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  Chapter 1
The Great Eastern Ultra Triathlon


They’re all out there somewhere, 120-odd competitors stretched across four and a half miles of Chesapeake, but for the most part, I’m oblivious. The wind is blowing hard, and I’m trying to keep from tipping over, paddling furiously. It’s slow going, as both the wind and the tide are against me, but inch by inch, we make our way to the state park. I’m in a kayak, one of the safety volunteers, and I have a woman in tow. We just met out there in the middle of the gray washing machine of the bay, when I spotted a swimmer drifting on her back with one hand held high. That is the signal for help, and when I came over to check on her, she grabbed onto the side immediately, saying, “Oh thank you, thank you. I can’t see, I don’t know where I am.” Then she threw up, down her wetsuit and into the water. 
When she can talk again, she tells me that her name is Kelsey, and that she got seasick swimming and bouncing through the chop. She felt dizzy and was afraid she would black out. I told her that if she could hold on to the back of the kayak, I would pull her to land, and that is what we are doing now. When we finally reach the shore, Kelsey crawls up until she gets to dry sand and stays on her knees, her head resting on the ground, cradled in her arms, essentially in what in yoga class we would call child’s pose. 
Exhausted, I slowly extricate myself from the kayak, pull it up the beach, and plunk down next to Kelsey, breathing hard until I catch my breath. Only then do I look around for the source of a loud and sustained motor noise and notice the helicopter, and the crowd of people a short distance away. As I watch, the helicopter lands, and something—or rather someone, lying on one of those stretchers you see lifeguards use—is quickly hoisted on board. Then it takes off again. Kelsey has turned around and is sitting up, watching too. The crowd begins to disperse and walk in our direction.
My name, by the way, is Lily Piper, and I make my living as a yoga instructor at the Eye of Horus studio in Bethesda, Maryland, about an hour’s drive from here. Over the past year or so I’ve also become an aficionado of open water swimming, and getting a close-up look at this herculean one had seemed like a good idea a month ago. Now, I’m not so sure.
“What happened?” I call to one of the passing spectators.
“Someone drowned,” he calls back. 
“Oh, no. That’s awful,” says Kelsey.
I nod in agreement, and turn again to watch the helicopter until it disappears from view. I don’t yet know who it is in that helicopter, or the details of what happened. But soon I will learn that the body is not that of some stranger, and that this is no simple drowning, no sad accident in what can be a dangerous sport. It is so much more awful than that.
For now, I concentrate on looking out across the vast estuary, where here and there I can still make out a few neon-capped swimmers bobbing far away, some of the other volunteers in their kayaks, and, just barely, a police boat following them all to the other shore. It was densely foggy at the start, as well as windy, and even now visibility is not very good. I think of my friend Tessa, who is probably still out there, and fervently hope that she is safe paddling through the waves. We signed up together to be escorts for this first leg of the Great Eastern Ultra Triathlon, a two-day event that comprises 240 miles of biking and a 30-mile run in addition to the swim across the bay. It’s a legendary race that Tessa has been eyeing for years, wanting to take on the challenge but intimidated by the enormity of the distances. 
When I brought up the idea of volunteering, she jumped at the chance. For my part, I wanted to watch and cheer on some friends of mine, members of a team from Pennsylvania who are trying to make a name for themselves on a national level. Being a volunteer sounded like more fun than just watching from the sidelines, and I, too, thought I’d see more of the race. As it turned out, the fog and the size of the waves whipped by the wind made it all but impossible to see much of anything from the low vantage point of our kayaks, not to mention the fact that it took all of our concentration to keep moving in the right direction while looking out for swimmers in trouble. This in itself proved easier said than done, as their black wetsuits disappeared all too easily in the dark water, with only the bright swim caps—different colors designating gender and age group—clearly discernible. 
Bringing Kelsey back to the start meant I completely missed the transition to the first day’s bike leg on the other side, my only chance of seeing any of my friends today. With Kelsey having assured me she is fine now that we’re back on solid ground, I head over to the volunteer tent to check in. When I arrive, there’s already a crowd milling around, eating and chatting, although everyone speaks in hushed tones. I help myself to a free can of soda and a banana, and listen to the surrounding babble. 
Some people are comparing personal “war stories” about how tough the conditions were out there, but most of the talk is about the helicopter. I glean it was a guy who drowned, and that race personnel called the helicopter at first hoping to save his life, but it was too late. Nevertheless, his body was being rushed to Austin Hill Hospital in Bethesda, in case they find he’d checked the “organ donor” box on his registration form. There still might be something they can save. 
My phone dings, and it’s a text from Tessa: she’s on the shuttle and should be here in about twenty minutes. I can’t help but be relieved that she is out of the water, safe and sound, and I reply with a thumbs-up emoji. Tessa and I have been friends since I was a little kid and she was my babysitter. She is the one who inspired me to take up swimming and try some open water events, now a shared passion that has brought us even closer. We drove here together early this morning in Tessa’s car, which already seems like an eternity ago. I wonder briefly about her impressions and whether she still hankers to take part in this competition one day. I can’t fathom it myself; I’m already bone-tired. 
Since I’m waiting for Tessa and still have my phone in my hand, I consider giving Karen a call. Karen Ellsworth is both a friend and a yoga client of mine, and she works as an administrator at Austin Hill. It’s the weekend, but I’m sure she’ll be interested to hear what happened.
“Hey!” Karen says, picking up on the second ring. “How’s the race? Did you see any of our buddies?”
Karen also knows the team from Pennsylvania and knows I’m volunteering today. At first, she starts laughing when I describe how, no, I could see absolutely nothing and absolutely no one who wasn’t within about a 50-foot radius of my kayak. 
“It was really wild out there,” I tell her. “They delayed the start and almost canceled the swim portion because of the strength of the riptides, and because the waves were making it so hard for all the safety boats, but the forecast was good and things were starting to calm down.”
Then I tell her about the guy who drowned, and that his body was sent to Austin Hill. 
“That’s terrible,” she says, her levity gone, and asks, “Do you know who it was?”
“No, they’re not giving out any details. But I thought you’d want to know, since it’s your hospital.”
“I am curious, especially since you were right there and saw it. I’ll check on Monday to see what I can find out,” Karen replies. “I’m glad you’re all done and that you’re okay! Guess we’ll have to wait to hear from the crew how they did when we see them. They’re probably all on their bikes by now, right? I hope they do well.”
“Yeah—me too!” 
When Tessa arrives on the shuttle and we’re finally on the road home, we also discuss the drowning but only in a vague, “can you imagine” kind of way. Tessa herself is strong, and smart, and always prepared when she competes, so the possibility that such a fate could ever befall her has never entered my head until now. I look over at her as she drives, her blond hair tangled from the wind, her cheeks sunbaked and salty, and yet as beautiful and vibrant as ever. The thought is gone before it even fully forms, as I remind myself that accidents like these are rare.
When I get home, I check the event website. There is a brief blurb that says only that a fatality occurred, and that relatives are being notified. Facebook is equally unhelpful, because while there are a lot of comments about whether the organizers should have canceled that portion after all, there are no specifics on who the victim was or the definitive cause of death. There’s a report about the race on the regular TV evening news, too, but they don’t mention the name of the person who died, only that it was a man in his twenties.
As disturbing as it is to remember the sight of that helicopter, to know that someone in the race drowned, I have no doubt whatsoever that our friends, who are all so tough and who have so much experience, are fine, and that I will hear from them soon. My initial sense of real apprehension comes when Karen calls me at exactly 11:51 am on Monday morning. She knows the class I’m teaching ends at 11:50, so this is literally the very first minute that I might actually pick up.






  
  Chapter 2
Whose Body?


“Have you heard from Aspire?” She asks, not bothering with preliminaries. Something is definitely wrong, and I feel those first tentacles of unease tighten their grip. 
“Nothing,” I tell her, realizing how strange that is. Aspire is the name of the team from Pennsylvania. I certainly should have received at least a text by now. “The race results aren’t posted yet, so I was going to wait until after class and then call to ask how they did. Why? Have you?”
“No, not from any of them.” She pauses. “I just spoke with Dr. Ben.”
Dr. Benjamin Benton (known to all as simply Dr. Ben) is the medical examiner at Austin Hill, and it was through Karen that he and I met. The two of them are work pals who often eat lunch together in the cafeteria. Dr. Ben is a kindly soul, fiftyish, bald on top but otherwise gray-haired and bearded, with twinkling eyes and what I can’t help describing as a merry disposition—really, he always seems to me to have an aura of Santa Claus about him. He is also meticulous, devoted to finding and defending the truth, no matter where it leads. The world is a sunny, congenial place for Dr. Ben at all times, except when he is in the throes of his work. Then, he is deadly serious.
“Dr. Ben?” I repeat, momentarily confused.
Karen pauses again and then says quietly, “It was Wryan.”
I stand stock-still as I take it in. Of course, I suspected it would have to be something like this, that it had to be one of them for Karen to call. But I’m still shocked by the news, and by the reality of that name in particular. Even as I hear it, definitive and stark, I continue thinking there must be some mistake. It’s just not possible. Wryan Burley is—was—one of the founding members of Aspire, his cousin Duke the team captain. Friendly, witty, on a break between medical school and starting residency, Wryan is the perfect all-around athlete for triathlon: powerful swimmer, technical biker, unstoppable runner. How could he have drowned? Aspire is an elite team, somewhere on the line between semi-professional and top-performing amateur. What could possibly have happened? How could Wryan be dead?
“Oh my God,” is all I can muster as tears flood my eyes, and I wipe them hastily with the neck of my t-shirt to stop them running down my cheeks. Then, maybe because shock can send our brains scampering in a million nonsensical directions, I ask what is probably the most irrelevant question just at this moment: “Why Dr. Ben? Do medical examiners harvest organs?”
“No, nothing like that. He got involved because Wryan didn’t die during the race.”
“What? What do you mean?” She’s not making any sense.
“It turns out he died hours before the race even began.”
“Wait. No way. You don’t mean…” I can’t finish the sentence.
“Yeah.” She breathes out one long, deep breath. “According to Dr. Ben, he was murdered, then placed in the bay to make it look like he drowned.” 
The news is so unexpected and so horrifying that at first, I just stand in the middle of our small reception area in silence, clutching the phone to my ear. Then, wiping tears again, I make my way around the desk to sit down, so shaken that I clumsily bump into it and tip over a cup full of pens before half tripping and then landing in the chair.
“Lily? Are you okay?”
Of course, I’m not okay; but she’s asking about the noise in the background, maybe wondering if I’ve fainted or something, so I tell her I’m fine.
“How?” I ask. “I mean, what does Dr. Ben think happened? He was alive, he was happy, he was taking care of his mom…” My mind is listing a thousand reasons why it is impossible that Wryan could be dead, and ten times that why it is impossible that he was murdered. It doesn’t compute, and I can’t fully grasp the fact that none of those things matter. He is dead. Dr. Ben examined his body and pronounced the manner of death homicide, and Dr. Ben does not get these things wrong. My ears ring as absolute impossibility collides with immutable fact. 
“I know,” Karen is saying, “I know, I know, I know. I can’t believe it either. He didn’t give me any details, but he did say that they knew something was wrong as soon as they got the body into the helicopter.”
She explains as gently as possible how the medevac technicians thought they could save the organs of someone who had supposedly drowned at the start of the race, but the body they picked up had clearly been dead for hours. She adds that they’d had a difficult time identifying him, too, since he wasn’t wearing either his numbered swim cap or his ankle chip, and his body had not been marked with his race number either, which was usually done near the starting gate by volunteers with sharpie pens. It was suspicious enough that they got Dr. Ben involved. He eventually found Wryan’s name inked on the inside of his wetsuit.
Hours. What does that mean? I wonder frantically. When exactly did he die? Out loud, I say, “Are the police investigating? I mean, they must be, right?”
“Yeah, they are. I just saw Detective Ridley at the Nook. I bet he’s following up with Dr. Ben.”
The Nook at Austin Hill Hospital is an area next to the lobby with a coffee kiosk and comfortable seating. It’s busy in the morning and after lunch, when everyone wants a dose of caffeine, but it can be a quiet place to talk at other times. Karen and I have met there more than once. As for Detective Ridley… there’s a reason Karen knows him by sight; I know him too. He is a homicide detective for the Montgomery County Police. If it wasn’t Wryan—Wryan!—the realization that we are all here again, converging on the periphery of a murder, would have stopped me cold. How many people find themselves enmeshed in a murder investigation even once in their lifetime? It can’t be many, but for Karen and me, this is the second time around. We discuss this scarcely credible reality later, when we’re together with the whole gang, but the only reality reverberating in my head right now is this: Wryan is dead. Murdered. The police are investigating. I put the phone on mute for a second as she talks, grab a tissue, and quickly blow my nose before speaking again.
“Ridley, huh? Interesting. I’m sure that’s no coincidence, but I’m a little surprised. He’s county police; the race was at the state park. I wonder why he’s involved.”
“Oh, yeah! I didn’t think of that. There was a woman next to him, and I had the impression they were together. I assumed she was one of his colleagues, but didn’t you say his wife is state police? Maybe that was her.”
I pull my mind away from Wryan for a moment and picture the two of them: Detective Dan Ridley and his wife Toni, because I met her once, too. That occasion, at least, was innocuous enough. I’d bumped into them as they were going running late one afternoon, training for a marathon. They slowed to a walk, and Dan introduced us, both of them enjoying my chuckle at the revelation that she, too, is Detective Ridley. Washington, DC, is a huge, sprawling city, but the towns that make up its suburbs, Bethesda among them, can be surprisingly small when it comes to bumping into familiar faces. 
“Did she look super fit, maybe five-five with dark shoulder-length hair and about the same age as Ridley?”
“Yep.”
“Then that’s her. They must be working together for some reason.”
“I agree. Look, Lily, please don’t say anything to anyone else yet. At least, not until the police start talking to people. I mean, I’m sure they’re going to want to talk to Duke and the others, right? But Dr. Ben probably shouldn’t have told me what he did, and I don’t want to cause him any grief.”
“I hear you. Not a word.” 
“Okay, good. You know, though, they might even come and talk to you. You were there on the scene, as it were. You also know the whole team better than any of us, so they might ask you about them, or maybe ask if you have any idea where Wryan was or what he planned to do the night before the race, stuff like that.”
I know she’s only trying to be helpful, randomly thinking out loud rather than pointedly trying to warn me, because Karen, friend and confidante for so many things, has been kept in the dark about a big one. Today has been a day of surprises, but Karen is in for a few more. While in all likelihood she is correct, and the Ridleys will come to ask me those very questions, they are probably betting the chances are low that I’ll have much of value to relay. Anything more than vague generalities would indeed be surprising. Whatever they think they will hear, it is almost certainly not what I will tell them. The fact is, I know exactly where Wryan was the night before the race. 
He was with me. 






  
  Chapter 3
Last Fall


At first, I don’t say anything. I close my eyes and grab hold of a hunk of hair, squeezing it unconsciously. In a way, it’s easy to explain, to show how it all makes sense, but of course none of it does, and the weirdest thing of all in this nightmarish chain of events isn’t even the fact that Wryan Burley was murdered, which is shocking enough. No, the strangest thing is that we only met because of my involvement in that first murder investigation last fall. 
Back then, I was on the tail end of recuperating from a years-long depression, the lasting result of a car accident in my sophomore year of college. At my lowest point, I’d reconnected with Tessa, who invited me to stay rent free in the converted pool house in her magnificent backyard, which encompassed the entirety of what was once the Mattaponi community pool. Watching her swim laps year-round, transfixed by the smooth quietude of her strokes, enticed me into trying it myself. Swimming both calmed and revived me, and I started to venture back out into the world, landing at the Eye of Horus Yoga Studio one day almost by happenstance. Something about the combination of exercise, routine, and the peacefulness of my tiny but cozy abode helped me heal, and my depression began to lift. Instead of returning to college to finish my degree, I got my yoga certification and became an instructor. Things were falling into place nicely, but after dropping out of college, I’d ghosted everyone I used to know, and I was lonely. I was ready for excitement again, and desperately in need of friends. 
On a sunny afternoon in October, I invited my yoga clients to sit in a circle for a cup of tea, which I do after every class. Its purpose is to provide a moment of peace and community before we all re-enter the mayhem of our lives. This time, though, instead of the usual remarks about the weather or upcoming holidays, Karen told us about a suspicious death at the hospital where she works. There were five of us at that tea circle, and we were instantly intrigued. We started seeking out and finding clues to try to help the police, and as morbid as it may sound, our collaborative venture solidified our friendship. Karen, Haisley Gilchrist, Miller Nguyen, Redd Thomas, and I: we were all in it together. What can I say? We didn’t know the deceased person, and the more we learned, the more exciting it became. Dr. Ben was the medical examiner who’d performed the autopsy. Detective Dan Ridley was the investigator in charge of the case. 
After the culprit was arrested, the five of us remained close. We continued to support each other by providing advice, encouragement, or a sympathetic ear. Even when everything is humming along, every few weeks, usually right after my last session of the day, we’ll meet up for wine and conversation. That’s what we were doing in June when we met Aspire for the first time. 






  
  Chapter 4
June


Idistinctly remember the smell of rain in the air as I opened the door at five-thirty and made my way to the Iguana that evening. I spied Haisley as she walked over from her apartment building with her boyfriend, Simon. One year older than I am and a graduate student working on completing her PhD, Haisley is slender in a slouchy, non-athletic way, and pretty, with vivid green eyes and dark auburn hair. She has a brilliant mind that moves so fast that, depending on the day, she can come across as either a super geek or a total airhead. I walked over from the studio with Redd, who’d taken the class, and who is both the only male in our group and the oldest to boot at sixty-something. He’s on the tall, skinny side, his ebony skin contrasting with his white-gray hair, with eyes that always emit kindness. Karen, in her mid-thirties and married with two kids, drove over from the hospital and parked next to Miller, who arrived at almost the same time. Miller was born in Vietnam and moved to the U.S. when she was in her teens, and she still has an accent that, to my mind, accentuates her sharp bossiness. 
The Iguana, or rather, the Tijuana Iguana Bar and Grill, is your basic little local eatery. Its main attraction for us is its location in the same shopping center as the yoga studio, and early on we adopted it as our regular hangout. Star, eternally upbeat and energetic, is normally the one serving our table, and she is our favorite waitress. We are equally certain that we are Star’s very favorite “regulars,” although she’s never actually said so. She’s a year or two younger than I am, dark-skinned and rangy with hair that she has taken to wearing in a multitude of skinny braids, each one sporting a white bead at its end. On that day, she was busy taking orders from a big group but hurried over as soon as she saw us.
“Hi guys! I was hoping you’d come today! Guess what—there’s another swim team here, and when I told them about you, they wanted to meet you.” She added that this team was staying at the Castlevine Hotel down the street and had been in yesterday, too. Then she turned to look at the big group, who had apparently been watching, and pointed her finger at us exaggeratedly, mouthing, it’s them! with a huge smile. They erupted in claps and cheers, called out “BEARS!” and waved wildly for us to come over. Of course, we joined them at once. That crazy table looked like fun.
I should mention that the swim team thing is a bit of an “in” joke, although Star doesn’t know that. In a show of solidarity with me and to support my first open water swimming event, my friends ordered t-shirts modeled after the old mascot of the community pool that is now Frank and Tessa’s backyard oasis. By unspoken agreement, we wear them when we know we’re linking up for happy hour.
Even from the doorway we could see that everyone at Star’s table was also wearing team attire, although not t-shirts—theirs was nice stuff, obviously sponsored: red track suit slacks with black polo shirts in high performance fabric, all with the Aspire logo. Their clothing brand was one I hadn’t seen before—it looked like a stylized, encircled “T” leaning forward, with two artistic squiggles implying the wind at its back—and it was prominently displayed on everything. 
As we walked toward them, a girl with frizzy red hair down to her shoulders scooched herself across the bench to make a space and said with a grin, “Hey shorty, sit next to me and make me look taller.”
I laughed back as I squeezed myself into the space, instantly certain we would be friends. Short people “get” each other, for one thing, and there was something appealing in the way her entire demeanor exuded a wild-and-free-and-delighted-to-be-here aura. Pretending to size her up, I shook my head. “Thanks for the seat, but I think you might have that the wrong way around.”
Her eyes opened wide in delight, and she grinned again as she sucked air in and stretched herself toward the ceiling. “I’m five three. Almost five three and a half.”
At this depressing news, I slumped dramatically and groaned, “Damn. Five two here.”
The guy to my left, sitting at the end of the table, gave an exaggerated “tsk” and remarked, “Uh oh. We’ve got the battle of the titans over here.” Then, smiling, he held his hand out to me, introducing himself. “Duncan Wells. And pay no attention to Izzie. None of us ever do.”
Woah, I remember thinking, because he was dazzling. Seriously, he must be the most handsome guy I’ve ever seen. I took his hand to shake it lightly, suddenly feeling so shy and inadequate next to this god that I was unable to speak, and barely managed an awkward smile back. Fortunately, I was saved from utter humiliation by Miller, who was trying to force order into the chaos by calling out introductions from her end. Pointing to each of us in turn, she’d gone around the table and finally gotten to me. “That’s Lily. She’s the only actual swimmer on our team!”
Not only did everyone laugh at this strange declaration, it also provided the perfect conversation starter. We Bears took turns telling the story of our t-shirts, and at the end of it Aspire cheered us, Izzie patted me on the back, and we all made a good-humored pact to keep our “secret” safe from Star. 
They introduced themselves too, although it was something of a blur to me. I was distracted in part by my uncomfortable awareness of the proximity of Duncan Wells, who I noticed over the course of the evening the others were calling “Duke.” I was fascinated by his glamor, but self-conscious to the point of feeling unworthy. Nevertheless, some of the others did make an impression. Certainly, Nahla Bowman was unmistakable and unmissable; everyone in the bar probably remembers her to this day. 
Nahla is African American and tall, with the straight back and broad shoulders of a swimmer. Alone among her teammates, she forsook the team uniform and instead wore a sleeveless black and gold knit dress, which matched her shiny gold fingernails. To cap this off, her hair was dyed platinum blond and shaved close to her head, while large gold earrings dangled to her shoulders. The entire effect was stunning. In fact, if I wasn’t already so dumbstruck by my neighbor to my left, it likely would have been Nahla who I’d have wanted to stare at all night, and for much the same reason: it boggled my mind that someone could go through life looking so good, while at the same time the insecure devil on my shoulder kept searching for some flaw, some reason not to feel the sharp bite of my own inadequacy. She was the quietest of the group and the most serious, and it was probably fortunate that she ended up next to Redd. While I wouldn’t describe him as quiet, he comes across as the calm sage among our rabble. 
As the evening wore on and the Iguana got louder, I ended up talking to the girl next to me, Izzie Walker, much of the time because it was difficult to hear anyone else. The ease I felt with Izzie was a relief because I never overcame my shyness enough to engage in any but the most basic conversation with Duncan / Duke.
As for the rest, I remember that Haisley and Simon sat on Izzie’s other side, and the two of them were hamming it up with a guy named Carlo, who I pegged as the Aspire class clown. He was responsible for much of the noise emanating from our table, and while he came across to me as a bit juvenile, he was entertaining and unrestrained.
A woman named Gail Ghurani, who had wavy black hair and an intricate tattoo on the back of one hand, sat across from me on Duncan’s other side, and she and Izzie took turns launching teasing zingers at his expense, which he adeptly fended off. I enjoyed listening to their breezy back and forth, as well as the opportunity it afforded me to observe him without being too obvious. It was like finding a Siberian tiger in a litter of tabby cats. I kept thinking I would get used to him and not find him quite so mesmerizing, but that didn’t happen. Quite the contrary; the more I listened, the more I began to detect the faintest accent when he spoke. There was a tinge of oi when he would pronounce a long i, and an unusually distinctive t at the end of certain words. As the night wore on, the more convinced I became that my ears were not deceiving me, although I couldn’t quite place it—sort of British-y, but not quite. Australian? No, not that either, but something. It was captivating. Dang, I remember thinking, and then castigating myself for sounding, even in my own internal dialogue, so very prosaically American.
Karen and Miller ended up at the far end of the table chatting with a short-haired woman named Celeste, who could be witty, but her comments came across to me as snarky. Next to them sat Wryan. The irony of the evening is that of everyone we met that day, Wryan made the least impression on me. I remembered his name, though, because Carlo told us they’d dubbed him “Wrong Way” long ago, when he had a habit of getting lost driving his truck to the more out-of-the-way competition venues with no cell service; that, and the fact that the moniker goes so irresistibly perfectly with the spelling of Wryan.
It turned out that Aspire wasn’t technically a swim team, either. They were the preeminent core of a Pittsburgh aquatic club, trying to break into the echelons of top international competition. On this occasion, they were in town to compete in a sport I’d never heard of before: underwater rugby. If they did well, they’d be back in a few weeks for the finals. 
“It works out that it’s such great endurance training, because in July we’re doing a three-day ultra triathlon,” Nahla had smiled demurely at us. “The one down here by the Chesapeake is the biggest on the East Coast.”
When we heard that, we toasted their success in both endeavors, hoping to see them again soon. Star had been right in guessing our two teams would hit it off. There was something about our collective personalities that seemed to work without us having to work at it. Each of us had magically landed next to the perfect set of partners for small talk, while the table as a whole seemed to laugh at anything and everything. It was such an enjoyable evening, loose and carefree. I had a sense that the blossoms of summer were opening up, full of bright and beautiful possibilities.






  
  Chapter 5
Wryan


“He was with you? The whole evening? But… really?” Confusion, astonishment, dismay, and other equally nonplussed emotions vie for primacy in Karen’s voice. 
“Not all night,” I tell her. “But we had dinner together and then he dropped me off at Tessa’s, so I showed him the pool.”
“Ah.” Her inflection brought to that one syllable a myriad of questions and exclamations. On the one hand, it is understandable that Wryan would want to see Tessa’s pool, which is as spectacular as it is unexpected. Frank’s developer father had purchased a long-closed community swimming pool intending to erect townhouses in the highly desirable locale of Mattaponi, which sits right above the banks of the Potomac River. Instead, he fell in love with the spot himself and decided to build a home for his own family and renovate the pool to resemble a beautiful mountain lake, its surrounding hill of trees emphasizing the sense of seclusion. We’d talked about Tessa and the pool to Aspire before, perhaps in a vague hope of getting everyone together there one day. Nevertheless, from Karen’s perspective, it’s rather strange that Wryan and I would spend the evening before such a big event here in Bethesda, just the two of us, and stranger still that I didn’t mention it. Karen and I get together often and tell each other everything, yet somehow I have left this part out. I take a deep breath and do my best to rectify the omission now.
“We were dating. I wish I could have told you before. Wryan and Izzie had split up, but they weren’t going to tell the rest of the team until after the triathlon. They didn’t want to start a lot of drama, everyone taking sides, or worse, trying to set them up with other people.” I’m shrugging into the phone, remembering the sense of being helplessly constrained by so many secrets, secrets that up until now were not mine to disclose. “Wryan asked me not to mention it to any of the Bears yet, in case word got back. Hearing about it from one of us would have made it worse.”
“Oh. Gosh.” She’s quiet for a beat, and then adds, “Did Izzie know?”
“She did. And you know what? I think she was relieved. She’s the one who broke it off with Wryan, but she still wanted them to be friends.”
“Oh. Gosh,” she says again, and I can hear the wonder in her voice. “So how long were you guys…?” 
“Honestly, almost right from the start. I’ve been dying to tell you, but I just couldn’t. I had to wait until Wryan and Izzie told their own team,” I blurt out, relieved despite myself, despite the horrible circumstances that have finally set me free from silence.
“I had absolutely no idea.” She’s quiet for another beat, and then tentatively adds, “But I really meant how long …” she can’t finish the sentence, and my heart starts racing as I realize what she’s asking and why.
“You mean that night. Oh my God. You mean, how long were we together that night.” Adrenalin kicks in, and my breath starts to come in short gasps. Did he die here in Bethesda? Was I the last person to see him alive? I think furiously, trying to remember. “It wasn’t very late when he left; he needed to get to bed to rest up for the early start. Maybe seven-thirty. Eight at the latest.” 
“And you stayed overnight at Tessa’s, right? So you could drive to the race together early in the morning?”
“Yeah. We were together when Wryan left for the Airbnb.”
On Thursday, Aspire had decamped from the hotel in Bethesda to an Airbnb in Hillandale, about 20 minutes east. It was conveniently down the street from one of the race’s headquarter hotels, and the team planned to pick up their packets and attend the pre-race meeting there early Friday morning. They would then drive to the state park for a test swim in the bay and to stage their bikes before the midday heat descended. 
I picture Wryan, so full of life, smiling as he waved goodbye to Tessa and me from his truck. It was still light out, the warm evening feeling more like a late afternoon, giving us the sense of having all the time in the world left to enjoy. I was already looking forward to the next time we’d see each other. Was it love? No, not yet. But there was something there—a spark of potential. 
This can’t be happening. 
Oblivious to my reminiscing, Karen exclaims, “Good. That’s good!” and breathes out audibly. “Dr. Ben told me he estimates that the young man in the helicopter died eight to ten hours before race personnel found him. Definitely after he left you.” 
“Oh, okay.” While “good” is not the word that immediately comes to mind for me, I know what she means, and I can’t help the flash of relief that loosens my shoulders. That is indeed long enough after he’d left Tessa’s for me to have an alibi. I am not heartless or overly self-centered, but this is new and terrifying ground for me. I am a person who needs an alibi. 
The relief doesn’t last long because another thought immediately enters my head. “Do they know where it happened? I mean, did he even make it back? If I was the last person to see him before he was killed…” My throat constricts, and my voice comes out in a croak. “I’ll be a suspect.”
“No! No, Lily, of course you won’t be. Why would you kill him? That makes no sense. But you really might know something that could help. Think of it that way.”
I feel like crying and wipe my nose with a tissue. “Do you think
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Slaughter /'slo-tar, [ noun
L. Theact of killing in a manner that is brutal or unnecessary, or in large numbers
2. (informally) The act of utterly demolishing or discrediting
3. (other, collcctive) A group of iguanas








