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            Dedication

         
         
            In memory of Jill Kneerim,

            my wise soul,

            who found me as a rough draft,

            and of course, 

            never let it stop her

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            I don’t believe in closure,

            I don’t think we ever really get over anything.

            —Dale Maharidge
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            Prologue

         
         
            Arrow Rock, Maryland

         

         These were the last sixteen minutes of his life.

         
         “Harry Smith, yes?”

         
         “That’s me,” said the middle-aged man with the lopsided grin. It was the first lie he’d tell. His real name wasn’t Harry Smith.
            Back when he first disappeared, he picked it for its commonness—if you googled Harry Smith, there’d be too many to sort through. His real name was Andrew Fechmeier, though he hadn’t been called that in years. Decades,
            really, which showed how good he’d become at hiding.
         

         
         It was no accident. As his former boss once told him, a good lie is a fine art.

         
         Limping inside and wearing a Detroit Tigers baseball cap tipped low enough to hide his face, Fechmeier glanced around the
            blue-carpeted entryway of Generaux & Sons Funeral Home, which had all the charm of a law firm and somehow smelled of cookies.
            It was a trick used by funeral homes around the country, baking cookies in back to mask the stench.
         

         
         It didn’t fool Fechmeier, who was as good at spotting lies as crafting them. Growing up, everyone used to call him Fetch, since he was always the teacher’s pet. He was a smart kid . . . brainy, even—the first to wear glasses in his grade, and
            the first to have them broken.
         

         
         In gym class, when teams were chosen, he wasn’t picked last . . . Malcolm Latrine (his last name was actually Latrine) was always last . . . but Fetch was usually near the bottom. So in fourth grade, when one of the coaches made Fetch a team captain, Fetch knew the schoolyard rules: You pick Malcolm last. 

         
         On that day, for reasons even he couldn’t explain, he picked Malcolm first. A few of the cooler kids laughed. But a few others—the gifted ones—took it as a victory. Fetch did something no one had
            ever tried. In fourth grade, and especially in Fetch’s mind, that moment redefined him—made him brave, confident.
         

         
         That is, until Latrine, thinking Fetch had made fun of him, shoved him down the stairwell after gym class, breaking Fetch’s
            wrist. Even in fourth grade, it was a valuable lesson: always check your back.
         

         
         “Tough day, huh?” asked funeral director Dustin Generaux, an overweight man with wispy gold-dyed hair and a body shaped like
            a teardrop. He noticed the way Fetch was scanning the front door, then each of the windows, including the one that had a little
            bonsai tree on the ledge and that overlooked the parking lot along the side of the building. A tiny bead of sweat filled the
            notch in Fetch’s chin. “Mr. Smith, if you need some water—”
         

         
         “I’m good,” Fetch said, noticing the tiny Notre Dame logo at the tip of the funeral director’s tie. Hoping to change the subject,
            he added, “Like your tie, by the way.” Those were lies number two and three.
         

         
         “It’s a hard day. I get it,” the funeral director said, assuming Fetch was nervous or uncomfortable, like anyone else in a
            funeral home. That was true. Fetch was nervous—he didn’t want anything to go wrong.
         

         
         Yet if Fetch were being honest, a part of him was also a bit excited. Decades ago, on that night at the drive-in theater,
            Fetch made a mistake he’d forever regret. Lives were lost, there was no taking it back. But now, all these years later, he
            had a chance to set things right. Assuming he didn’t get killed in the process.
         

         
         “Mr. Generaux, when we spoke earlier, you said you had a private room for—?”

         
         “Of course,” the funeral director replied, motioning to what Fetch was carrying. “I take it that’s the suit?”

         
         Fetch nodded, lifting a wire hanger that held a ’90s-era double-breasted suit with gold buttons.

         
         This was the suit he’d be buried in.

         
         Most people don’t pick out their own funeral attire. Family or friends usually choose—that is, unless they’re all dead.

         
         “Yeah, this is the suit for—y’know . . .” Fetch said, taking one final glance over his shoulder, checking the front door,
            then the bonsai window and the parking lot. All clear.
         

         
         “C’mon, let’s get you set up,” Mr. Generaux said, reaching for the suit.

         
         Fetch didn’t hand it over, not until he was sure it’d be safe.

         
         If you go to a bank to open a safe-deposit box, paperwork gets filed and the government gets notified. Same if you open a
            P.O. Box at the local UPS Store. Hell, they make cookie jars that are Bluetooth-enabled to see if someone swipes a chocolate
            chip. In today’s interconnected world, everything’s tracked.
         

         
         But if you hide something in an old suit and tell your local mortician to hold it for your funeral, you don’t just have good
            estate planning, you have a lie worthy of fine art. A truly untraceable hiding spot.
         

         
         If it all goes right.

         
         Fourteen minutes left to live.

         
         “So this is normal for you?” Fetch asked, following the chubby mortician up the beige hallway with its dark wood chair rail
            that was supposed to look like mahogany but was really just brown paint. On their right was a bland oil painting of a Virginia
            landscape that Fetch couldn’t tell was a sunrise or sunset, though maybe that was the point of funeral art. “Lots of people
            give you clothes in advance?”
         

         
         “Some.”

         
         Fetch knew what he meant. If you’re picking out your own funeral outfit, it’s usually because you have no one else in your life—or even worse, you know what’s coming. 

         
         Last year, as Fetch grabbed his favorite snack, a Honeycrisp apple, his hand started trembling. He knew it was bad.

         
         He was right: Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease, a genetic mess that would come down to a coin flip. Heads, everything would be fine;
            tails, he’d hit the ditch.
         

         
         Within weeks, the tremors got worse. Then his gait changed, his posture starting to hunch. The ditch was getting closer. The
            doctors revised their outlook, giving him six months to a year. Tops.
         

         
         “You should see what people give us to be buried in,” Generaux added, trying to keep the conversation upbeat. “Military uniforms . . .
            football jerseys . . . I’ve got one client—seventy-one years old, opened nearly every Jiffy Lube in the state—he gave me the
            cowboy hat that his ex hates more than anything and said to make sure she’s first in line at the wake.”
         

         
         Fetch faked a laugh, his limp getting worse as they passed a glass conference room that looked like any other, except this
            one displayed different-sized urns and wood samples for caskets.
         

         
         For so long now, Fetch had spent his adult life as a man of compromise. He compromised on his dreams, on his job . . . he
            compromised for the woman whose photo he still kept in his wallet, even on the way he ran—from the police, from the pain,
            from that night he made the decision that wrecked their lives. Worst of all, Fetch had gotten used to it, this life of mediocrity,
            of hiding, this existence in a low-tipped baseball cap where he lived on the margins rather than in the spotlight.
         

         
         Until he was diagnosed with Creutzfeldt-Jakob.

         
         For the first few months, he’d sit in the doctor’s waiting room, replaying a moment from junior high when his math teacher,
            Mrs. Schemer, said he had potential. Back then, his friends liked that potential. He liked that potential. But those days were gone.
         

         
         Unless, somehow, he stopped being scared and did what he swore he’d never do.

         
         Three weeks ago, Fetch made a trip to the local library, pulling up the map on a public computer rather than putting it into
            his burner phone. That’s how scared he was they’d find him. It took another two weeks to lay out the details—he’d travel only
            at night, only on back roads, using motels that took cash. The night before he left, he was so nervous, he popped a blood
            vessel in his eye.
         

         
         But he still made the trip.

         
         As terminal patients know, when death gets close, you tend to be less afraid of life . . . especially if you have the right
            insurance policy.
         

         
         “I appreciate you holding on to this,” Fetch said, handing over the suit with his left hand while using his right to pat what
            he’d stitched into the lining of the jacket’s back vent. Even if you checked the pockets, you wouldn’t find what was hidden
            inside. Not unless you knew what you were looking for.
         

         
         Eleven minutes to go.

         
         Late last night, Fetch noticed a pale blue Nissan hatchback pass his motel room two different times, like it was circling
            the block.
         

         
         Probably nothing, just being paranoid. But when he saw the same Nissan again this morning, well, time for a detour.

         
         “Whatever you need, we’re here,” Mr. Generaux said, carrying the suit into his office, toward a storage closet filled with
            sequined dresses and pin-striped jackets that hadn’t been in style since Clinton was President. Grandparent outfits. On the
            top ledge was a black cowboy hat and three glittered tiaras. “God willing, it’ll be years before you need to wear this.”
         

         
         Fetch nodded a genuine thank-you, suddenly thinking that Generaux was a better man than Fetch first judged him to be, and
            isn’t that the real secret to life—dig a little deeper, and you’ll find more good in everyone?
         

         
         As Fetch turned to leave, there was a thunk and a click, the mortician shutting the closet door, flipping a metal latch, and sealing it with a padlock. 

         
         Safe and sound.

         
         Nine minutes to go.

         
         Outside, the midday sun was so bright, Fetch couldn’t help but squint, even with his baseball cap, as he scanned the parking
            lot, the paint store next door that used to be an arcade, and the secondhand clothing shop across the street that used to
            be a Friendly’s. It was the hardest part of coming home. Some things can never be erased.
         

         
         Starting his car and hitting the gas, he pulled out onto Briarwood Lane, the small two-lane thoroughfare that ran through
            this and all the nearby towns. Every car, gas station, and storefront he passed, he checked his rearview, checked his surroundings,
            checked for anyone who might’ve followed.
         

         
         All clear.

         
         At a red light, he flipped on the radio, finding Hall & Oates singing “You Make My Dreams Come True” and wondering if he should
            take it as a sign. Not a chance, he thought, knowing how it works with Charlie Brown and his football. The moment you think you’re home free, life puts you
            on your back.
         

         
         Seven minutes to go.

         
         With a sharp left at Arby’s, he spotted the Carousel Motel halfway up the block. The only person in sight was an elderly woman
            on a bus bench across the street. The back of the bench held a sun-faded ad for a local personal injury lawyer named Heartman, though the way the woman was leaning, her body and grocery bag covering the H and the bottom of the e, it looked like Fartman.
         

         
         It was the exact type of dumb joke Fetch needed as he pulled into a spot around the back of the motel, so his car couldn’t
            be seen from the street. Hall & Oates were still singing about their dreams coming true, and Fetch couldn’t help but add a
            set of Ooh-ooh, ooh-oohs.
         

         
         The song’s too good, he thought to himself, still humming it as he shut off the car and walked through the lot. Though it’s no “Sara Smile.”

         
         Fetch scanned the roof, the alley on the far right, and each motel room window to see if anyone was watching. He even checked
            his own room on the second floor, where he’d left the curtain open just a hair—so if someone snuck in and pulled it shut,
            he’d know they were waiting for him.
         

         
         Everything looked good.

         
         Pressing his keycard to the front door lock, he waited for the magnetic thunk and shoved the door open. Two steps through
            the threshold, he was still humming Hall & Oates when—
         

         
         Kllk.

         
         “You’re really not as smart as you think you are.”

         
         Fetch tried to turn, but the barrel of the gun was already pressed into the back of his head. Raising his hands, he got his
            first good look at the room. The mattress was pulled from the bed, the drawers were out of the dresser, and every square ceiling
            panel was popped open and askew—like someone was looking for something . . . and hadn’t found it.
         

         
         “Tell me why you came back, son,” his attacker growled. He had a calm in his voice, with a flat accent, like someone from
            the Midwest, maybe Minnesota. But from the angle of the gun . . . the way it was being pushed upward, Fetch could tell he
            was short, maybe 5'4". Was he a kid or—?
         

         
         “Mr. Fechmeier, there’s a blood moon coming that I’m really looking forward to, so I’m not asking again. Tell me why you’re
            here.”
         

         
         “I-I’m sick!” Fetch insisted. “Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease. There’s a file—”

         
         “I saw.”

         
         On Fetch’s left, his medical file was open on the dresser. Everything else in the room was tossed, torn open. But the pages
            of the file were in a neat stack, like they’d been read.
         

         
         Two minutes to go.

         
         “I’m asking this once, Mr. Fechmeier. Your answer will decide how much you enjoy the rest of your afternoon. Did you bring it with you?”
         

         
         “I don’t know what you’re—”

         
         Without a word, his attacker kept the gun on Fetch’s neck and used his other hand to press something into the lower left corner
            of Fetch’s back. At first, Fetch didn’t feel it—it was just wet. But within seconds, a tiny electric shock hit and . . . it
            was blood. His blood. He’d been cut with a knife—with subtlety—and precision . . . like a butcher working a fillet.
         

         
         “Did you just stab me?!” Fetch screamed.
         

         
         “Last chance, son. We know what you took. Did you bring it with you?”

         
         “I told you—!”

         
         Another soft shove. Another electric shock. His attacker was smart about it—calculated—like he was purposefully avoiding major
            organs.
         

         
         “Mr. Fechmeier, people say that patience is about hatching the egg, not smashing it. But there’s something to be said about
            cracking things open, don’t you think?”
         

         
         Fetch was crying now, the gun still at the back of his head. He made a sound like a dying dog.

         
         One minute to go.

         
         “I’d like to know where you were just now, Mr. Fechmeier.”

         
         “Nowhere! I swear to God—”

         
         “Mr. Fechmeier . . .”

         
         Fifteen seconds to go.

         
         “I-I swear . . . on my mother’s grave . . . I was just grabbing lunch and then—!”

         
         Blam.

         
         A burst of blood hit the ceiling. Fetch’s body slumped to the carpet.

         
         It was the last lie Fetch ever told.

         
         For the next few minutes, the man with the blade—it was a fillet knife actually—picked through Fetch’s pockets, combing through
            his wallet, his flip phone, his socks, and the waistband of his underwear to see if it was somehow tucked in there. He didn’t
            find what he was looking for.
         

         
         Indeed, when it came to Fetch’s most prized possession—hidden in the lining of an old suit and now locked in the storage closet
            of a local funeral home—even Fetch could’ve never anticipated who would eventually find it.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1

         
         
            Dover, Delaware

            Two days later

         

         It felt good to be back.

         
         No. It felt fantastic.

         
         “Mr. Zigarowski . . . wait!” shouted Piper, a young Asian woman in a beige polo shirt, as she hit the brakes on the golf cart and it bucked to a stop.
         

         
         “Appreciate the ride,” Zig called back, already out of the cart, carrying a file box against his chest and heading toward
            the glass entryway of the building he never thought he’d see again: the mortuary at Dover Air Force Base, where he used to
            work.
         

         
         “I’m supposed to walk you inside!” Piper added, though she knew she was wasting her breath on this late April morning. After
            two hours of processing Zig’s paperwork at the base’s civilian personnel office, it was clear there was no slowing him down.
            Like a dog coming home, there’s too much excitement.
         

         
         “Assume you told Sheila I’m here?” Zig asked, catching his reflection as he yanked open the glass door. His silver-and-black
            hair had more silver than the last time he visited. Along his jaw was the same hairline scar that he used to his advantage
            during those wild years after his divorce.
         

         
         He was already inside by the time Piper asked, “Who’s Sheila?”

         
         Last night, when Zig played it out in his head, he wondered if they’d put up the “Welcome Back” banner—but there was no banner
            in sight. No matter.
         

         
         Zig had turned forty-nine a few weeks back, and the best gift he got was from an old high school friend who imparted his definitive
            rules for surviving middle age: 1) Never pass up a bathroom; 2) Don’t trust a fart; and 3) Never waste an erection.
         

         
         It was good advice, especially after downing that giant Dunkin’ Donuts coffee he’d picked up this morning.

         
         Stepping into the small glass vestibule, Zig balanced his file box on his hip and gave the interior glass door a tug. Locked.
            No surprise. Dover wasn’t a place that accepted unannounced visitors.
         

         
         For most of his adult life, Zig worked as a mortician here at the mortuary for the U.S. government’s most high-profile and
            top secret cases. On 9/11, the victims of the Pentagon attack were brought to Dover. So were the astronauts on the space shuttle
            Columbia, the thirteen victims who were killed in Kabul as the United States left Afghanistan, and the remains of well over fifty
            thousand soldiers and CIA operatives who fought in Vietnam, Bahrain, Iraq, and every secret locale in between. In Delaware,
            of all places, at Dover Air Force Base, was America’s most secretive funeral home.
         

         
         Two years ago, Zig left this place, thinking life would get easier leaving behind all this death—but all it did was get . . .
            boring. He missed the work, missed the energy, and especially missed helping grieving families through their roughest moments.
            The irony wasn’t lost on Zig—it took a mortuary to make him feel alive—but that explained why he was running back to it. Clearly
            he had no idea what he was running into.
         

         
         Ignoring the visitors’ phone on his right, Zig headed straight for the door’s security pad and punched in the code: 1210. A decade ago, Colonel Wyatt Graff, Dover’s Wing Commander at the time, kept forgetting his swipe card at his mistress’s house, so someone in IT gave him an override code that almost no one knew about—1210—the Colonel’s birthday. 

         
         Click.

         
         Zig grinned, pulling open the—

         
         “What the heck’re you doing?” a female voice challenged. “Where’s your ID?”

         
         Zig turned, spotting a fortysomething dark-skinned Mediterranean woman in a gray skirt and a turquoise blouse with a stylish
            scarf. Civilian for sure, based on the lack of uniform. Someone new in accounting?
         

         
         “I used to work here,” Zig explained, holding up the file box in his hands.

         
         “You need an ID,” she insisted, grabbing his shoulder and physically steering him back through the threshold. Before Zig could
            react, she slammed the glass door behind him and pointed him to the phone. For visitors.
         

         
         Rolling his eyes, Zig picked up the receiver, the Mediterranean woman still staring at him through the glass.

         
         “Welcome to Dover. How can I help?” a voice asked through the phone.

         
         “It’s Zig. Jim Zigarowski—I’m starting here t—”

         
         “Mr. Zigarowski. Of course. Be right there . . .”

         
         As Zig stood there, waiting, his phone vibrated. A text.

         
         
            You free? Got a new case & would love you to take a look.

         

         It was from Roddy LaPointe. New Jersey cop and twin brother of one of the most important people in Zig’s life. Since Zig’s
            specialty was dealing with bodies—and with his semiretirement since he left here—whenever a tough case came up, Roddy would
            call for advice, though sometimes Zig thought it was just because Roddy was lonely.
         

         
         Can’t, Zig texted back. New job. About to impress the boss.

         
         Only need a sec, Roddy replied, though Zig ignored it.
         

         
         Thirty seconds later, a young soldier in a camouflage uniform offered a smile through the glass. From the short hair and androgynous features, Zig couldn’t tell if it was a man or woman—though whatever they were, they looked like a teenager in high school. It caught Zig off guard, making him feel unusually old in a place that used to make him feel so young. 

         
         “Specialist Olivia Bach Armas,” she said as she opened the door, and the smell of the lobby hit Zig in the face—cinnamon potpourri,
            lemon Pledge, and a massive dose of bleach to hide the stench of embalming fluid. It was a horrid smell, and the sad part
            was, Zig had missed it.
         

         
         “In the spirit of all the useless info you’ll be provided at orientation, I was named after Olivia Newton-John. Don’t ask.
            They met in a throwback production of Grease, and it’s better than Frenchy,” she explained. “Anyway, welcome back to the circus—what’s your act?”
         

         
         “I, uh, I didn’t realize I needed one. How much would I regret it if I let you choose for me?” Zig asked.

         
         “Depends how much you like wearing a tutu and high-diving into a bucket. Wait. You can’t do the tutu part—Olivia in benefits
            is doing that.”
         

         
         “Well, if it helps, you’re already my favorite Olivia.”

         
         “It’s not a contest. All us Olivias are special.”

         
         Heart or no heart? Olivia had heart, Zig decided.
         

         
         “Here, aren’t you a little old to be carrying heavy boxes . . . ?” she teased, grabbing the box he was holding.

         
         “That’s not even funny,” Zig shot back, now wondering what was worse: that she took it from his hands, or that it was actually
            getting heavy. Either way, didn’t matter. He’d been in a rut for so long, as he jogged to catch up with her . . . this was
            the energy he was missing in his life.
         

         
         Inside, the lobby was organized around a circular stone wishing well, making it look like a hotel with an arched glass atrium and indoor trees. The marble planters had been updated, and the tan sofas had been replaced by modern gray ones. But Zig saw one thing that was unchanged—a framed bright red-and-white football jersey hanging on the left-hand wall: Fallen #1,028. The name Tillman was across the back.
         

         
         Two decades ago, the Arizona Cardinals presented the jersey to Dover as a thank-you for taking such good care of Pat Tillman’s
            body when he was killed by friendly fire in Afghanistan. Tillman had given up his NFL career and multimillion-dollar salary
            to fight for his country. Instead, the twenty-seven-year-old was sent home in a box. It was Zig who’d prepped Tillman’s body,
            spending nine hours working on just his head so that his family could see him one last time. For the funeral, Tillman wasn’t
            buried in his military uniform or even his football one. Instead, he was buried in T-shirt and jeans, humble to the very end.
            Zig still remembered what Tillman’s father whispered as a thank-you.
         

         
         “Y’know Tillman’s body came through Dover, right? Our folks prepped him for his funeral,” Olivia said, following his eye.

         
         “So I’ve heard,” Zig said, doing the quick math and wondering if Olivia was even born when Tillman was shot.

         
         “Anyway, here we are,” Olivia added, making a quick left.

         
         Zig looked around, confused. His old office was farther up the hallway—all the morticians were in the same part of the building.

         
         “It’s just temporary—they’re renovating the offices in back,” she explained, motioning to a door with no number on it. It
            was the storage room where, during the busiest days of Iraq and Afghanistan, they kept extra stretchers for all the bodies
            being carted in. “At least it’s got a window.”
         

         
         It’s got a vent, Zig thought, remembering a decade ago, when they used it to air out the smell from the stretchers and—
         

         
         “That your daughter?” Olivia asked.

         
         Zig turned, confused. As Olivia put the box on the desk, he saw what she was looking at. Inside was a framed photo of a twelve-year-old
            girl with light freckles on her nose—Zig’s daughter, Maggie, his Magpie—holding an ice cream cone and mugging at the camera.
         

         
         The photo was from an old birthday party, the soft serve giving her a grin that lit up like a sun. A few months later, Maggie would be dead, but at just the sight of the photo, Zig could smell her favorite orange-banana shampoo . . . and the Thin Mints she’d carry around to sell but wind up eating herself . . . which, of course, brought him back to that night at the Girl Scout campout, when a can of orange soda exploded in the campfire, sending shards of metal at Maggie’s face. 

         
         On that night, a fellow Girl Scout named Nola Brown had pushed Maggie out of the way, saving Maggie’s life and giving Zig
            an extra year with his daughter. It would never be enough, Zig thought as he pictured Nola fully grown, when she’d reentered
            his life a few years back. Nola had saved Zig’s own life too when they worked a case at Dover. He hadn’t seen her in months,
            but he knew what came with that.
         

         
         The hardest part was seeing Nola as an adult, a cruel reminder of what his daughter would never get to experience. Indeed,
            for years, Zig never brought Maggie’s photo to work—it was too much, raising too many questions. As someone warned him years
            ago in group therapy, when a stranger asks if you have kids, tell them no, just to avoid all the inevitable follow-ups: How old are they? What’re they doing now?

         
         For years, it was good advice. But last night, as Zig packed his mortician kit with extra scalpels, modeling clay, and makeup,
            he was done leaving Maggie hidden in the house. Today, even as he felt that familiar corkscrew in his chest, he was glad he’d
            brought the photo. Though that didn’t mean it was easy.
         

         
         “Her name’s Maggie,” Zig said proudly. “That’s her at—”

         
         He never got the words out. Olivia’s phone started buzzing, and caller ID sent her running for the door.

         
         “Good morning, Colonel . . . yes . . .” Olivia said, picking up, her posture changing at the sound of her boss. “On my way
            now . . .”
         

         
         Before Zig could react, Olivia offered a wave and was gone, leaving him alone in the quiet storage room that had all the charm—and the same concrete walls—as his freshman dorm. He looked up at the open glass vent that tipped outward, then down to the photo of Maggie, which he put on his desk. 

         
         Welcome back, quitter, read a Post-it stuck to his chair—from Esther in Veterans Affairs, who’d downshifted to part-time so wouldn’t be back until
            tomorrow.
         

         
         For a few seconds, Zig stood there listening to the rhythmic mmm-mmm-mmm of the building’s air-filtration system. Was it louder than it used to be? He picked up the phone to ask Kellis in Departures,
            then remembered that Kellis left a few months back.
         

         
         Sticking his head outside, Zig glanced down the hallway at the bullpen of desks and cubicles for the support staff. Even from
            here, he didn’t recognize a soul.
         

         
         Introduce yourself, he thought. Don’t be such a—

         
         “Ahuuuuuuhhhh!”
         

         
         Zig turned at the sound, one he’d heard too many times here. More than a scream, it was a wail—the pained cry of someone sobbing—coming
            from the vent, from outside.
         

         
         Without hesitating, Zig darted into the hallway and made a sharp left. He knew the vent led to the private lot along the side
            of the building—the one they saved for VIPs . . . Senators and Presidents . . . though sometimes parents would make their
            way over from the family center, begging for answers.
         

         
         “Ahuuuuuuuuhhhh!” a female voice sobbed again as Zig shoved open the metal exit door and spotted a middle-aged couple—bald husband with caterpillar
            eyebrows hugging his wife, who was all frizzed blond hair and a banana clip straight from 1989.
         

         
         According to Dover training, when it comes to mourners, most employees are advised to stay away . . . leave them to the grief
            counselors. But Zig was never like most employees.
         

         
         “Ma’am . . . ma’am . . . let me help you, I can help you,” Zig called out, heading toward them.

         
         As he got closer, he realized they weren’t hugging. The husband was holding tight to his wife, who was fighting, elbows thrashing, like she was trying to claw out of her own skin. 

         
         “How could they—? Those bandages . . . How could they not let us see him?!” the wife shouted in a Louisiana accent, tears and snot streaming down her face.
         

         
         Zig knew what bandages meant. When a soldier’s injuries are too severe, Dover will wrap their head in gauze to spare the family
            pain.
         

         
         “For all we know, it may even not be Marcus!” she added, a thick gold cross around her neck. “God would tell us he was gone! I’d know it!”
         

         
         “Ma’am, please . . .” Zig began, knowing never to say calm down. “Let me . . . Tell me how I can help Marcus.”
         

         
         She turned at her son’s name, blinking over and over, staring with that hollow gaze Zig knew all too well—the one that comes
            when you see the absolute worst that the universe can muster, and it’s clear it’s now your reality.
         

         
         “I-I just want to see him . . .” she pleaded, a drip of snot dangling pregnant from her nose, “to—to—to . . . I need to know
            if it’s true.” She and her husband were wearing matching shirts with their son’s Marines graduation photo across the front.
            One read marine mom, the other marine dad. Made for a celebration.
         

         
         
            Congrats Marcus K. Brady Jr.!

         

         “Mr. and Mrs. Brady, tell me—does Marcus have any distinguishing features?”

         
         “Pardon?”
         

         
         “Tattoos . . . scars . . . something to confirm it’s him. If I could get you inside—”

         
         “His left foot, second toe,” Mrs. Brady blurted. “When he was little, his brother hid a piece of glass in his shoe and— It
            don’t matter. You’ll see. That toe ain’t right.”
         

         
         “Okay, that’s helpful. If you follow me—”

         
         “Mr. Zigarowski, can I speak to you a moment?” a female voice interrupted.

         
         Zig spun back toward the building, where a fiftysomething Indian woman in military dress—shirt and tie—was standing in the
            side doorway. Colonel Judith Gupta, Dover’s Wing Commander and top boss.
         

         
         As a child, young Judith was fascinated by the military. Every Halloween, she’d dress as a soldier, her parents joking that
            she was born in camouflage. Decades later, as a helicopter pilot, she was shot down in Afghanistan but kept her copter angled
            so that she was the one taking fire rather than her passengers, a group of Army Rangers whose lives she saved by letting them leap onto
            a nearby roof.
         

         
         Zig knew it wasn’t hype. In fact, when Gupta’s copter finally crashed, a piece of metal shrapnel left her with a pale scar
            across the side of her neck that, according to her staff, turned light pink whenever she was annoyed. Right now, it was glowing
            brighter than a flamingo.
         

         
         “Ma’am, this family h—”

         
         Colonel Gupta held up a single finger, like a switchblade. Stop. “Mr. Zigarowski. I need. To speak to you. Inside.”
         

         
         Mr. and Mrs. Brady froze, confused. “W-Where’re you—?”

         
         “I’ll be back shortly. I promise,” Zig reassured them, following the Colonel inside and not saying a word until the metal
            door slapped behind him.
         

         
         “Mr. Zigarowski, do you know who those people are?” the Colonel began, her voice quiet, almost gentle, but filled with power.

         
         “Their son Marcus—”

         
         “I know who their son is.”

         
         “They just need some proof—”

         
         “Mr. Zigarowski—”

         
         “Zig. My friends call me Zig.”

         
         “Mr. Zigarowski, I really hate repeating myself, so I need you to stop interrupting. Those two parents—Mr. and Mrs. Brady—are part of the most litigious family in all of Baton Rouge. They already filed a complaint against their son’s unit for not finding his body fast enough, then they filed notice against the ambulance that got commandeered to take him to a local hospital, the paramedics in the ambulance, even the flight that brought his body here from Germany. So while I appreciate your desire to do right by people, if I let those two inside, we’re both going to spend the next six months in depositions with lawyers who smell like legal pads and desperation.” 

         
         “Ma’am, I had no idea—”

         
         “Of course you didn’t, because you’re so busy thinking you can save the day, you don’t realize you’re putting our facility
            at risk. Back to your office, Mr. Zigarowski.”
         

         
         “Ma’am, please—”

         
         “You’re not listening—again—Mr. Zigarowski. And by the way, Katie told me you tried to sneak into my building with some old
            passcode you had from back in the day. Don’t do that. It undermines me, which makes me annoyed in a way that my acupuncturist
            says is not healthy for my overall spiritual alignment, whatever the hell that means.” She was still staring at him. “It’s fine to care about people, Mr. Zigarowski. But I need
            you to be smart. Go back to your office and finish your training.”
         

         
         “Training? I worked here f—”
         

         
         “Have you finished NO?” she asked, referring to the newcomers orientation.

         
         “I did. Years ago.”

         
         “The online version or the one where you bubble answers in with a number-two pencil?”

         
         Zig shot her a look.

         
         “You can’t get into the system or be granted network access without it,” Gupta added. “Finish your NO. That’s all we need
            from you today.”
         

         
         

         Nearly an hour later, Zig was leaning back in his chair, munching on a pack of Harvest Cheddar Sun Chips, the least healthy snack in the new vending machine, which was filled with far too much dried fruit and granola. 

         
         “Whoa, check out this CD I found!” a young soldier said onscreen in what looked like a YouTube video. The soldier was in full
            camo uniform, standing in the Dover parking lot. “Maybe there’s some hype music on it.”
         

         
         “Hype is right,” a female soldier replied, channeling acting skills that Zig hadn’t seen since the creation of the Afterschool
            Special. Just from the graininess, the video was a few years old, though Zig was more embarrassed by the fact they used actual
            soldiers, since no way could a real actor be this bad on purpose.
         

         
         “We should play the CD!” she added.

         
         “Hey, my new computer can play CDs,” the male soldier agreed, turning toward the entrance to Dover as the scene froze midframe.

         
         At that, a question appeared onscreen:

         
         
            
               
                  Should these employees . . . ?

               

               
                  	Play the CD on their computer

                  	Throw the CD away

                  	Report it to their security manager

                  	Make copies of the hype music and share it

               

            

         
         Zig rolled his eyes, wondering how many Colonels and Public Affairs officers had to sign off on the words hype music.
         

         
         Letting his chair drop forward, Zig reached for the C key, but his office was so small, he bumped into the desk and hit D
            by accident.
         

         
         “Nonono . . .”
         

         
         An automated message appeared onscreen.

         
         
            
               
                  Incorrect answer.

                  Please restart this section from the beginning.

               

            

         
         “Mothertrucker!” Zig added, pounding the desk, his coffee mug and picture frames jumping at the impact.

         
         “Whoa, check out this CD I found!” the male soldier announced onscreen.

         
         “Screw you and your CD full of viruses and hype music!” Zig shouted at the screen.

         
         On his desk, his phone vibrated. Zig jumped, worrying for a half second that Colonel Gupta was listening in. It was another
            text. From Roddy LaPointe. Again.
         

         
         You working on bodies yet? Roddy wrote.
         

         
         Don’t ask, Zig texted back.
         

         
         The three gray dots appeared, then Roddy’s message: Just call me. Need your expertise on this case.

         
         Zig tossed his phone back toward the desk. His only priority right now was orientation, yet as the phone landed, it hit the
            edge of the keyboard and . . .
         

         
         
            
               
                  Incorrect answer.

                  Please restart this section from the beginning.

               

            

         
         “Whoa, check out this CD I found!” the male soldier announced onscreen.

         
         For Zig, that was it. For months, he’d been sitting at home, fixing old furniture, refinishing his front porch, even building
            a sturdier hive for his bees, telling himself he was content. And then one day, on his ex-wife’s Facebook page, he saw an
            inspirational quote she posted.
         

         
         Zig knew what a cliché it was—being moved by a vapid online quote, on his ex’s page, of all places!—but for days, he couldn’t
            shake it, the line from an old Hermann Hesse book: You are willing to die, you coward, but not to live.

         
         Soon after, Zig asked for his old job back, and here he was, in his tiny closet office, staring down at his phone as he reread
            Roddy’s words.
         

         
         Need your expertise on this case. An actual case.
         

         
         “Hype is right. We should play the CD!” the female soldier announced onscreen.

         
         A day and a half from now, when the worst of the horrors hit, Zig would look back at this moment and wish he never wrote Roddy
            back. Instead he texted,
         

         
         
            What kinda expertise?

         

         Roddy’s reply came quick.

         
         
            The thing you’re best at, Mr. Zig. Dealing with the dead.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            2

         
         “You look terrible.”

         
         “I think you mispronounced Thank you for making this trip with me,” Zig said, holding tight to the steering wheel and eyeing the upcoming highway exit. On his right, Roddy studied him from
            the passenger seat, his stare always lingering a few beats too long.
         

         
         “At first, I thought you were just tired,” Roddy added, “but y’know how they say some people have old souls? Right now, you
            have an old face.”
         

         
         No question, Roddy was weird, missing that filter that keeps you from saying every stray thought that rolls through your brain.
            But he was also loyal. A few months back, Zig was attacked while working a case. It was Roddy who jumped in and put his own
            life at risk, defending Zig and saving him from a brutal attack. Even when he should’ve run, Roddy stayed, unleashing punch
            after vicious punch.
         

         
         “I’m thinking of getting a pet, Mr. Zig. Have you ever had a pet?”

         
         “I had a dog growing up. Noodle,” Zig explained, again thinking about his ex-wife, who once said she was allergic to dogs,
            even though everyone knew she wasn’t. “Now do you want to tell me why you’re not wearing your uniform?”
         

         
         Roddy turned at that but didn’t say a word, his spidery fingers fidgeting with the tip of his tie. Usually, Roddy was dressed in a dark blue beat-cop uniform. Today, he was in a full suit—and not the typical navy blazer and jeans, what most cops called the Bronx tuxedo. No, this was a gray wool suit with a subtle black-and-tan check that made him look like a banker. Whatever was really going
            on, Roddy was working to make an impression, right down to his badge and gun, both out on his waist so they could be seen,
            but not in anyone’s face.
         

         
         “I thought about getting a cat, Mr. Zig—but cats don’t generally like me. They think I’m—”

         
         “This isn’t a work case, is it, Roddy?”

         
         Roddy again went silent. He had caramel skin, a pointy face, and a nose that’d been broken years ago. When his black eyes
            with flecks of gold locked on you like an anchor, it made it hard to tell when he was lying. “C’mon, Mr. Zig—of course it’s
            a work case. What else would it be?”
         

         
         “Destination is . . . on your right,” the GPS announced.
         

         
         With a sharp turn, Zig pulled into the parking lot of an ’80s-era white building, complete with glass block windows and two
            large pillars holding round seafoam spheres. The sign out front had a fancy calligraphy font:
         

         
         
            Generaux & Sons Funeral Home

         

         “Roddy, tell me the real reason we’re here.”

         
         “I told you, people don’t like speaking to cops these days. If I go in there with my badge, everyone shuts down—but if you go in there as a fellow mortician, well . . . you know how to speak funeral.”
         

         
         Kicking open the door, Roddy was out of the car—a deep blue ten-year-old Ford Mustang that Zig had bought from a client who’d
            passed away and whose family couldn’t afford the payments—before he could say a word.
         

         
         Later, Zig would realize this was the moment he should’ve walked away. Instead, he replayed Colonel Gupta scolding him this
            morning. At least here, he’d be useful. Shutting the engine, he followed Roddy. Time to go to work.
         

         
         Pulling open the front door, they were hit with the faint whiff of fresh cookies. Zig knew that trick but never liked it. Even in the business of death, the worst thing to sell is a lie. Strike one. 

         
         He liked it even less when no one came to greet them. As he learned in mortuary school, you never keep clients waiting on
            the worst day of their lives. Strike two.
         

         
         “Dustin, you here?!” Zig called out.

         
         Roddy turned, confused.

         
         Zig pointed with his chin at the nearby framed certificate on the wall. It was in every funeral home in the country—a government
            document IDing the supervisor who was ultimately responsible for decedents on the premises. According to this, the local manager
            was someone named Dustin Genereaux III.
         

         
         “Be right there!” a voice called back. In general, funeral directors were a soft-spoken bunch. This guy sounded annoyed.

         
         Up the blue-carpeted hallway, a tall man with olive skin stepped out of a nearby office. He had dark lashes and broad shoulders,
            but what jumped out at Zig was his untucked button-down and stylishly faded jeans. Most funeral directors wore suits, or at
            least khakis. Heart or no heart? Zig was trying to be generous.
         

         
         “You must be Dustin,” Zig said, extending a hand.

         
         “And you are . . . ?” the man asked, shaking Zig’s hand but never taking his eyes off Roddy.

         
         “We’re morticians,” Roddy blurted as Zig rolled his eyes.

         
         Just behind Dustin, a second employee joined them in the hallway. He looked Peruvian and was built wide like a billboard—also
            in jeans—a bald man with sunglasses hanging from the neck of his button-down. Every funeral home had someone strong enough
            to do removals and lift bodies, but even more than his partner, he kept glancing around, studying the front door, like he
            was expecting someone else to come in.
         

         
         They were both leaving the display room for caskets and urns, but as Zig couldn’t help but notice, a few of the caskets had both lids open, their satin pillows and blankets askew, like someone was fixing them up . . . or rummaging through them. 

         
         “We’re looking for someone who died. One of your clients,” Roddy blurted.

         
         “What he’s trying to say is, we saw you were the home of record for Harry Smith. Approximately fifty-two years old. Apparently
            passed two days ago,” Zig explained, pulling out the photo that Roddy had given him, the driver’s license of a middle-aged
            man with a lopsided grin. According to the cell phone records that Roddy tracked, this funeral home was the last stop Harry
            made before he was stabbed two days ago at the Carousel Motel.
         

         
         “You a relative?” the shorter man asked.

         
         “Actually, a fellow funeral director . . . Jim Zigarowski, from Parkview,” Zig said, extending a handshake and referencing
            a town two exits over. “I represent Mr. Smith’s parents. They have a family plot that Harry apparently didn’t know about and . . .
            simply put, they’d love for Harry to join them there. It’s prepaid—and they’ll cover your transfer expenses of course.” It
            was a perfect pitch, Zig basically telling them he’d do all the work for the funeral and pay them for doing nothing. In the
            mortuary industry, there’s nothing better than a prepay.
         

         
         “We’d be happy to help, but right now he’s still at the morgue,” the man with dark lashes replied. “The ME said his body should
            be coming later today. Maybe you can call us then?”
         

         
         “Great. I appreciate that. By the way,” Zig added, pointing up at nothing in particular, “that smell . . . I remember it from
            mortuary school. That’s Nu-Deco, right?” he asked, referring to an old pungent embalming fluid from back in the ’90s.
         

         
         “Yup. Nu-Deco,” Dark Lashes agreed, adding a nod as Zig headed to the door.

         
         Confused, Roddy shot Zig a look. They still hadn’t asked abou—

         
         Let’s go. Now, Zig said with a glance.
         

         
         Still lost, Roddy followed, neither of them saying a word until they were back in the car.

         
         “What the hell was that?” Roddy asked. “Dustin—”

         
         “That’s not Dustin. And they aren’t morticians.”

         
         “What’re you talking about?”

         
         “Nu-Deco—that embalming fluid I asked them about? They stopped making it decades ago. It was so strong, it used to petrify
            bodies.”
         

         
         “You were testing them?”
         

         
         “They failed,” Zig said, starting the car. “And so did you.”

         
         “What’re you—?”

         
         “This isn’t some random police assignment, is it?”

         
         “Mr. Zig—”

         
         “Don’t lie to me, Roddy, because right now, I smell bullshit. Whoever those two are, whether they paid the real mortician
            to take a hike, or did something worse, they’re clearly chasing something—and I’m guessing you’re chasing it too.”
         

         
         “I swear to you, Mr. Zig—”

         
         “No. I’m done. Whatever’s going on, you’re now putting me at risk, so either tell me the truth, or get out of my car and walk
            the hell home. Those are your options.”
         

         
         Sitting in the passenger seat, Roddy stared straight ahead, blinking slowly, like his wiring was off, which it was. No doubt
            Roddy was different, but he wasn’t stupid. “Mr. Zig, when I was little, I had real problems. I got help with those problems—”
         

         
         “Stop with the damn preamble. Say it already!”

         
         “Mhmm,” Roddy muttered, more to himself than Zig. Still staring straight ahead, he explained, “This man who died . . . the
            one who was stabbed in the motel . . .”
         

         
         “Harry Smith.”

         
         “His name isn’t Harry. It’s Andrew Fechmeier—at least, I think it is. Apparently, he was one of the four . . . he’s part of
            it.”
         

         
         “What’re you talking about? Part of what?”
         

         
         Roddy turned, cocking his head like Zig was speaking Chinese. “That’s why she died, Mr. Zig. If I’m right, Fechmeier or whatever
            his real name is . . . he knew who killed my mother.”
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            Arrow Rock, Maryland

            Twenty-six years ago

         

         These were the last three minutes of her life.

         
         She was going too fast, that was clear, her Volkswagen vibrating as she eyed the bridge up ahead. The Duke Bridge, everyone
            called it back in high school, since it looked like one of those rickety wooden bridges that cars were always jumping across
            in that TV show The Dukes of Hazzard.
         

         
         God, she used to love that show back when she was six, with her bright blond curls, when she used to carry emergency confetti
            in her pocket in case something great happened. Every day, she’d be ready to throw it. Today, Daniella Brown was twenty-three,
            her hair faded to something the color of straw, reminding her that life wasn’t full of confetti moments.
         

         
         Checking the rearview and hitting the gas, she picked up speed on the straightaway of the gravel road. Daniella wasn’t sure why the sight of the approaching bridge made her feel better—maybe because on the show, if the Duke brothers raced across the county line, they’d get away—but that was TV bullshit, wasn’t it? It’s not like cops couldn’t follow her wherever they wanted. Still, the bridge felt like a marker . . . a defined space that signaled the outer edge of town . . . a membrane that if she broke through, she’d finally be safe. 

         
         Just clear the bridge, Daniella told herself, digging her nails into the vinyl of the steering wheel, a trick she used to calm herself down. It wasn’t
            working.
         

         
         Checking the rearview again, she replayed the call, barely a half hour ago, where she heard those words that made her feel
            like she was standing in an unmarked grave.
         

         
         They know.

         
         “Oh God,” she’d whispered, not even realizing she said it.
         

         
         Slamming down the phone, she had no choice but to run. Get out . . . go . . . if they find you . . .

         
         She bolted from her house so fast, the only thing she grabbed was her purse and a recent People magazine. By the time she started the Volkswagen and punched the gas, she knew it was a dumb thing to grab. She always thought
            if there was a fire, she’d grab the photo album, or her grandmother’s fake gold earrings, or something of value, but on this
            afternoon, Daniella was rushing so fast, so worried for her life, her only instinct was to grab a copy of People, thinking she’d need something to read.
         

         
         She glanced over her shoulder, eyeing her chubby three-year-old twins in the backseat, with their tufts of black hair, dark
            eyes with flecks of gold, and matching Barney the Dinosaur sippy cups. They were all that mattered.
         

         
         For half a second, Daniella had thought about dropping them at her mom’s, but . . . she couldn’t punish them like that. Besides,
            she’d never leave them. Their father disappeared years ago. Daniella was all they had. This was her promise—every mother’s
            promise: to protect them, to keep them safe.
         

         
         “Everyone okay back there?” Daniella called out, shoving some extra playfulness into her voice, like they were headed to a
            playdate rather than a brutal disaster.
         

         
         One of the kids—the girl—kicked her leg in the air. For no reason, the other dropped his sippy cup.

         
         “Mommy’s got it,” Daniella said, reaching back to grab the cup but never taking her eyes off the Duke Bridge. She could see
            it in the distance, maybe a football field away. We’re gonna make it, Daniella thought.
         

         
         She was wrong.

         
         The car hit sixty as she lowered the armrest, patting the backseat for the sippy cup. It rolled just out of her reach, both
            twins reading their mom’s frustration, suddenly looking like they were about to cry. They didn’t—they rarely cried—which always
            made Daniella worry something was wrong with them. Right now, though, that was a problem for another day.
         

         
         Two and a half minutes to go.

         
         She was approaching seventy as she blew past a thick hemlock tree with a rusty metal sign nailed to it for Pinway, the town’s
            local bowling alley.
         

         
         At just the sight of it, Daniella thought about her bowling party there when she was eight. Those were the easy days, before
            her parents’ divorce, before the fight with her mom, before that night at the drive-in where . . . No. Nothing good came from
            replaying that.
         

         
         Instead, as the metal sign disappeared behind her, Daniella pictured a newer version of herself, a better version. Maybe all
            this—the running and hiding—maybe it could be a blessing, a chance for a do-over, an opportunity to finally throw some confett—
         

         
         PMMMMP.

         
         A flat tire, she thought.
         

         
         It wasn’t.

         
         In police slang, they call it a stinger, though its proper name is a spike strip—a metal contraption that cops expand across the road like an accordion, to stop speeding cars by puncturing their tires with
            steel spikes.
         

         
         Daniella never saw it. She was glancing backward during the impact, to find the stupid Barney sippy cup.

         
         When the tires popped—all four at once—she spun back to the steering wheel, gripping it tight, as if she still had any say
            in where the car was going.
         

         
         The wheels locked.

         
         The car started to skid.

         
         The car was on the road. The car was off the road. The car was heading toward a drainage ditch that ran parallel to the road
            and was filled with water.
         

         
         That’s how fast it happened.

         
         The car stopped with an unforgiving crunch, a brutal rending of steel, glass, plastic, and bone. The world went black, a burst
            of silver fireworks.
         

         
         Daniella blinked again, and the airbag was in her face. There were pebbles of glass in her hair, on her arms. The front windshield
            was shattered. She’d hit something . . . a rock, a tree . . . she had no idea. The world was ringing, but in that groggy space
            between fighting and acquiescence, she noticed how quiet it was.
         

         
         Then this thought: The kids. Why aren’t they crying? They should be crying!

         
         Daniella frantically tried to turn, to shove the airbag out of the way, but a ribbon of pain shot through her fingers . . .
            Mother of God! . . . her wrists were broken . . . her hands dangling like a T. rex.
         

         
         Two minutes to go.

         
         “B-Boo-bears, you there?! Boo-bears!” she screamed.
         

         
         No one answered. She was fighting now, desperate, but as the pain set in, she couldn’t find leverage, couldn’t find her grip,
            everything suddenly slippery . . . Don’t! Don’t pass out! she told herself.
         

         
         Clawing at her seat belt, she tried to undo it, but her fingers wouldn’t listen, nothing was working right . . . My kids! She twisted her body, like she was trying to leap out of it. It shouldn’t be this quiet . . . ! They should be crying! Then it hit her . . . It wasn’t quiet.
         

         
         Outside was a crunch of leaves. Someone coming.

         
         Police called it a stinger, but police weren’t the only ones who could get their hands on one.
         

         
         Ninety seconds to go.

         
         “You need a doctor,” a familiar voice called through the passenger window, which had a broken branch sticking through its
            shards.
         

         
         Daniella’s heart went jagged. She turned to follow the sound, and it was the first moment she realized the car was tipped
            forward in a ditch, the front corner of the hood underwater.
         

         
         On her right, someone pushed the branch aside and leaned through the open window. “Daniella, I think you have something of
            mine—”
         

         
         “I-I don’t—! I didn’t—!” The tears streamed from her eyes, her heart jabbing harder than ever. “I-I-I wasn’t the one who took
            it!”
         

         
         “All you have to do is return it—”

         
         “I WASN’T THE ONE WHO TOOK IT!” she exploded, shards of glass falling from her hair as she fought for a look at the backseat. “Th-That night . . . You know
            that . . . I wasn’t the one who took it! I swear to you . . . I swear on everything!”
         

         
         The person looked over their shoulder, to someone Daniella couldn’t see. Someone else was there, at the top of the embankment.

         
         Thirty seconds.

         
         “Please! Check my car . . . look . . . look through my stuff!” Daniella insisted, pointing with her chin, feeling something sharp
            in her mouth. Her front teeth were chipped, and that coppery taste . . . it was blood . . . “Check! I got nothing but a People magazine!”
         

         
         Her attacker glanced down at the glossy mag, which had Patrick Swayze on the cover.

         
         “If I had it, you really think I’d run?” she added. “I’d sell it back . . . blackmail you . . . blackmail everyone for top
            dollar!”
         

         
         Her attacker thought about that, still leaning through the window. “I believe you, Daniella.”

         
         “You do . . . ?”
         

         
         It was the last question she’d ever ask.

         
         In one quick movement, a pistol appeared.

         
         Ftt. Ftt.

         
         Two shots. Both to the head.

         
         Daniella’s body slumped sideways, collapsing into the remnants of the deflated airbag.

         
         Two down in their so-called Breakfast Club. Just a few more to go.

         
         “Put her in the water,” a man’s voice called from the top of the embankment.

         
         It was a good idea. The more it looked like a car crash, the fewer questions there’d be. But as he crossed around to the driver’s
            side, something moved in the backseat.
         

         
         “Um . . . you see that?”

         
         “What’re y—?”

         
         “In the backseat . . . her kids. I thought she left them with her mom.”

         
         Stepping down from the embankment, the man pulled his own pistol.

         
         “Don’t. We’re not killing kids.”

         
         “But you said—”

         
         “They’re kids. Put it away.”

         
         Nodding like he wasn’t even considering it, the man holstered his gun. Through the window, he took one last look in back,
            at the matching car seats, where the three-year-old twins—Nola and Roddy—were no longer unconscious, just beginning to stir,
            beginning to cry. “What if they—?”
         

         
         “Just grab the damn car seats. They’re barely potty-trained,” his associate said. “What’re they gonna possibly do to us?”
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         “Wait, you think your mother was murdered?”

         
         “I know she was murdered,” Roddy insisted.
         

         
         “I thought you and Nola never met her,” Zig said from the driver’s seat, still parked in front of the funeral home.

         
         “Mr. Zig, when I was three years old, a Filipino nurse named Nene stepped out of the emergency room at the end of her shift
            and nearly tripped over two car seats that someone had left propped up against a bench outside. From there, caseworkers sent
            us to the first of many group homes.”
         

         
         “You actually remember that?”

         
         “I was three. I remember nothing except my mom having blond hair. Sometimes I think I remember her laugh, but . . . I’m not
            sure that’s real,” Roddy said, his voice flat as he stared out the front windshield at a woman walking a wrinkly bulldog across
            the street. “When I was seven, a particularly thoughtless foster mom mentioned that my real mom was murdered. I didn’t believe
            it—I figured you’d feel something like that, right? But when I first got my badge, I couldn’t help myself, and I tracked down the police report. Apparently, the morning after we were left at the hospital, a woman named Daniella Brown—my birth mom—was found on the edge of town, in the front seat of her car, after shooting herself in the head. The file was open and shut, a clear suicide.” 

         
         “Let me guess—you found something in the autopsy that made it not so clear.”

         
         “They didn’t order one, which is pretty typical for small towns back then. But what did jump out was the only other sheet
            of paper in the file—a bill from the local towing company. Apparently, when they found her, her car was in a ditch with four
            flat tires, which means my birth mom either tried to kill herself by driving into that ditch, then somehow decided to shoot
            herself in the head . . . or she shot herself while driving and then crashed into a ditch. You’ve seen your share of suicides,
            Mr. Zig. If you’re planning to end your life, do either of those sound like reasonable ways to do it?”
         

         
         Zig sat there a moment, eyeing the woman and her bulldog across the street. Lowering its butt, the bulldog took a thick dump
            in the middle of the sidewalk. The woman, in her late seventies and wearing ancient bright yellow Sony Walkman headphones,
            had a poop bag tied to the leash, but didn’t stop to scoop it up. Instead, she kept walking.
         

         
         It reminded Zig of something he’d just read, that anyone who thinks small towns are friendlier than big cities lives in a
            big city.
         

         
         “I assume you tried tracking down the officer who wrote the report?”

         
         “Officer Jonathan Bratter. Died from ALS a few years back. Horrible way to go. Otherwise, my birth mom didn’t have any relatives,
            besides her own mom, who had a heart attack a few years later. It was the same with those DNA tests, which gave me some third
            cousins who never even heard of our branch of the family. It was all dead ends; I had no choice but to let it go. Then a few
            years back, on Mother’s Day of course, I was clicking through the internet and found a site that digitizes old high school
            yearbooks. Look Up Old Classmates! I hated my classmates, Mr. Zig, and I hated even more what I did to some of them, but it was Mother’s Day, so . . .”
         

         
         “You put in your mom’s name.”

         
         “Just to see her photo. It was dated and awkward—everyone looks so weird in high school—”

         
         “Roddy, just tell me what you found.”

         
         From his jacket pocket, Roddy pulled out a square of paper that looked like it’d been folded and refolded a thousand times.
            Zig opened it, revealing a printed-out photo from a yearbook—in a cafeteria, two girls, two boys. The girl in front had stringy
            blond hair, a sly smile, and was wearing a Green Day concert tee while holding up an apple. Next to her was a nerdy boy with
            oversized glasses that were outdated even back then and who was pointing to a carton of chocolate milk like it was art. It
            was the type of photo that’s in every yearbook, kids mugging for the camera, the two in back with french fries in their mouths.
            The caption box read: “Daniella Brown, P.K. Runyon, Ivy Munn, and Andrew Fechmeier love lunch!!”
         

         
         “I don’t believe double exclamation points are ever necessary,” Roddy said.

         
         Zig barely heard the words. He was too busy staring at the handwritten notations below the photo: four bright red X’s—one
            next to each name.
         

         
         
            	Daniella Brown

            	P.K. Runyon

            	Ivy Munn

            	Andrew Fechmeier

         

         “Roddy, what’re the X’s for?”

         
         “I keep thinking about that little air bubble in a carpenter’s level, Mr. Zig. How it occupies no space but is the most important
            part.”
         

         
         “Roddy—!”

         
         “After high school, all four of them went their separate ways—to Drexel University . . . to junior college . . . P.K. went to work at his dad’s boating business down on the Jersey Shore. Until, on June 2, at twenty-three years old, he’s found dead in a freak boating accident.” 

         
         “Hold on. This kid P.K. is dead too?”

         
         “Three weeks after that, on June 21, my birth mother, Daniella Brown, was found dead by suicide. And when I went looking for
            Ivy Munn and Andrew Fechmeier, by July of that same year . . . poof . . . I can’t find a thing. No tax records, death records,
            any records. Driver’s licenses in their old names haven’t been renewed since they were kids. It’s like they disappeared off
            the planet.”
         

         
         “You think they’re dead too or just hiding?” Zig asked.

         
         “On my job, I chase people who don’t want to be found. Most aren’t very
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