the game here with her Starbucks delicacies.
 
With about forty minutes to eat, she settled down in one of the seats, balanced the container on her lap and the Frappuccino on the armrest. She started eating her sandwich. Past the floor-to-ceiling windows, planes slowly taxied by. A mound of dirty slush and snow bordered the wet runway. The sky was gray, promising white-knuckled turbulence for even the most seasoned pilot. She flew a 74-seater Bombardier Q400, and it could get pretty bouncy even with just a few cloud-hurdles. Stephanie knew she was in for a choppy flight to Pocatello.
 
But that wasn’t why she felt the awful pang in her stomach right now.
 
It was because she suddenly missed her sister, Rebecca—more than ever.
 
Stephanie put the turkey panini back in the container. Even if she forced another bite of the sandwich, she couldn’t have swallowed a thing, because her throat was tightening. She did her damnedest to hold back the tears.
 
She caught the janitor staring, and turned her face away. She took a few deep breaths and tried to look interested in CNN. It didn’t help that over the airport loudspeaker they were playing “Silver Bells”—broken up every few moments by a flight announcement.
 
Some Thanksgiving, Stephanie thought. And Christmas promised to be equally pitiful.
 
After losing someone, the first holidays without them were the worst. Stephanie had learned that at age sixteen when her parents had been killed. She’d survived those first holidays without her mom and dad, because Becky and Scott had taken her in, and she’d still felt like part of a family. She’d had her older sister sharing her grief.
 
But now she was alone.
 
It had been almost six months, and she was still trying to understand why Rebecca had killed herself. Stephanie hadn’t seen it coming at all. She’d talked to her sister on the phone the day before Rebecca slit her own throat. They’d been laughing and planning Stephanie’s visit at the end of June.
 
Stephanie wound up going to Croton-on-Hudson two weeks ahead of schedule—to bury her sister.
 
Scott had been devastated. He’d asked her again and again if Rebecca had given her any indication that she was depressed or discontented. “How could she do something like this—and not leave us a note or any kind of explanation?” he’d asked.
 
In their mutual grief, she’d never felt so close to her brother-in-law. Scott had insisted she stay with them while she was in town for the funeral—even though it meant his mother had to stay at the neighbor’s. He’d said CC and Ernie needed their Aunt Steffi. He’d tried to give her several pieces of jewelry that had been in her family. Rebecca kept them in the safe-deposit box at the bank, taking them out only for special occasions. Stephanie had told Scott to keep them there—for CC when she got older. Scott had cried and given her a fierce hug when he’d dropped her off at the airport. It had been the first time she’d ever stayed with her sister’s family that Scott had seemed genuinely sorry to see her leave.
 
That was why what he’d done just a few months later had come as such a shock. When Stephanie had found out, they’d had a huge blowup over the phone and hadn’t talked since. Her sister’s funeral had been the last time she’d seen Scott and the kids. She kept in touch with CC through e-mails and texts. She’d spoken to Ernie on the phone and sent him a fifty-dollar iTunes gift card on his birthday the month before. But that was about it.
 
She used to feel so close to them.
 
Over the airport’s music system “Winter Wonderland” was playing, and it had started to sleet outside.
 
Stephanie managed a few more bites of her turkey sandwich, washing it down with some Frappuccino. Then she took her cell phone from her overnight bag.
 
Scott probably didn’t want to talk with her right now, but Stephanie clicked on their home phone number anyway. She had every right to wish her late sister’s children a happy Thanksgiving. The phone rang twice before the answering machine clicked on. “You’ve reached the Hamners,” Scott announced on the recorded greeting. “No one can come to the phone right now, but leave a message and we’ll get back to you . . .”
 
It used to be her sister’s voice on that greeting. She ached to hear it again.
 
Straightening up in the steel-and-vinyl chair, Stephanie waited for the beep. “Hi, you guys,” she said. She hated the little quaver in her voice. “I just wanted to say Happy Thanksgiving. I miss you. I—I’m between flights, calling from the Spokane airport . . .” She looked around the empty gate area. The janitor had wandered off. “Ah, not much going on, just thinking of you, that’s all. I hope I’m not interrupting your dinner. I’m not sure when you’re having it this year. Anyway, I—”
 
There was a click on the other end. “Aunt Steffi?”
 
“CC?”
 
“Did you get our message?” she asked. “Ernie, Dad, and I—we left you a voice mail on your home line about three hours ago. Happy Thanksgiving . . .”
 
Stephanie smiled wistfully. At least they’d thought of her. “Happy Thanksgiving, sweetie,” she said. “I haven’t checked my messages yet today. I’ve been flying since Monday, lucky me. In fact, I head off to Pocatello in a few minutes. I didn’t interrupt your dinner, did I?”
 
“No, we already ate.” Her voice dropped to a whisper : “Halle tried to cook a Turducken—you know, a chicken inside a duck inside a turkey? Talk about disgusting. This was along with soggy Stovetop Stuffing and instant mashed potatoes, which she somehow managed to screw up, too. I guess she didn’t read the directions right on the Hungry Jack box.”
 
Stephanie glanced at the remainder of her turkey panini in the container on the seat next to her. Suddenly, she didn’t feel so bad.
 
“I was trying to tell Halle about the stuffing Mom made every Thanksgiving. That was so incredible. What was in it again?”
 
“Italian sausage and cornbread,” Stephanie said. “I can’t imagine Halle wanted to hear about it.”
 
“Yeah, at just about that time, she kicked my ass out of the kitchen. Anyway, I’m going vegan after this. I really miss Mom’s cooking.” Stephanie heard her sigh on the other end of the line. “I miss Mom.”
 
“You and me both, honey,” Stephanie murmured. “Her culinary expertise aside, how’s it working out with your new stepmom?”
 
There was a silence on the other end. “Okay, I guess,” CC finally replied.
 
Stephanie had first found out about Halle through CC—in an e-mail, three months after Rebecca’s suicide.
 
Dad started seeing this woman named Halle from Washington, D.C. And get this, Aunt Steffi, I think it’s serious. Can you f-ing believe it? I mean, she’s nice enough & certainly pretty, but what’s Dad doing dating ANYONE this soon after Mom?

 
Stephanie had wondered the same thing.
 
She got the story in bits and pieces. Apparently, Halle had come to New York for a job offer that fell through. While out pounding the pavement for work, she’d ducked into the lobby of Scott’s office building to ditch some creep who had been following her. She asked Scott if he’d act like they were together. They stood there and talked for a few minutes. That had been the start of it. He’d rescued her.
 
“Really, I was the one who got rescued,” Scott had maintained when Stephanie had talked to him on the phone about his new girlfriend. “And for the record, CC’s got it all blown out of proportion. There’s nothing going on. Halle and I are just friends. She’s a terrific person—and an incredible help to me right now . . .”
 
Scott married her two months later, near the end of October.
 
Stephanie wasn’t invited to the wedding. In fact, no one was. Apparently, CC found out about it when her dad and new stepmother returned from an Atlantic City weekend, and sprung the news on her. “At first, I was really PO’d,” CC wrote in her e-mail to Stephanie. “But I guess if he has to marry someone, it might as well be Halle. She’s pretty cool, and lets me do pretty much whatever I want. I really shouldn’t bitch & moan. But the way Dad did it was just so sneaky . . .”
 
CC’s e-mail had come with an attachment: a photo of Scott with his bride. Decked out in a wraparound purple dress that clung to her shapely figure, she nuzzled up beside Scott. Arms entwined, they posed on a balcony overlooking the beach, and she gazed up at him with a dreamy smile. But her face—in profile—was partially obscured by her windblown flaxen hair.
 
Bimbo, Stephanie thought, reviewing the photo and wishing she had a clearer image of her sister’s replacement.
 
She was furious with Scott. Her sister had been dead less than five months, and he’d already gotten married again—to someone she’d never even met. It had to be one of the shortest grieving periods on record. He barely knew this Halle woman, for God’s sake.
 
“Well, of course, you disapprove,” Scott had grumbled when she’d once again grilled him on the phone—this time about his fast-track marriage. “You think no woman is good enough to replace Rebecca. But just ask the kids about Halle. They adore her. I’d like you to meet her. But first, you need to be on board with this, Steffi. I mean, if you can’t be supportive—well, you’re still family and we all love you. But you’re so judgmental . . .”
 
“You know something, Scott? You’re a real asshole.”
 
The conversation—their last—had gone downhill from there.
 
Again, Stephanie had relied on her niece to fill in the blanks. Why had he been in such a hurry to marry her? “Beats me,” CC had told her on the phone a few weeks back. “Something to do with Halle getting a job offer in Philadelphia, and Dad didn’t want to lose her . . .”
 
But he didn’t seem to mind losing his sister-in-law. Stephanie couldn’t help feeling as if she and her sister were no longer part of his life. CC and Ernie were her only family, her last link to her sister. Now those kids had a new stepmother.
 
Part of Stephanie rejoiced knowing the woman couldn’t cook worth shit and they’d all had a lousy Thanksgiving. Another part of her felt sorry for them. She watched the frozen rain slash at the gate area’s floor-to-ceiling windows and listened to the misery in CC’s voice.
 
“Does your dad seem happy?” she asked.
 
“I guess so, I don’t know,” CC replied. “Why don’t you ask him? HEY, DAD!”
 
“Oh, no, listen, don’t bother him—”
 
“He wants to talk to you,” CC said. “He told me to call him when we finished. He’s right here. I miss you, Aunt Steffi. Happy Turkey Day. Fly safe.”
 
“Thanks, honey,” she said. She heard some murmuring on the other end.
 
“Close the door, will ya, CC?” Scott said, his voice a bit muffled. There was a beat, and then he came in loud and clear: “Steffi?”
 
“Hi, Scott,” she said, trying to sound pleasant. “Happy Thanksgiving.”
 
“From what I heard on the answering machine before CC grabbed the phone, I gather you’re in the airport between flights. Can’t be much of a holiday for you, huh?”
 
“No, not much,” she admitted. She thought he sounded a bit drunk. Scott always took on a nasally tone whenever he’d had a few drinks.
 
“Listen, Steffi,” he whispered. “I feel crappy about the last time we talked. You had every reason to be pissed off at me. In fact, go ahead with the ‘I told you so.’ I have it coming. You were right, you know. I shouldn’t have married so soon after . . .”
 
He fell silent for a moment. Maybe he expected her to say something.
 
“Don’t get me wrong,” he continued. “Halle’s wonderful. But it’s been a challenge. I constantly test her patience, because I still miss Rebecca. I miss her something fierce. It’s crazy, I know. Anyway, go ahead and say, ‘I told you so.’ ”
 
“No, I don’t think I will,” Stephanie murmured. It wouldn’t have given her much satisfaction. And it wouldn’t have brought her sister back.
 
“I don’t know why I was so hell-bent to marry Halle so quickly,” he said. Stephanie thought she heard ice rattling in a glass—and then him slurping. “Guess I just wanted to feel normal again—and I didn’t want to lose her. She was the first decent thing to happen to me since Rebecca. But like I say, I’m just not over her. As much as I’ve tried, I can’t wrap my head around what she did. It still gnaws away at me.”
 
Stephanie found herself nodding over the phone. “Not a day goes by that I don’t ask myself why . . .”
 
“Did she ever say anything to you about a Father’s Day card?” he asked.
 
Stephanie frowned. “What Father’s Day card?”
 
“Nothing, it’s just Father’s Day was that same weekend, and I—well, never mind. If she got some upsetting news that day, she would have called you, right? I mean, you two talked about everything. You two didn’t have any secrets from each other.”
 
“Well, that’s what I used to think,” Stephanie said. She and Scott had been through all this before. It was actually a relief to know she wasn’t the only one still haunted by what her sister had done.
 
“What did you start to say about Father’s Day?” she asked, her grip tightening on the cell phone. “If you know or suspect something, tell me. I don’t care how far-fetched it seems, any theory you have—any possible explanation—”
 
“Rebecca scribbled something on the bathroom mirror in lipstick,” he said, cutting her off. “I—I wiped it clean before the cops or anyone else could see.”
 
“What?” she whispered. She couldn’t believe he hadn’t said anything about this before. “Becky wrote something on the mirror—you mean, like a suicide note? You’re just telling me this now?”
 
There was silence on the other end of the line.
 
“What did she write?”
 
More silence.
 
“Scott, for God’s sake, what did it say? Why did you erase it?”
 
“All it said was, ‘Hate you,’ ” he muttered. “I’m assuming it was meant for me, but I’m not sure why—or what it means. I couldn’t face anyone asking me about it, especially when I had no idea what the answer was. Whatever, it made me ashamed. So—I—I erased the damn thing.”
 
Stephanie numbly stared at the storm outside. She wondered what Scott had done to push Rebecca toward suicide. What was he hiding? Or did he truly not have a clue?
 
“Steffi, are you there?”
 
“Yes,” she said, straightening in the chair.
 
“There was never any problem between Rebecca and me that we couldn’t work out,” he said, his words slurred. “I just don’t get it . . .”
 
A beep sounded on the line. Stephanie squinted at the screen on her cell: 


PAC CASCADE SKYWYS

 
It was the airline dispatcher. She realized she was late checking in for her next flight. They were probably wondering where she was. It went to her voice mail.
 
“Scott, I’ve got to go,” she said, gathering up her meager dinner.
 
“You’re mad, you’re upset.”
 
“The airline’s trying to get ahold of me. And yes, I’m upset, but more confused than anything else. I’ll call you tomorrow morning, okay?”
 
“All right, but listen, I want you to think about something—”
 
“Scott, I really have to go.”
 
“I get it. But I’m just saying I want you to come stay with us at Christmas—if you can get the time off. Will you think about it? I want you to meet Halle. And besides, if today proved anything, it’s that we need you here to help us through the next major holiday.”
 
Stephanie smiled. “I’ll think about it. Talk to you tomorrow, okay?”
 
“Happy Thanksgiving, Steffi.”
 
She stuffed the remnants of her dinner into a trash can. “Happy Thanksgiving, Scott.”
 
Stephanie heard him hang up on the other end of the line as she hurried toward her departing gate. She would have to wait until later to think about Rebecca’s cryptic message on the mirror.
 
Right now, she had to navigate through a storm.

 



CHAPTER THREE
 
Salt Lake City
 
 

 
The screen panel in front of Stephanie showed her heart rate was 109. In the last three minutes she’d been going nowhere for 0.22 miles at 66 RPM. After spending most of her day in a cockpit staring at a panel of lights, numbers, and buttons, she unwound on an elliptical machine, staring at a panel of lights, numbers, and buttons. It was one of two elliptical machines in the Holiday Inn’s mini-gym.
 
Stephanie was the only one in the place at 9:20 on that Thanksgiving night.
 
As one of three female pilots with the airline, Stephanie was sort of a loner. She always felt like she had to set an example. She didn’t want to be seen in the hotel bar, not even with a Coke in her hand, because someone might think there was rum in it. The flight attendants didn’t associate with her, because she wasn’t quite one of them. Whenever they had a layover, and the flight attendants partied in one of the hotel rooms, Stephanie wasn’t invited. So she always took to the hotel gym. It beat sitting alone in her room in front of the Food Network.
 
She hadn’t quite worked up a sweat yet. Her brown hair was swept back in a ponytail, and she wore black sweatpants and a Pacific Cascade Skyways T-shirt. With her iPhone headset, she listened to her “workout” compilation of 1980s hits. The same lineup of familiar favorite songs was a comfort while on the road in various hotels. Right now, Corey Hart was singing “Sunglasses at Night.” He drowned out the low-volume chatter from the TV on the wall. The E! Channel was having some “Celebrity Train Wreck” countdown, with comments from a bunch of comedians she’d never heard of.
 
Outside the window to her left, a light snow gently fell. Two big windows in front of her looked at the indoor pool and Jacuzzi—both deserted. The lights were dimmed in there, and the rippling shadows from the illuminated pool made the place look eerie.
 
As she toiled away on the apparatus, Stephanie tried to focus on the numbers flashing across the panel in front of her. But she couldn’t stop thinking about Scott’s revelation earlier today. Before slashing her own throat, Rebecca had left a note telling Scott that she hated him. Why? What had he done to her?
 
Scott had been right: at the first sign of a crisis, Rebecca and she were on the phone with each other. Why hadn’t her sister called her that day? Had suicide been Rebecca’s only option?
 
Stephanie wished she could discuss it with someone. But the only person she could talk to wouldn’t appreciate her calling right now.
 
He was having Thanksgiving with his family.
 
It was an hour earlier in Portland. Still, they should have wrapped things up by now. Certainly he realized her first Thanksgiving since her sister’s death would be rough on her. He should have snuck away and called her on his cell. He’d done that last year—or had it been on Christmas?
 
She’d been seeing Oregon Congressman Jim Dunning for over two years now. But practically no one knew about it.
 
Rebecca used to say that on some subconscious level, Stephanie had paired up with a man who wasn’t really available to her. Maybe after the sudden deaths of their mom and dad, she’d been afraid to depend on anyone again. So it was safer to go after someone who would never fully belong to her.
 
Perhaps her sister was right. At one time, she’d come to depend on Rebecca and Scott, too. But while she’d been attending college in Eugene, they’d up and moved from Portland to the other side of the country. If she was truly wary of becoming too reliant on someone, her sister and brother-in-law had sure contributed to that hang-up. But she’d never told Rebecca that.
 
She’d met Jim Dunning during a rare “whitemare” snowstorm that had closed the Portland airport one night two Decembers ago. The airline had sent her home, but she’d missed the last shuttle downtown. Stephanie was shivering and wet from the thick snow that practically came down sideways. Towing her small suitcase on wheels, she’d been trying in vain to hail a taxi when a limousine pulled up to the Arrivals curb. The back window descended with a hum, and the passenger inside smiled out at her. He reminded her of Tom Hanks. When he asked if she needed a ride, he seemed more friendly than flirty. She liked how he got out and helped her with her suitcase—instead of letting his chauffeur take care of it.
 
The drive to her house over icy roads was intense and scary. They passed several cars that had spun off the road, their hazard lights flashing in the snowy night. Once she’d told him she was a pilot, Stephanie had to act like the winter storm was no big deal. But after a while, she didn’t have to fake it. Something about Jim Dunning made her feel safe.
 
He was honest with her from the start. On their first date, he told her that his wife had died eight months before, succumbing to a long battle with cancer. He had a ten-year-old daughter, Maura, who still struggled with the loss. He’d just been reelected to his congressional seat, thanks mostly to campaign funds from his deceased wife’s rich, influential parents. He had absolutely no business dating anyone at that point in time. Even if he and she ended up hitting it off, they’d have to keep their relationship hush-hush for a while. Stephanie remembered him saying he wouldn’t blame her if she refused to go out with him again.
 
Two years later, she lamented over the phone to her sister that she had only herself to blame. She’d known the score when she’d started seeing Jim. He hadn’t deceived her at all.
 
“Yeah, well, he’s deceiving his constituents and his in-laws and his daughter,” Rebecca had pointed out. “As far as they’re concerned, you don’t exist. I don’t condone it, but I can understand why he kept you a secret for a few months after the election. His ‘handsome widower’ image won him the lonely housewife vote. All right, yeah, I get it. But it’s been going on way too long, Steffi. You need to tell him, ‘Either we go public or I go.’ ”
 
Stephanie simply couldn’t issue that ultimatum to him. What if he told her to go?
 
Jim had tried a few times to tell his daughter and in-laws that he wanted to start dating again. But apparently whenever the subject came up, his daughter would get teary and his in-laws turned cold with disapproval. At least, that was what he claimed. So Stephanie never had any dates out with him in public, except at a handful of little restaurants that had become their regular secret spots.
 
His in-laws were a constant presence and kept him on a tight leash. Jim was always terrified they—or perhaps his political enemies—were having him watched. Whenever Stephanie sensed that paranoia in him, it made everything seem so ugly and sordid. What drove her crazy was that absolutely no one was getting hurt by their relationship—no one except her.
 
“You’re there for him,” Rebecca had said. “But he’s never really there for you.”
 
In the wake of her suicide, Rebecca’s prophecy was fulfilled. Stephanie realized Jim had a tough time fitting her sister’s death into his busy schedule. To his credit, he’d managed to drive by Stephanie’s house to console her for forty-five minutes before she’d taken off to New York for her sister’s funeral. He’d given her a blooming plant with a sympathy card, and arranged for a limo to take her to the airport. During the cross-country flight, she kept thinking, If only he’d driven me to the airport himself, it might have made a difference. Instead, he’d just stuck her in the limo and waved a somber good-bye.
 
Of course, she never voiced her disappointment to him. She didn’t make any demands or issue any ultimatums. With Rebecca gone, she couldn’t risk losing anyone else who was important to her.
 
Stephanie remembered the argument she’d had with Scott on the phone after finding out about his hasty marriage to Halle. “Know what I think?” he’d retorted at one point. “I think you’re jealous. Makes sense you’d jump all over my ass for not taking a long enough ‘grieving period.’ Tell me, how long has your congressman-boyfriend been grieving for his dead wife? Almost three years, right? Is that how long I’m supposed to wait, Steffi? Am I supposed to string Halle along for another two years—the way Jim’s been stringing you along? I don’t think Halle would stand for it. I’m sorry, but not everyone is as big a chump as you are, Steffi.”
 
As she watched her heart rate go up to 120 on the elliptical machine, Stephanie told herself not to expect a call from Jim tonight. He was with his family. “As far as they’re concerned, you don’t exist.” Here she had this revelation about her sister’s suicide, and she couldn’t tell the one person closest to her—not until he called her.
 
Scott was right, damn him. She was a chump.
 
Looking up, she glimpsed the silhouette of a tall man at the double doors leading to the pool area. He stood in the doorway for a moment.
 
Stephanie realized she was staring. She glanced up and feigned interest in the E! Channel. Then out of the corner of her eye, she noticed the doors closing. One of them kept swinging back and forth on its own. She didn’t see the man. Had he gone? Or had he ducked into the pool area?
 
Stephanie’s heart rate reading on the machine shot up to 141. She stopped walking in place and tried to catch her breath.
 
The pool area still looked deserted.
 
She took off her headset. She didn’t hear anything past the E! Channel’s announcer. She told herself
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



EPILOGUE
 
Saturday, June 22—6:40 A.M. 
Glenview, Illinois
 
 

 
“I need to make a confession,” Barton Jayne told the priest.
 
He was standing outside the rectory door. The old man wore an old, ill-fitting blue suit and a slightly threadbare maroon tie.
 
Father Stutesman had been getting dressed for seven o’clock services when the doorbell rang. He knew he didn’t look very dignified in his T-shirt, black slacks, and stocking feet. He was a spry seventy-six, with receding gray hair and a goatee.
 
He opened the door wider. “Okay, come in, Barton.”
 
“Not here,” he said. “In the church confessional.”
 
Father Stutesman glanced at his watch and sighed. “All right, I’ll meet you over there. Let me grab a sweater and put my shoes on . . .”
 
Nodding, the caretaker headed toward the church.
 
The pastor finished dressing. He was the one who had hired Barton Jayne years back. He thought the old man was an odd duck. But Barton worked cheaply and he was dependable. He described himself as a Christian, but as far as Father Stutesman knew, he didn’t belong to any particular church. Barton Jayne certainly didn’t attend St. Paul’s. Otherwise he’d have known they’d stopped hearing formal confessions ages ago. In fact, for years now, Father Stutesman had been using one of the two confessional booths to store prayer books.
 
Father Stutesman was pretty mellow about different rules and regulations. That was why he let Mr. Jayne put up a tombstone—with no actual grave—in their little cemetery. And that was why he was now walking over to the church to hear Barton’s confession when the old man wasn’t even Episcopalian.
 
Barton had unlocked the church door for him, but the only light he’d switched on was the one over the confessional boxes. Father Stutesman knocked on the cubicle they weren’t using for storage. “You in there, Barton?” he asked. His voice echoed a bit in the quiet, empty church.
 
Mr. Jayne grunted an affirmative.
 
Father Stutesman stepped inside the cubicle and sat down. He put a purple stole over his shoulders, made a sign of the cross, and then slid open the little door between him and Mr. Jayne. Through the intricate latticework in the screen he could just make out the old man sitting there in the dark.
 
“Barton?”
 
He’d expected him to start with the formal confession recital. The door sliding open was his cue to pray, “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned . . .”
 
Mr. Jayne didn’t bother with that. “Someone called me fifteen minutes ago, asking if I was Barton Jayne,” he explained. “They asked if I was home at 1947 Harms. I said yes, and they hung up. I know it was the police. They’re coming for me. In fact, I’m sure they’ll be here any minute. So I want to confess . . .”
 
Puzzled, Father Stutesman leaned closer to the screen. He took a deep breath and tried to sound calm. “Um, what sins do you want to confess?”
 
“I helped my daughter kill ten people,” he said—without a hint of emotion in his voice. “Some of them were children. She killed a few others, too, before I became part of what she was doing.”
 
“What?” the priest asked. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing.
 
“I’m not sure if this confession will work,” the old man said, “because I’m not a bit sorry.”
 
“Wait a minute, Barton. What—”
 
Father Stutesman heard a click.
 
The shot echoed throughout the empty church.
 
Horror-struck, the priest felt blood spray through the screen’s latticework and onto his face. He heard the gun drop, and the body in the next cubicle crumpling to the floor.
 
And then, in the distance, he heard police sirens.
 
 

 
 

 
Monday, June 24—2:48 P.M. 
Seattle
 
 

 
 
“Every Father’s Day for the last few years, my dad got an unsigned card in the mail,” Ryan said. “Did you get them, too?”
 
Mr. Metcalf nodded. Sitting up in the hospital bed, he had a tube in his nose. He was also hooked up to an IV drip. He wore a pale green hospital gown that made his complexion look sallow. The TV on the wall had a Mariners game on mute. The table across the room was full of flowers and cards. A shimmery orange, purple, and yellow Get Well balloon was tied to one corner of his headboard.
 
The bullet from the Glock 19 had punctured Mr. Metcalf’s right lung. But he’d come through five-hour surgery the day before with flying colors. They planned to take him out of intensive care tomorrow—if his condition remained stable.
 
In his wheel chair, Ryan sat at Mr. Metcalf ’s bedside. He wore cargo shorts and a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up. His leg was in a blue fiberglass cast. Alison—and Danny especially—were disappointed they couldn’t sign it. Danny had spent last night here at Swedish Hospital, mostly in observation to make sure there were no aftereffects from the two hours he’d been in shock. His older sister had spent half the night with him. He’d been discharged this morning.
 
Alison’s father suddenly looked like he was in pain. “What did you tell the police?”
 
“About the Father’s Day cards?” Ryan shook his head. “I didn’t tell them anything.”
 
He shifted in the bed. “Because of those cards, for a while there, I thought Selena might have disappeared on her own accord and had a child. But if she killed herself the next day, I don’t understand what those Father’s Day cards were about . . .”
 
Ryan shrugged. “It made you think of Selena, didn’t it?” he asked. “Maybe that was the point. I know those cards really unnerved my father.”
 
“I don’t see what good it’ll do to tell the police about them. But if you feel it’s necessary, go ahead. I’ll back you up. I kept this thing a secret for so many years, I’m tired of it. I’d just as soon have it all out in the open.”
 
“I wouldn’t mind burying it,” Ryan admitted. “I told Stephanie, and she didn’t see any point in having people wonder about her brother-in-law possibly fathering a kid when it really didn’t happen. It just gives folks the wrong idea. Plus my grandmother doesn’t need to know. Right now, I think a part of her is just grateful to know my dad didn’t embezzle all that money and then kill his family.” Ryan shrugged. “I mean, he was kind of a—jerk. But he really wasn’t that bad.”
 
“I wish I could say I liked your dad, but—” Mr. Metcalf seemed to work up a smile. “Well, I think his son’s pretty terrific. I know Alison has already developed a little crush on you, and I approve.”
 
Two of Mr. Metcalf ’s coworkers from the TV station were waiting to visit him. There were limits on the number of visitors for patients in the ICU. Ryan awkwardly shook hands with Alison’s father before he wheeled himself out of the room.
 
Dressed in a pink sleeveless shirt and khakis, Alison was waiting in the hallway. She had her curly brown hair in a ponytail. Her wrists still had burn marks on them from the rope. “Danny wants to push you around the block in your wheelchair,” she announced. “Are you up for it?”
 
Ryan smiled and nodded. “Sure.”
 
“He’s waiting down in the lobby,” she said. “He’s really hyper today. I almost liked him better when he was catatonic. I’ll take you down to him.” She started pushing him in the wheelchair down the hospital corridor. “How was your talk with my dad?”
 
“Enlightening,” Ryan said. “He said you have a crush on me.”
 
“Oh, he’s so pumped full of drugs and painkillers. He’s close to delirious.”
 
Ryan laughed. He reached back and put his hand over hers.
 
“You know, you’re going back to Chicago, and I’m staying here in Seattle,” she said.
 
“You don’t think we could handle a long-distance thing?” he asked. “I mean, I started thinking maybe I should apply to the University of Washington for next year.”
 
“I’ll still be in high school,” Alison reminded him. She stopped in front of the elevator and pushed the Down button. “So that means I’ll be one of those cool seniors who’s dating a guy in college.”
 
“And I’ll be one of those d-bags in college who’s dating a high-school girl,” Ryan said.
 
She laughed, then bent down and kissed the top of his head.
 
“I’m cool with that if you are,” he said.
 
“Well, let’s just see what happens.”
 
Ryan squeezed her hand. “I didn’t ask your dad what he thinks will happen with his job. I mean, all this stuff coming out about what went on when he was a teenager, it could get kind of weird for him, being in the public eye and all.”
 
The elevator doors opened, and she wheeled him aboard. “Well, so far, the station’s pretty supportive, and they have most of the facts. I guess we’ll just have to see how the public reacts. Who knows?”
 
“It’ll get weird for you, too,” Ryan said, over the quiet hum of the elevator. They were alone in there. “You’ll probably have to put up with a lot of shit from people at school. Will you be okay?”
 
“I was just thinking about that,” she said. “I mean, I killed someone. I poisoned her. Like people aren’t going to talk? But I don’t have any regrets. I still remember how grateful I was to see her walk into the room with that liqueur in the Mrs. Butterworth’s bottle. I just kept thinking and praying, ‘Drink it, drink it.’ I don’t think anyone at school would understand that, not the way you and I do. You know, I remember the day my Mom was killed. She came by the school, because she was worried about me. And I was so friggin’ embarrassed. All I could think about was what people thought of me. I was such a brat to her. Now, when I wonder what they’ll say about me or my dad, it doesn’t really matter. I mean, the hell with them, you know?”
 
The elevator doors opened. Ryan squeezed her hand again. “I think my new girlfriend is pretty cool,” he whispered.
 
 

 
 

 
Monday, June 24—6:55 P.M. 
Oakland
 
 

 
 
Several of Jenny Ballatore’s neighbors threw her and Simon a welcome home party when she returned to the Bay Vista Apartments. She was their local celebrity. She’d been in the news and on TV. She was even getting offers from film people and publishers for the rights to her story. One agent kept hounding her, “I can see Reese Witherspoon playing you in the film version!” Jenny took it in her stride. She had a feeling the media frenzy would die down soon enough.
 
All the attention took her mind off the fact that she had a broken ankle—from kicking at that drawer panel in the Winnebago for so long. It had taken her another hour to tear away at her restraints with a sharp hinge on the broken drawer. Jenny had hoped to signal a passing car on the Interstate. But then she’d discovered the bedroom window had been sealed shut and painted gray.
 
When her captor had parked the vehicle and left, Jenny hobbled from the bedroom to the front of the Winnebago. She’d thought there would be little chance of escape—until she discovered he’d left his key in the ignition.
 
Somehow, it hadn’t hurt her foot too much to push down on the accelerator.
 
She’d made a new friend that night—in Stephanie Coburn. Stephanie kept saying that Jenny had saved her life. But Jenny thought it was the other way around.
 
Her landlord, along with a few neighbors, had cleaned up the mess left behind by her abductors. For Jenny, it felt good to be back, and know the sheer delight in another boring night at home with her cat.
 
Best of all, everything she’d written down on her wish list came back to her.
 
 

 
 

 
Wednesday, August 21—11:44 A.M. 
Portland
 
 

 
 
Stephanie had only a few minutes before she needed to leave for the airport. She wasn’t looking forward to this six-day stint coming up. The long, lonely stretches away from home were becoming tougher to handle now that things had changed.
 
It had been over a month since the FAA had cleared her of any misconduct charges. Pacific Cascade Skyways paid her the back wages lost while she’d been on the enforced leave of absence. Good thing, too, because she’d had to start all over with a new place to live, new furniture, and new everything.
 
She found a spacious two-bedroom apartment in Portland’s trendy Pearl District. It had a fireplace and a panoramic view of the city. She was now surrounded by several pieces of furniture that had been in storage in Croton since last January. They were pieces from Rebecca and Scott’s house—and before that, they’d been in her parents’ home. Having these things around her every day, it was easy to forget they’d once been police-tagged or dusted for fingerprints. She held onto the good memories. The figurine of the old lady selling balloons had a spot in the bookcase by the mantel. Stephanie had even figured out where she’d put her Christmas tree in December. This year, it would be real.
 
She could have left early for PDX, then had her coffee and checked her e-mails there. But—for obvious reasons—she’d given up her guilty-pleasure ritual of coffee and a croissant at the airport’s Beaverton Bakery Café.
 
She savored these last few minutes at home. She sat in front of her desktop computer in the guest room. The dark cherry antique desk, which used to be her dad’s, was beside a window with a view of the river. Stephanie checked her e-mails, a task she’d faced with some trepidation back in June. Funny thing, with all the hate email she’d received, only a handful of those people had bothered to write back with an apology after the FAA had publicly exonerated her. Stephanie figured they must have been busy writing nasty e-mails to new people.
 
She never heard from Ronald Mady or Calvin Davis—or their mothers. And that was just fine. But thanks in part to her, the New York police were forced to reconsider murder charges against the two Bronx teenagers.
 
Stephanie continued to be a pain in the neck to certain people. But it seemed to be paying off, or so she read in an e-mail from Halle Driscoll’s cousin, Deborah Neff: 


Dear Stephanie,
 
Thank you so much for your tireless efforts to redirect money from Nicole Jayne’s estate back to the families of her victims. As you know, my aunt and uncle went broke covering the debts that woman racked up on Halle’s accounts. They’ve been struggling emotionally and financially ever since. They couldn’t afford a lawyer to get them any compensation. I doubt they could have found one who was as strong an advocate for them as you have been. I know you’ve met with a lot of resistance and had to cut through a lot of red tape to help us recoup some of our losses. Well, Stephanie, I just thought you should know. My aunt and uncle received a check today for $13,655. I know you had a lot to do with that. I can’t tell you how happy they were—and how much they needed that money . . .

 
“Good,” Stephanie whispered to herself.
 
After ripping off so many people, Nicole Jayne had about $290,000 in assets. For the last few weeks, Stephanie and Scott’s lawyer friend, Bradley Reece, had been battling an insurance company and some law firm out of Las Vegas, both of which seemed reluctant to part with that money—even though it wasn’t theirs. It belonged to the families of Nicole’s victims and the people she’d robbed.
 
Stephanie marked Deborah’s e-mail KEEP AS NEW and made a mental note to call Brad sometime during her layover. She wanted to make sure the other families were receiving checks, too.
 
She didn’t recognize the sender of the next e-mail on the list: adele@bcurtisagency.com.
 
Dear Ms. Coburn,
 
 

 
I believe the story of your amazing journey during the last year would make an excellent book. Despite the odds, tragedies, and the attempts on your life, you never gave up your search for the truth. Yours is the kind of story that inspires . . .

 
Stephanie didn’t read any more. She and Jenny Ballatore compared notes on all the book and movie offers coming their way. So far, the tone of each offer was “act now while you’re still hot.” So they weren’t acting now. They’d decided to wait.
 
She marked the e-mail KEEP AS NEW and stared at the name on the next e-mail. It was his private e-mail address: jimdunning22@gbmail.com. With a sigh she clicked on READ: 


Hey You,
 
Well, you don’t know how many times I’ve wanted to pick up the phone and call you. I’ve missed you terribly. It’s taken me these last couple of months to realize just how right you were to break up with me. You were getting a raw deal. But you were very wrong about one thing. You underestimated just how important you’ve been to me. Though it might not have seemed that way, I always put you first . . .

 
“Oh, yeah, right,” Stephanie mumbled. “Please . . .”
 
. . . I’ve done a lot of soul searching in these last two months, two very lonely months. I’m not the same inflexible workaholic you knew. My relationship with my in-laws has changed for the better, and I now feel . . .

 
She clicked on DELETE, and watched his e-mail vanish. She thought about when Rebecca had died, and how Jim had arranged for a limo to take her to the airport. He couldn’t even spare the time to drive her himself.
 
Well, she couldn’t spare the time for him now.
 
Stephanie clicked on the next e-mail, this one from Ryeguy66@comcast.com.
 
Hi, Stephanie,
 
Thought of you this morning. Billy & I drove to St. Paul’s in Glenview, and I put some flowers on Selena Jayne’s grave at the cemetery there. I figured out it’s the anniversary of her death, and no one else was around to commemorate that. So I decided to do something. It’s weird. I know Nicole and her father were both cremated. Selena’s the only one in the family with a gravestone, and she isn’t even in that grave. I guess we’ll never know where her body got buried. It’s kind of sad.
 
 

 
I hope you’re doing okay. I still talk and text with Alison every day. I wish I were like you and worked for an airline. I’d fly to Seattle every chance I got.
 
 

 
The cast comes off next week, but the doctor says there’s no way I can play football this year. My dad’s dream of me getting a football scholarship to Notre Dame isn’t going to happen. But that was his dream, not mine. I’m keeping my fingers crossed for U of Washington next year.
 
 

 
Well, I should scram. I just wanted to tell you that you were on my mind today. I hope wherever you are when you get this, you’re doing great.
 
 

 
Take Care, 
Your Friend, Ryan

 
Stephanie clicked on the KEEP AS NEW option. Answering the e-mails would give her something to do at the hotel in Salt Lake City tonight.
 
There was a knock on her door.
 
Switching off the computer, she picked up her coffee cup and carried it to the door. She opened the door and smiled at the handsome man across her threshold. He had wavy brown hair and a bit of beard stubble. “Taxi’s ready, ma’am,” he announced.
 
“Thanks,” Stephanie said, kissing him. “Your timing’s perfect.”
 
Steve McKinney took the coffee cup from her and sipped some. “I’m giving you the bum’s rush, hon. Traffic’s kind of nuts right now. So we better hurry.”
 
“Okay,” she said, touching his cheek for a moment.
 
He’d come to her rescue that night her house had been destroyed. And then again, when he’d FedEx’d her phone to her.
 
Stephanie still had his card from when he’d given it to her in his cab. She’d called and asked to take him out to lunch. Stephanie had owed him at least that much. At the restaurant, she’d apologized for lying to him about having a husband who knocked her around.
 
“I’m glad to hear you’re not in that kind of situation,” Steve had told her. “And I’m glad you’re not married.”
 
She often wished she could pick up the phone, call Rebecca, and tell her sister that she was in love. Yes, the guy was a taxi driver. The way Stephanie looked at it, they were both in transportation. He had a sideline as a freelance editor—fine-tuning everything from medical journals to the romance novels a Portland writer churned out three times a year. But until he got a few more steady clients, Steve would be driving a taxi as well.
 
“I’ll take your bag down to the cab and wait for you,” he said, handing the coffee cup back to her. He grabbed the pull handle to her carry-on, which was by the front door. “By the way, could you check your calendar and see if you’re free on the Sunday after you get back? My folks want you to come to dinner.”
 
“Sure thing,” she said. “See you down there, sweetie. I’ll just be a minute.”
 
She watched Steve roll her bag out to the hallway. He closed the door behind him. In the two months since they’d started dating, she’d gotten together with his family four times. She’d spent three years with Jim, and as far as his family was concerned, she hadn’t even existed.
 
Taking her coffee cup into the kitchen, she made sure the Mr. Coffee machine was unplugged and that the stove was off. She checked her wall calendar to confirm she was free that Sunday. She was.
 
Stephanie glanced out the kitchen window and down at the street. His taxi was parked in front of her building. Smiling, she watched him load her bag in the back seat. “I’m doing okay, Rebecca,” she whispered.
 
At last, she’d found someone who was there for her, someone who put her first.
 
And he always made time to drive her to the airport.
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