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CHAPTER 1

Welcome Home, Jack!

Jack Swyteck was standing outside the Freedom Institute, and the handwritten greeting on a Post-it was stuck to the front door. It was Monday morning, and Jack had moved in his office furnishings over the weekend. The doormat at his feet displayed a less welcoming message, but it summed up the sense of humor of the lawyers who worked there: COME BACK WITH A WARRANT.

It made Jack smile, even if this wasn’t the full-blown homecoming that his former colleagues wanted.

More than a decade had passed since Jack’s resignation, but a four-year stint with the Freedom Institute had been his first job out of law school. At the time, “law-and-order” governor Harry Swyteck—Jack’s father—was on his way toward signing more death warrants than any chief executive in Florida history. Their public clash was a political embarrassment. Harry might not have taken it so personally if Jack hadn’t aligned himself with a ragtag group of former hippies who were under the mistaken impression that the state flower was cannabis and the national anthem was “Kumbaya.” There was Eve, the only woman Jack had ever known to smoke a pipe. Brian, the gay surfer dude. And Neil Goderich, their fearless leader, a ponytailed genius who had survived Woodstock. To outsiders, Jack was the odd man out. But they became friends, and his resignation didn’t change that. The split was more about style than substance. Forcing the government to prove its case beyond a reasonable doubt was enough for Jack. Getting another guilty man off death row didn’t make him want to break out a three-dollar bottle of cold duck and throw a party. Or issue a press release.

Jack pushed open the door and stepped inside.

“Jack is back!” shouted Hannah. Neil’s daughter was as young and idealistic as Jack had been when Neil had taken him under his wing. It was hard to believe that his mentor was gone forever, walking on over the hill with Abraham, Martin, and John.

“I guess you could say I’m back,” said Jack. “Sort of.”

Hannah was a foot shorter than Jack, and she raised up on her toes to give him a big hug and a peck on the cheek. Eve and Brian were standing right behind her, each with a small suitcase in hand. Jack would have bet money that Brian’s corduroy jacket was the same one he’d worn on the day of Jack’s resignation. Maybe the elbow patches were new.

“Sorry to say hi and bye,” said Hannah. “But Governor Scott signed two more death warrants last night. We’re off to FSP to see our client.”

Jack remembered those trips to Florida State Prison. That was how he’d met his best friend, Theo Knight, the only innocent man Jack had ever defended at the Institute. “Safe travels,” said Jack.

“You wanna come with?” she asked.

“Nope.”

“You sure?”

Jack almost said “Dead sure,” but caught himself. “I’m positive.”

“Okay, then. You know where Mr. Coffee is. Be sure to lock up when you leave. Three of our neighbors had break-ins this month.”

“Is there an alarm I should set?”

She chortled. “Have you been gone that long? We’re lucky if the lights go on when we flip the switch.”

He knew money was tight; it was the reason he’d returned.

They filed past him and out the door, looking less like the talented lawyers they were and more like something from the Island of Misfit Toys. It wasn’t really necessary for them to travel all the way to Florida State Prison; the sojourn was a holdover from the old days, when Neil would organize a vigil outside the prison gates before an execution. Back in the days of an old electric chair that was prone to misfire, resulting in flaming heads and contorted purple faces, they might draw a hundred impassioned protesters or more. Lately, it was basically Hannah, Eve, and Brian.

The door closed, and Jack was alone. He’d requested no fanfare to mark his return, and his old friends had more than honored the request, thanks to Governor Scott.

Jack put down his briefcase and looked around. The historic house on the Miami River had changed little. The foyer doubled as a storage room for old case files, one box stacked on top of the other. The bottom ones sagged beneath the weight of denied motions for stay of execution, the box tops having warped into sad smiles. The old living room was the reception area and secretarial work station. The dining room, Florida room, and a downstairs bedroom served as offices for the lawyers. The furniture screamed “flea market”—chairs that didn’t match, tables made stable with a deck of playing cards under one leg. The sixties-vintage kitchen was not only where lawyers and staff ate their bagged lunches; it also served as the main (and only) conference room. Hanging on the wall over the coffeemaker was the same framed photograph of Bobby Kennedy that had once hung in Neil’s dorm room at Harvard.

It saddened Jack. Neil was the first friend Jack had ever eulogized, and his widow had taken Jack at his word when he’d pulled her aside after the funeral and said, “If there’s anything I can ever do for you . . .”

“Well, there is one little thing,” she’d said.

Sarah’s mission was for Jack to fill Neil’s shoes. Jack wasn’t interested. He was a sole practitioner with a thriving practice. But when it became a matter of survival for the Institute, Jack made an accommodation. His lease was up in Coconut Grove, so he moved “Jack Swyteck, P.A.” into the old digs, taking Neil’s office. He wasn’t officially affiliated with the Freedom Institute, just a subtenant, but Jack’s monthly rent check would keep the Institute from going completely broke.

His cell rang. It was his wife.

“When are you coming home?” asked Andie.

“I just got here.”

“I spilled a protein shake all over my gun-cleaning mat. Can you cut through midtown on the way home and buy me a new one? Johnson Firearms is the only shop that carries that mat with all the parts diagrammed for the Sig Sauer P250.”

Jack chuckled.

“Why is that funny?”

“I don’t know. Doesn’t a pregnant wife usually send her husband on a run for ice cream or salt-and-vinegar potato chips?”

“Mmm. That sounds good.”

“Which?”

“Both.”

“Okay,” Jack said. “Ice cream, potato chips, and a gun-cleaning mat. Anything else?”

“If I lie here long enough, I’ll probably think of something.”

“You’re bored, aren’t you?”

“Out of my mind,” she said, sighing.

FBI Agent Andie Henning was seven months pregnant and four days into a short medical leave from the Miami field office. Her first and second pregnancies had ended in miscarriage. That history, together with high blood pressure, had prompted her doctor to order five days of bed rest.

“Tell me everything is going to be okay,” she said.

“It’s all going to be okay.”

“You promise?”

“Yes. And you are going to be a great mother.”

“No, I’m not. What if my next undercover assignment is six months long and I never even get to see my little—”

“Stop,” said Jack. “The Bureau isn’t going to send a new mother on a six-month undercover assignment.”

“Well, that’s a whole ’nother problem, isn’t it? What if the boys at headquarters say to themselves, ‘Oh, Henning’s doing the mommy thing now,’ and I’m stuck doing background checks on single young women who are angling for my job?”

“Andie, this is why you have high blood pressure. Breathe, okay?”

Another sigh crackled over the line. “You’re right.”

“You better now?”

“Triple fudge swirl.”

“What?”

“That’s the ice cream I want.”

Jack smiled. “Triple fudge it is.”

Jack worked all morning in the kitchen, which was the only room where the AC seemed to be blowing cool air. He was without his secretary, having given Bonnie the day off after a weekend of overtime on the office move. The old refrigerator emitted an annoying buzz, which Jack silenced every so often with a quick kick to the side panel. The overall ambience didn’t exactly convey the image of powerhouse legal representation. Jack wondered what his paying clients would think.

Should’ve thought of that before you moved in, dummy.

A car pulled up in the driveway. Jack probably wouldn’t have noticed, except that the tires skidded to a crunchy stop on loose gravel. The car door slammed, and the patter of footfalls on the sidewalk bespoke a brisk pace. An urgent knock on the door followed, which continued until Jack could open up. A fortyish attractive blonde was standing on the front porch.

“Can I help you?” he asked.

In the moment she took to catch her breath, Jack noted that her car was a Mercedes and that her designer jeans and cotton blouse, though casual, probably weren’t from Target.

“I’m looking for Neil Goderich,” she said.

“Unfortunately, Neil passed away last year.”

She seemed confused by the news, though not particularly sorry to hear it. “This is where he worked, right?”

“Yes. For twenty-eight years.”

“I need to speak to someone in charge. Mr. Goderich was the lawyer for Dylan Reeves.”

“Who’s Dylan Reeves?”

“Governor Scott signed his death warrant last night.”

That jibed with the sudden exodus of Hannah and crew. “Do you know Mr. Reeves?”

“Yes. I mean, no.” She paused, as if suddenly aware how incoherent she sounded. “Actually, he was convicted of raping and murdering my seventeen-year-old daughter.”

Jack took a half step back, sympathetic, but cautious. A part of him would forever find it amazing that the families of victims didn’t beat the crap out of criminal defense lawyers more often.

“I’m very sorry for your loss.”

“You don’t have to be,” she said.

“I am. Sincerely.”

“No, you don’t understand. Sashi isn’t dead.”

Jack did a double take. “What?”

“My daughter is alive.”

“Where is she?”

“I don’t know. But Sashi is alive. I know she’s alive. And I need you people to help me prove it, before they execute this man for killing her.”

“I don’t actually—” Jack stopped himself.

“You don’t what?”

Jack was about to say that he didn’t actually work for the Institute, which was exactly what he’d told Andie when he’d promised that he wasn’t going back to death-penalty work. But he’d checked that line at the door.

“I don’t know your name,” said Jack.

“Debra. Debra Burgette.”

“Come inside, Debra. We should talk.”





CHAPTER 2

Jack led Debra to the kitchen, talking as they walked. “I honestly don’t know anything about Dylan Reeves’ case,” he said. “But I assume the police never recovered a body, if you’re telling me that Sashi is alive.”

“That’s right,” said Debra. “When the prosecutor told me they were bringing murder charges against Dylan Reeves, I was frankly pretty surprised. I didn’t know you could do that before finding the victim.”

“It’s difficult,” said Jack, “especially with all the CSI shows on TV. Jurors want physical evidence, and they want a forensics expert to tell them when, where, and how the victim died. That’s why you have cases like Natalee Holloway, the high school girl from Alabama who disappeared in Aruba. Nobody was ever charged. But a missing victim doesn’t necessarily mean a conviction is impossible.”

Jack offered her a chair and cleared his work from the table. The fridge was buzzing louder than ever, and Jack silenced it with a swift kick. “Sorry about that.”

Her gaze swept the room. “No problem. This is about what I expected.”

Jack took a seat opposite her. “I don’t want to make this painful for you, but can you start at the beginning?”

Debra collected herself, and the look in her eyes was one that Jack had seen before: the desperation and disbelief that attended a mother’s recitation of what had happened to her child.

“Sashi went missing on a Friday. I drove her to school, like I did every day. Traffic was backed up much worse than usual. We just were not moving. Sashi was afraid she was going to be late, so she got out about four blocks from the school to walk the rest of the way.” She took a breath, then continued. “That was the last time I saw her. That was a terrible mistake.”

She was playing that deadly game—blaming herself.

“Would you like some water?” he offered.

“No, I’m okay.”

“Did she ever get to the school?”

“No. The administration called around mid-morning and left a message that she was marked absent at homeroom. Unfortunately I didn’t get the message till after lunch. I called her cell, but she didn’t answer. I drove around to a few places that are within walking distance of the Prep. I was hoping maybe that she wasn’t ready for a test or hadn’t done her homework, so she decided to cut school. I didn’t find her anywhere. Dismissal for the upper classes was at three, and that’s when I started calling her friends. Nobody knew where she was. What scared me more is that none of them had even seen her on campus—which told me that she never got there.”

“Did Sashi have her own car?”

“No. Sashi was seventeen but never got her driver’s license, which was never a problem. We live in Cocoplum. There are jogging paths and cycling lanes that go on for miles.”

“I know the area. I used to run along Old Cutler Road.”

“Nice and shady, right? Sashi could easily have walked home from school if she wanted to kill an hour. She did like to go for long walks. I spent the whole afternoon checking her favorite places. The coffee shop, the park, the pond down by Matheson Hammock. If something was bothering her, or if she just wanted time alone, it was normal for her to find one of those places and do whatever teenagers do on their phones for hours on end. When it was getting dark, and still no Sashi, I really started to worry.”

“Did you call the police?”

“I called my husband. He was on his way home from a business trip. I was pretty unnerved at this point, so he told me to calm down and that he’d handle it.”

“So he called the police?”

“No. Sashi had been gone less than twelve hours at this point. This wasn’t a four-year-old who had suddenly vanished.”

Jack could have told her that seventeen is still a child, that most police departments had protocols that kicked in at four hours or less, and that the archives of the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children were filled with tragic examples of parents who had thought they needed to wait eight hours, twelve hours, twenty-four hours. But like all those other parents, she probably felt guilty enough. “So what did you do?”

“I couldn’t just sit still till my husband got home. I took a photo with me and started going door to door in the neighborhood around the school, asking people if they’d seen Sashi. No leads. Around eight o’clock I met Gavin at the house. We searched one more time for any clues as to where she could have gone. We walked the whole neighborhood again, asking if anyone had seen her. We got back around ten o’clock. I went upstairs and checked her room one more time. I found her cell. Sashi never left the house without her cell. That’s when the panic set in. It was more than twelve hours at this point. I called the police and made an official missing-person report. We enlisted friends to drive around, looking. That lasted all night, no sign of Sashi. By morning, MDPD had thrown everything they had at it: patrol cars, rescue dogs, helicopters, you name it. We had dozens of volunteers combing the neighborhood. The whole community stepped up. We looked everywhere.”

“I seem to recall seeing this on the news.”

“Yes, by six o’clock Saturday morning the local media was all over the story. For the next twenty-four hours, it was all about finding Sashi. Twenty-four god-awful hours. Then the headline changed.”

“What happened?”

“About three a.m., Sunday, the police pulled over Dylan Reeves for driving drunk. They searched his car and found a pair of panties in the backseat. Sashi’s DNA was on them. So was Dylan Reeves’.”

“So he did sexually assault your daughter?”

“Yes. And for that, he should be in prison. But he didn’t kill her, so he doesn’t deserve to die.”

“How do you know Sashi is alive?”

She hesitated, as if anticipating Jack’s reaction. “Sashi calls me.”

“What do you mean she calls you?”

“This isn’t a flaky telepathy kind of thing. Every year on Sashi’s birthday I get a phone call. Three times this has happened since she disappeared. It’s always from a number I don’t recognize. I answer, and no one talks. But I can tell someone is on the line. ‘Sashi,’ I say, ‘is this you? Talk to me, sweetie. Can you say something? Anything? Please, baby girl. Talk to me.’”

Jack felt chills. “And the caller says nothing?”

Debra shook her head. “Not a word. This goes on for about two minutes. Then the call ends.”

“When was the last call?”

Debra looked away, her eyes welling. “Two months ago. July twenty-first. Sashi turned twenty.”

Jack wanted to offer a tissue, but a paper towel from the kitchen counter was the best he could do. “Have you told the police about this?” he asked.

“Of course,” she said.

“Did they check the incoming number?”

“Yes. It’s one of those disposable cell phones that are impossible to trace.”

“Burn phones,” said Jack. “Prepaid minutes, no service contract. A law-enforcement nightmare. Drug dealers love them.”

“Do you think it’s drug dealers who have my daughter?”

“I wasn’t implying that,” said Jack.

“Because drug dealers would be a relief, compared to what I have imagined. I keep thinking of those poor girls in Cleveland who were held for years as sex slaves in the basement of that monster—what’s his name.”

“Ariel Castro,” said Jack. He remembered only because in Miami it wasn’t easy to forget a sociopath who shared a surname with Fidel.

“Right. I try not to let my mind go there, but I lie awake at night thinking of a sadistic psychopath who lets Sashi call me on her birthday and hear my voice, but he won’t let her talk.”

Jack had met monsters like that—several, in fact, when he was a young lawyer with the Institute—but he didn’t want to feed her fears. “What do the police think?”

“That I’m the victim of a hoax. A sick, cruel hoax by someone who gets off on this sort of thing and calls me on my daughter’s birthday. Maybe a friend of Dylan Reeves. Maybe some perv who became obsessed with Sashi by following the murder trial on the Internet.”

“But they’ve ruled out the possibility that it’s someone holding Sashi against her will?”

“Yes.”

“They don’t think there’s any chance that Sashi is alive?”

Debra shook her head. “They don’t. As far as they’re concerned, her killer is on death row and the case is closed. I don’t know where else to turn. Except to you.”

“You want Dylan Reeves’ lawyer to prove in court that Sashi is alive. Is that it?”

“Yes. Unless you want your client to die by lethal injection for a murder that never happened.”

Jack took a moment. The cell-phone calls on Sashi’s birthdays might well have been a hoax. This whole thing could turn out to be a sad case of hope without end and a mother without closure. But, sitting across the table from the victim’s mother in that old kitchen with the cranky refrigerator and the faded photograph of Bobby Kennedy on the wall—in Neil’s “conference room”—Jack could only respond as his mentor would have wanted.

“I’ll do what I can,” he said. “But time is not on our side.”





CHAPTER 3

Jack reached Hannah on her cell and caught up with her at a gas station on Coral Way.

The Freedom legal team had rolled out of the driveway two hours earlier, but Hannah was only ten minutes away. The “Neil-Mobile”—a beat-up Chevy van that Hannah’s father had purchased when Gerald Ford was president—had broken down before they’d even reached the expressway.

“It’s karma that the van went kaput and we’re still here,” said Hannah. “This is a huge break in the case.”

She and Jack were standing in the garage. Neil’s old van was high on the hydraulic lift, and the mechanic underneath was tightening the bolts on a new muffler. The old one had fallen off somewhere between the gas station and the Miami River.

“It could be,” said Jack.

“Could be? Come on. We have the victim’s mother saying that her daughter is alive. I’ll do the legal research, but there has to be a judge out there who will say that’s grounds for a stay of execution.”

Jack recalled a night long ago, in the governor’s mansion, when his father had seemed unmoved by Jack’s insistence that an innocent man was about to be executed.

“It’s the totality of the evidence that matters,” he’d said. “I need to review the record. Then I’ll decide.”

Hannah glanced up at the Neil-Mobile. They had packed up the record in the case, including the trial transcripts, for the meetings with their clients. The “totality of the evidence” was in cardboard evidence boxes inside the van.

“How much longer on that muffler?” Hannah asked the mechanic.

“Almost done,” he said.

“That’s what he told me an hour ago,” she said under her breath.

“I can wait,” said Jack.

“Not everything you need to know is in the printed transcript, anyway,” said Hannah. “The prosecutor had a really strong rapport with the jurors, and she did a very effective job of convincing them that Reeves was the last person to see Sashi Burgette alive. Her mother testified that she drove Sashi to school, but Sashi got out of the car about four blocks from campus and was going to walk the rest of the way. She never made it, and the defense couldn’t produce a single witness who had laid eyes on Sashi after that. Reeves’ semen was still wet when the police found Sashi’s panties in the back of his car early Sunday morning.”

“I presume Reeves didn’t testify in his own defense.”

“Not a chance. Trial counsel advised against it. It would have been one thing if Reeves had wanted to take the stand and deny that he’d killed Sashi. But he also wanted to deny that he’d sexually assaulted her. There was no way the jury was going to believe that this was consensual sex and not a sexual assault. If he was lying about the rape, they surely would’ve thought he was lying about the murder as well. The best strategy was not to testify.”

“Did you challenge the sexual assault conviction on appeal?”

“No. You know the drill. We’re trying to stop an execution, not get a man elected to Congress. The evidence of sexual assault here is pretty solid.”

“Even without a body?” asked Jack.

“The prosecutor put a psychiatrist on the witness stand. Sashi had psychological issues and an aversion to physical intimacy of any kind. She didn’t even like to be hugged by her own parents. The very notion that she would engage in consensual sex with a convicted felon and lifelong loser like Dylan Reeves was something no jury would believe.”

“Interesting,” said Jack. “Her mother didn’t mention any psychological issues to me.”

“All done,” said the mechanic. He punched the button, the hydraulic lift hissed, and the van began its descent.

Eve walked up behind Hannah, her unlit pipe clenched in her teeth. “It’s good to have you back defending the guilty, Jack.”

Jack knew she was kidding—sort of. “Would be nice if this one’s innocent. But remember: even if he is, this is a onetime engagement for me.”

“We understand,” said Hannah.

Four tires simultaneously kissed the concrete floor, and the van clunked as it settled into equilibrium. “You need new shock absorbers,” said the mechanic. “A new set of tires, too.”

“We need new everything,” said Hannah. “Just a muffler today, thank you.”

The mechanic wiped his hands on his coveralls, then stepped away to write up the invoice. Another mechanic backed the van out of the garage, and Eve followed. Hannah hung back with Jack for a moment.

“I don’t want to beat this point to death,” said Jack, “but my conversation with Debra Burgette doesn’t change the arrangement I made with you and your mother. I promised Andie that I was just subleasing space from the Freedom Institute to help you guys out financially.”

“So . . . but for Andie, you would be back at the Freedom Institute?” asked Hannah.

“I didn’t say that. Andie would never come out and tell me what to do with my career. This just isn’t my season in life to go back to capital cases.”

“Is it about the money?”

“Not entirely. But, hey, money matters. It’s taken me a long time, and finally I’ve figured out how to make a decent living as a sole practitioner. Good thing, too. I’m about to start a family. You said it yourself: the Freedom Institute can barely pay its electric bill.”

“Dad worked at the Freedom Institute my entire life. I turned out okay. Smith College. Harvard Law. A year of Barnyard.”

“You mean Barnard?”

“No. Barnyard. Mom insisted that I work on a kibbutz in Israel after college. I raised chickens for a year.”

They shared a smile. “I loved your father, and your mom is an amazing woman. But the Freedom Institute was their life, Hannah. Andie and I are in agreement about this. I’ve worked long and hard to build a successful practice, and I can’t just give it all up.”

“Okay. I respect that. But I need to know where you and I stand in the short term. Are you in this case, or are you out?”

“Right now, let’s just say I’m interested in this case. But only because I was the guy who answered the door when the victim’s mother said there was no homicide.”

“Got it, chief.”

“Good.”

Hannah started toward the van. “Come on,” she said. “I want you to take a good look at the evidence. In the interest of full disclosure, box nine is probably the best place for you to start.”

“What’s in box nine?” he asked.

Hannah’s eyeglasses darkened as she stepped out of the garage and into the sunlight. “Your innocent client’s confession,” she said.





CHAPTER 4

Naturally, box 9 in the capital case of State of Florida v. Dylan Reeves was buried at the bottom of the pyramid of boxes and suitcases in the back of the Neil-Mobile. The day had turned hot and muggy, a typical weather pattern that made September Jack’s least favorite month in south Florida. As the rest of the country enjoyed crisp autumn days and cool nights, Miami was at the peak of the hurricane season and the daily onslaught of tropical waves of sticky air. Jack’s shirt was soaked with sweat by the time he finished unloading and reloading the van. He carried the evidence box to his car, and Hannah rode with him back to the Freedom Institute. Jack cranked the AC to high, and the cold blast from the dashboard felt good. The relief was short-lived, however. The office was like an oven.

“To the kitchen,” said Jack. “It’s cooler in there.”

“Not really,” said Hannah.

“Watch and learn.”

He placed the evidence box on the kitchen table, opened the refrigerator, and basked in the chilly air. “Ahhh.”

Hannah shot him a look of playful disapproval. “Surely my father didn’t teach you that energy-inefficient trick.”

“No,” said Jack. “In fact, this was the one offense he thought worthy of capital punishment.”

Hannah powered up her laptop and inserted the DVD from box 9. “MDPD homicide interrogated Reeves for about seven hours,” she said. “All of it was video recorded. This three-minute segment is from the very end. It was, by far, the most powerful evidence presented at trial.”

Jack pulled up a chair. Hannah cued up the video and hit PLAY. The case caption and an exhibit number appeared on the screen. The image flickered, and the video followed. It was the typical arrangement. A windowless room. Bright fluorescent lights. A suspect seated on one side of a rectangular table. A seasoned detective seated on the other side. Another detective was standing, his palms on the tabletop, his body language a bit more intimidating than his partner’s. Jack assumed he was the “bad cop” in this tag team.

Hannah hit PAUSE, freezing the image on the screen. “Note the time: ten-fourteen a.m. Dylan Reeves is six feet tall and two hundred pounds. His blood alcohol content was three times the legal limit when the police pulled him over at three a.m.”

“So, seven hours later, he’s still legally drunk.”

“Definitely,” said Hannah. She hit PLAY again and turned up the volume. “Listen.”

Jack focused, taking in the video as well as the audio. Reeves’ BAC may have been over the legal limit, but the guy looked more hungover than drunk. His hair was a mess. He needed a shave. It required far more energy than he could muster to keep his chin off his chest. He was sinking in the hardwood chair, and his body language was screaming, “I just want to go to bed.” He blinked slowly, and it took a verbal cue from the detective to get him to reopen his eyes.

“Dylan,” said the detective. “Dylan Reeves.”

“Huh?”

“You hungry?”

“Yeah.”

“Corrigan here is gonna make a run to the drive-thru. You want something? How about some pancakes?”

“Okay.”

“Some OJ? Fresh-squeezed?”

“Sure.”

“Comin’ right up, son. All we gotta do is wrap this up, and we can all have some breakfast. How’s that sound?”

“Good.”

The detective leaned closer, looking Reeves in the eye. “Did you hurt Sashi Burgette? You can tell us.”

“No.”

“It’s okay. It’ll be better if you tell us the truth.”

“I didn’t hurt her.”

The detective shook his head. “I want to believe you, Dylan. I really do. But I know you’re lying to me.”

“I didn’t hurt no one.”

“A seventeen-year-old girl doesn’t just drop her panties in the backseat of your car and then vanish. Poof.”

“I didn’t know she was seventeen.”

“I’m sure you didn’t. No one is saying that’s your fault. None of this is your fault. We just need to know what happened. Tell me what happened to Sashi.”

“For the hundredth time,” he said, groaning. “I gave her a ride, and we had sex.”

“She was a virgin, you know. A seventeen-year-old virgin.”

Reeves sat up. His shoulders started to heave. Then his head rolled back, and his whole body trembled. He nearly fell off his chair but managed to right himself.

He was laughing.

“What’s so funny?” the detective asked.

The laughter continued. The detectives watched in silence, but Reeves had lost all self-control.

“You think this is a joke, son?”

Reeves struggled to pull himself together. The laughter turned to wheezing, and in another minute he could breathe again. His interrogator was staring from across the table, but Reeves met his stare. He suddenly seemed sober, or at least alert.

“A virgin, huh?” asked Reeves.

“That’s right. Seventeen years old.”

He nodded slowly, and even though the camera wasn’t positioned to catch a close-up, the smugness came across in the video. “Do you think God will forgive me?” he asked, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

The detective answered in a deep, serious tone. “He will if you ask him to. But you gotta ask him, son.”

Reeves sank in his chair. The detective’s words and skillful delivery were having a visible effect. Reeves’ smugness slowly drained away.

“I understand your daddy was a preacher. Is that right, Dylan?”

The kill shot. It was as if a cold wind had just blown through the interrogation room, palpable even as Jack watched on video. Clearly, Reeves had finally given the seasoned detective the opening he’d been waiting for, the chance to play that ace he’d been holding for seven hours.

“‘Therefore, confess your sins to one another and pray for one another, that you may be healed.’ You know that scripture?”

Reeves’ eyes closed, but he didn’t answer.

The detective let him stew another minute, then continued in the same preacher-like tone. “Do you need to be healed, Dylan?”

The question hung in the air for several seconds, and Reeves seemed to shrink in the silence.

“You do need it,” the detective said gently. “You need forgiveness. Don’t you, son?”

Reeves didn’t move. Thirty seconds passed. Then, finally, in slow but discernible fashion, he lowered his chin, raised it, and then lowered it again.

A nod.

The video ended. Hannah hit STOP. The screen went black.

Jack had been watching so closely that he was literally on the edge of his chair. He settled back and took a deep breath.

“What do you think?” asked Hannah.

Jack didn’t answer right away. He looked off in the middle distance, and then his gaze drifted back to Hannah.

“I think we all need forgiveness,” he said.





CHAPTER 5

Jack left the Freedom Institute around six and headed home. The first stop was Johnson Firearms in midtown, where he purchased Andie’s gun-cleaning mat. The next stop was supposed to be the Food Mart for potato chips and ice cream. A call from Debra Burgette sidetracked him.

“Can you meet me at the Travelodge on U.S. 1? It’s right across from the University of Miami.”

Jack had driven past it a million times, but he’d never been there. “Right now?”

“Yes. It’s important.”

“What is it?”

“Just come. I need you to see something.”

Jack had spent all afternoon reading the trial transcript from State v. Dylan Reeves, and he had plenty of questions for Debra. He would have preferred to check in with Andie first, but there was urgency in Debra’s voice; and once a death warrant was signed, there was no such thing as moving too fast, even if the execution date was still thirty days away.

“I can be there in twenty minutes,” he said.

He got there in ten. Debra was waiting for him in the lobby. “You want to grab a coffee and talk?” asked Jack.

“No,” she said, taking him by the arm. “Follow me.”

Her voice had that same urgency that Jack had detected on the phone, but the look in her eyes was not a worried one. It bordered on excitement. She led him down the long hallway on the ground floor, past the business center and several meeting rooms. They stopped at a set of double doors, which were closed. It was the entrance to “Ballroom B.”

“I’ve been working on this all day,” she said as she pulled open the door.

Jack stepped inside and stopped. It was small for a “ballroom,” more suitable for a Rotary Club lunch than, say, a wedding reception. Instead of the typical round dinner tables with white table cloths, however, Debra had brought in a dozen rectangular folding tables. Leaflets, flyers, and posters, each with a yellow ribbon of hope fastened to it, were spread out across the tables. Jack picked up one of the flyers. It wasn’t the photograph that he’d seen in the case file earlier that afternoon, but it was the same beautiful seventeen-year-old brunette with the flawless olive skin and mysterious dark eyes. The identical three-word message was on the flyers, the posters, and the banner that hung on the wall behind the tables:



FIND SASHI BURGETTE



“We’ll put laptop computers over there,” said Debra, indicating. “Volunteers can work social media, send e-mail blasts—all the virtual-world stuff. That table by the door with the cash box is for people who want to contribute to the Find Sashi reward fund. And on those tables in the back we can put out coffee and snacks. Bagels and such in the morning. Maybe some finger sandwiches in the afternoon. If folks are kind enough to donate their time, the least you can do is feed them.”

Jack was speechless. Of course he felt sorry for a woman who’d lost her daughter, but he couldn’t hide his concern.

“Debra, is this all your idea?”

“Not entirely. I have you to thank.”

“Me?”

“Yes, you. For three years, no one would help me, Jack. Not the police, not my church, not even my husband. Ex-husband. Gavin and I are divorced now. Did I mention that?”

“No. You didn’t.”

She breathed in and out, her gaze sweeping the room. “I feel like I’m forgetting something. There’s just so much to think about.”

“Debra, is anyone coming?”

“Yes, of course. I e-mailed at least a hundred people. I was hoping the room would be buzzing when you got here. But traffic is so bad this time of day. I’m sure they’re coming, though. They’ll be here. It’s the traffic.”

Jack didn’t mention that his trip from midtown had taken just half the time he’d estimated.

“I invited the local news stations, too,” said Debra.

“They’re coming?”

“Yes.”

“Did they say they would come?”

“Well, no. But I left a message on the voice mail. I’m sure they’re coming. Darn traffic.”

They stood in silence—awkward silence. Then the ballroom door opened.

“Ah, see! They’re here,” said Debra. She hurried to the door.

Jack stayed where he was. A woman about half Debra’s age entered. Debra took her by the hand and led her straight to Jack. She was a younger version of Debra, the same strawberry-blond hair, blue eyes, and high cheekbones.

“This is my daughter Aquinnah,” said Debra.

She shook Jack’s hand and smiled politely, but there was a hint of embarrassment in her expression. “Very nice to meet you.”

“Aquinnah is premed at Barry University.”

“Impressive,” said Jack.

“Not really,” said Aquinnah.

“Don’t be modest,” said Debra.

“It will be impressive if I pass organic chemistry.”

Debra smiled awkwardly, as if not sure what to do with that remark. “Did you bring any volunteers with you?”

“No, Mom. Just me.”

“Well, that’s a start. Let’s see. Why don’t you sit over there at the ribbon table. I tied about twenty already, but they all need safety pins so folks can fasten them to their lapels.”

“Sure thing,” said Aquinnah. She stepped away, catching Jack’s eye as she passed behind her mother. Aquinnah’s expression didn’t exactly say “crazy,” but it was close.

“How old is Aquinnah?” asked Jack.

“Twenty. Same as Sashi.”

Jack glanced again at Sashi’s photo on the flyer. Aquinnah was by no means unattractive, but Sashi was definitely the prettier one, even without a smile.

“They don’t really look alike. Are they fraternal twins?”

“No, no. Sashi is adopted. Did I not mention that?”

“No. You didn’t.”

“Not that it matters. I love both my girls equally. We adopted Sashi right before her fourteenth birthday, and her younger brother, Alexander, when he was two—almost three. They’re from Chechnya. Gavin wanted a boy, and if it had been up to him, the adoption would have gone through that way. But how could anyone break up a brother and sister? I sure couldn’t.”

Debra fell quiet. The energy she’d radiated since meeting Jack in the lobby was suddenly gone.

“Are you okay?” asked Jack.

“Funny,” she said. “I always felt as though we had done a good thing by adopting Sashi. You know, in her country they kick the kids out of foster care at age sixteen. Chances are she would have ended up a prostitute or a drug addict. We gave her a . . . ,” she said, swallowing her words, “a better life.”

Debra’s hands started to tremble. Jack didn’t know what to say. He didn’t want to give false hope. “You did the right thing.”

“Yes,” she said, sniffing back tears. “It was the right thing. And this time it is all going to work out. I know it is. And I am so grateful to you, Jack. So, so grateful.”

“Debra, I—”

She took a quick step closer, squeezed his hand, and kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you.”

She stepped away, and Jack took a breath. Their eyes met for a moment, and Jack saw a hint of gratitude in Debra’s. But it was mostly desperation.

“You’re welcome,” was all he could say.





CHAPTER 6

Jack was halfway home, standing at the checkout counter with a bag of potato chips and a carton of triple fudge swirl ice cream, when Andie phoned him.

“Honey, Dr. Starkey wants me to meet her at the hospital.”

Jack gripped his cell but dropped everything else, including his wallet, as he ran for the exit. The automatic doors parted on his way out.

“Sir, your wallet!” the bag boy shouted.

He did a quick one-eighty, but the doors closed suddenly. He slammed into the glass, his forehead taking the brunt of the beating. “Ow, shit!”

“That’s gonna leave a mark,” the bag boy said.

Jack checked for blood. There was none. He thanked the bag boy for the wallet and groceries and ran to his car. Andie was still on the line.

“What was that noise?” she asked.

“Nothing. Is the baby coming?”

“No, it’s my blood pressure. It’s too high.”

Jack jumped into the driver’s seat and started the engine. “I’ll pick you up.”

“The ambulance is on the way.”

“Ambulance?”

“Dr. Starkey says it’s only a precaution. Just meet us in the ER.”

“Okay. I’ll drive straight there.”

It took Jack forty minutes to reach the hospital, thanks to an accident on the Dolphin Expressway. The ice cream was a total loss, so he ditched it in the trash receptacle outside the ER entrance, wiping his hands on his pants as he passed through the automated doors to the waiting room. It was packed. The only available seat was the one next to an old woman holding a plastic bucket that reeked of vomit. A tattooed biker with road rash on his bulging arms was stretched across three seats, but no one seemed inclined to make him share. Jack saw no sign of Andie, but priority for a pregnant woman who passed the time by cleaning her semiautomatic pistol would have made sense, even if she hadn’t come in by ambulance. Jack hurried past the mayhem and went straight to the intake desk.

“I’m looking for my wife. Andrea Henning. She’s very pregnant and came in by ambulance.”

“What happened to you?” the nurse asked.

“Nothing. I’m trying to find my wife.”

“Looks like you’ve got a big purple mango stuck to your forehead.”

“I banged my head.”

“When?”

“About an hour ago.”

“Well, you came to the right place. We specialize in head trauma.”

“I’m just trying to find my wife. This isn’t about me.”

“It is now. Get in the wheelchair.”

“No, you don’t understand, I—”

“It’s protocol. If you black out and hit the floor, I’ll lose my job. So get in the wheelchair, get some ice on that knot, and I’ll take you to your wife. Or go sit out in the waiting room next to the woman with the bucketful of vomit and wait your turn. The choice is yours.”

Jack settled into the chair, and the nurse pushed.

“Smart move. By the way, your wife is one of the most beautiful pregnant women I’ve ever seen.”

“Thank you. And she’s probably the only one whose husband ended up in a wheelchair.”

“No, sir,” she said with a chuckle. “Not by a long shot.”

They made a quick stop at the nurses’ station and entered the ER through the pneumatic doors. Jack rolled up to patient bay number 3, peeked out from under the ice pack on his forehead, and saw Andie lying on a gurney. She was connected to an IV and a blood-pressure cuff, but she looked more concerned about Jack.

“I’m okay,” he said, and that was all she needed to hear. It was as if the emotional logjam had broken. The heartbreak of two previous miscarriages, the stress of a difficult pregnancy, a week of bed rest, and the ambulance ride to the hospital—all of it found release in laughter. Uncontrollable laughter. If she laughed any harder, she would have needed a catheter.

The doctor intervened. “Sir, I can’t get the patient’s blood pressure under control if she has the giggles. You’re going to have to leave.”

Jack could only assume that he looked even more ridiculous than he felt. “I’ll wait in the hallway,” he said, and wheeled himself out.

Around ten o’clock Andie’s doctor decided that she should be admitted to the hospital and stay the night “for observation.” Jack asked why. The doctor told him. Jack didn’t like the answer. He ditched the wheelchair and went up to room 311 for a moment alone with Andie.

“Hi,” he said as he entered the room.

Andie was awake and semireclined in the adjustable bed. “Hey, Schleprock,” she said with a warm smile.

It was a private room, and even though the door remained open, the hallways had quieted down for the night. Soft lighting gave Andie’s hair a bluish-black sheen. A visit to the ER had taken some of the sparkle out of her eyes, but the supervisory nurse had been right on the money: she was beautiful. Jack leaned over the bed rail and kissed her. Only then did he notice that there were two heart monitors on the other side of the bed. It made him happy and concerned at the same time.

“Everything looks good with the baby,” she said.

“I heard.”

“What else did you hear?”

“That they finally got you to stop laughing.”

She smiled again, and then it faded. “Seriously. Did Dr. Starkey mention the increased protein levels?”

“She did.” And then some. Jack had shifted into cross-examination mode to get details. Preeclampsia can cause fetal complications: low birth weight, premature birth, and, yes, Mr. Swyteck, even stillbirth. It can affect the mother’s kidneys, liver, and brain. When preeclampsia causes seizures, the condition is known as eclampsia. Jack didn’t have to ask: he knew eclampsia could be fatal for the mother.

Andie reached over the rail and took his hand. “Jack, I’m sure your mind is running wild.”

“No, it’s not.”

“It must be. Let’s not ignore the elephant in the room. Your mother died from eclampsia. But just because I have preeclampsia doesn’t mean it will develop into eclampsia.”

“You’re right.”

“And even if the condition does get worse, Dr. Starkey is on top of it.”

“You’re right again.”

“Medicine has come a long way since you were a baby and your mother got eclampsia.”

“You’re absolutely right.”

“Will you stop saying I’m right?”

“Sorry.” He breathed in and out. “What’s the next step?”

“They’ll do urine tests over the next twenty-four hours to determine how severe my condition is. We’ll know more then.”

“So yours could be a mild case?”

“Could be. They’ll run tests on my liver and kidneys. They’ll make sure the placenta is doing what it’s supposed to do. The good news is that all this goes away when the baby is born.”

“That is good news,” said Jack.

“So don’t be a doggy downer, okay? I don’t want to turn the countdown to what should be the happiest day of our lives into a pity party.”

“You got it.”

“Oh, and I don’t think we should tell your father about this. Don’t you agree?”

It was the Swyteck way, actually, to keep quiet about such things. Never had Jack and his father even nibbled around the edge of a conversation about what it had been like for him to bring his newborn son home from the hospital. Alone.

“I agree,” said Jack. “He and Agnes are in North Carolina till after Columbus Day and the Woolly Worm Festival anyway.”

“And the same goes for your grandmother. She was lighting three candles a day and praying to Saint Anne for a healthy baby even before I started peeing on a stick.”

“Abuela definitely doesn’t need to know.”

“Oh, and we probably shouldn’t mention it to—”

“Honey, we’ll keep this between us. How’s that for a plan?”

She nodded and smiled weakly. Then she fell quiet, and Jack didn’t feel the need to make her talk.

“I’m really tired,” she said.

“I’m not surprised.”

“I’m going to fall asleep soon.”

Jack looked around the room. The armchair in the corner looked reasonably comfortable. “I’ll stay here till you do.”

“I’d like that,” she said.

“I love you,” he whispered, but her eyes were already closed. “And I’ll be here when you wake up.”

Jack felt a strange vibration in his pocket. His eyes blinked open, and slowly he realized that he was still in Andie’s hospital room. He’d fallen asleep in the armchair. He pulled his cell from his pocket. It was 5:20 a.m., and Hannah was calling from the Freedom Institute. Andie was asleep, so he stepped into the hall.

“Good morning, chief,” said Hannah.

Jack massaged the bump on his forehead. “Do you know what time it is?”

“Sorry, but we’ve been working all night on Dylan Reeves’ emergency motion for stay of execution. The plan is to file at nine a.m. sharp. Do you want to read it first?”

The nursing station was in a shift change. Jack walked down the hall to a quieter place. “Sure. E-mail me the latest draft.”

“Okay. I got a question for you, though. Last we talked, we were going to focus on procedural issues and our challenge to the so-called confession. You told us to downplay the argument that Sashi is still alive.”

“I did.”

“Well, have you seen today’s Miami Tribune?”

“No. Have you?”

“I have a Google alert for Dylan Reeves. There’s an article that just posted on its Web edition. It quotes you.”

“What?”

“I got it right here. ‘Lawyer Says Death Row Inmate Faces Execution for Murder That Never Happened.’”

“I never spoke to anyone,” said Jack. “Are you sure they’re talking about me?”

“Yeah. I’ll read it to you. Blah, blah, blah. Here we go. ‘Twenty-eight-year-old Dylan Reeves has denied any involvement in the death or disappearance of Sashi Burgette since he was convicted of first-degree murder and sentenced to die by lethal injection. His lawyer, Miami attorney Jack Swyteck, now takes that argument one step further. The defense has uncovered significant new evidence that Sashi Burgette is still alive, Swyteck said in a press release.’”

“I didn’t issue a press release. Did you?”

“No, Jack. I would never do that without your approval.”

“Then who—” he started to say, but he stopped himself.

“I guess the possibilities are pretty limited, aren’t they?”

Jack recalled his talk with Debra at the “Find Sashi” headquarters, and her mention of phone calls to the local media. “Unpleasant as it may be, I need to have a firm talk with Sashi’s mother.”





CHAPTER 7

Jack called Debra Burgette. She didn’t answer. Either she knew he was angry and she was avoiding him, or she was still in bed, like most of Miami. He drove home to shower and change clothes.

The sun emerged from the Atlantic as he cruised across the causeway to Key Biscayne. Andie had initially resisted moving into his “bachelor pad,” but she came around. Jack had a sweetheart lease on waterfront property, one of the original “Mackle houses” that were built mostly for World War II veterans who were brave enough to live in what was, at the time, little more than a mosquito-infested swamp. The house sold for $12,000 in 1955, and if Jack managed to hit the lottery before his lease expired, he and Andie could purchase it for about seven million. If not, the house was theirs to enjoy for another two years. It was basically a two-bedroom concrete shoe box, but it came with a dock. Dozens of Jack’s friends begged to keep a boat there. Only one got his wish.

Theo Knight was Jack’s best friend, bartender, therapist, confidant, and sometime investigator. He was also a former client, a onetime gangbanger who easily could have ended up dead on the streets of Overtown or Liberty City. Instead, he landed on death row for a murder he didn’t commit. Jack literally saved his life. With his civil settlement from the state, Theo went on to open his own tavern—Sparky’s he’d called it, a play on words and double-barreled flip of the bird to “Old Sparky,” the nickname for the electric chair he’d escaped. Sparky’s had done well enough to get him a second bar, and even a fishing boat. Theo was hosing down his gear in Jack’s backyard as Jack pulled into the driveway.

“Got six beautiful dolphin,” said Theo.

Jack enjoyed fishing, but it had been a very long time since he’d stayed out all night to bring home a half dozen fish. “Nice,” he said.

“You look like hell. Did Andie finally come to her senses and kick you out last night?”

“No. She went into the hospital.”

Theo dropped the hose, and Jack filled him in. They both needed coffee, so the conversation moved inside to the kitchen. Theo wasn’t much help on medical matters related to pregnancy. He was a pretty quick study, however, when it came to Debra Burgette.

“The woman sounds fucked up.”

Jack wasn’t entirely comfortable with the diagnosis. “She’s been through a lot.”

“She’s fucked up.”

“So, you think I shouldn’t get involved?”

“You should, if there’s a chance this Dylan Reeves ain’t guilty. Just know the bitch is crazy.”

“She isn’t crazy.”

“That’s what you said about your first wife.”

He had a point.

Theo poured himself more coffee. “Let me shower off the fish smell and we can go talk to her. I’ll tell you what I really think.”

“It’s pretty clear what you really think.”

“Maybe I’ll change my mind.”

“Maybe pigs will fly.”

“Maybe the sick son of a bitch who really made Sashi Burgette disappear has his eye on another teenage girl.”

Jack bristled. “That’s not funny.”

“Nothing funny about an innocent man on death row.”

Jack stared right back at him over the top of his coffee cup. For a moment, he was looking into the eyes of that teenage boy he’d met through the Freedom Institute, Florida’s youngest inmate on death row.

“All right,” said Jack. “You can shower in the guest room. Then we’ll go see Debra.”

They drove south against rush-hour traffic toward Cocoplum, one of south Florida’s tony waterfront communities.

It was a breezy ride through Coconut Grove until they reached Cartagena Circle, a busy roundabout that was the Coral Gables version of the vehicular insanity surrounding the Arc de Triomphe. Traffic entered from multiple directions, almost no one understood the right-of-way rules, and even the ones who did were too busy texting to avoid a collision. Fortunately, it wasn’t Saturday morning, when the Circle—the meeting place for hundreds of weekend joggers and cyclists—transformed into the world’s greatest concentration of bulging blobs of jelly who had absolutely no business wearing form-fitting clothing.

“Bear left,” said Theo.

“Where do you think we are, London?”

Jack followed the circle counterclockwise in the shadow of sprawling banyan trees, exiting at the twin royal palms that marked the gated entrance to the Cocoplum community. A security guard checked them in and let them pass. The Burgettes’ address was programmed into Jack’s GPS, which guided them past one Mediterranean-style mansion after another. Jack stopped when the mechanical voice said, “You have arrived.” It was a pink tri-level house with arched windows, a barrel tile roof, and a fountain in the front yard. A manicured hedge with purple cocoplum berries lined the horseshoe driveway, which was empty—no sign of Debra’s Mercedes. Jack parked on the street. He and Theo climbed the steps to the front door, rang the doorbell, and waited. No answer.

“Well, this was a waste of time,” said Jack.

“Wait. Did you hear that?”

“Hear what?”

“Inside. Screaming.”

“What—”

“Shhh. There it is again: ‘There’s a black man at the door, there’s a black man at the door!’”

“No comment,” said Jack as he started down the stairs. The Burgettes’ neighbor happened to be at the curb, picking up his morning newspaper, so Jack walked over and struck up a conversation. Theo followed.

“Excuse me. Is this the Burgette residence?”

The man stopped and looked Jack over. He looked Theo over, too—twice. “Who’s asking?”

Jack introduced himself, as well as Theo—“my assistant”—and handed the man a business card. He was a balding, overweight man who confirmed his middle age by holding Jack’s card as far away as possible to read it.

“Are you related to former governor Harry Swyteck?”

“He’s my father.”

He returned Jack’s card. “Never did like that guy. Sorry.”

“Well, that’s politics.”

“At least he didn’t sign your death warrant,” added Theo.

Jack left that one alone, focusing on the neighbor. “Debra Burgette asked me to take a fresh look into the disappearance of her daughter.”

He shook his head. “Poor woman. Yesterday she gave me a stack of ‘Find Sashi’ flyers to distribute. How long has it been now? Three years? Long time to be in denial.”

“Did you know Sashi?”

“Not really. The other girl—Aquinnah—I knew since she was born. Sashi came much later. Adopted. Pretty girl. Real pretty. But not an easy kid to get to know.”

“Because of the language barrier?”

“That’s what I thought it was at first. She and her little brother came from Russia.”

“Chechnya,” said Jack.

“Right. But, no, it wasn’t a language problem. Debra had those kids in private school, English-immersion classes, the whole bit. Alexander’s a nice kid. Really a good boy. But Sashi. She . . .”

“What?”

“She had a screw loose. I don’t know how else to say it.”

“How do you mean?” asked Jack.

“Well, if you followed any of the news coverage of Sashi’s disappearance, you would think it was the first time her parents had no idea where she was.”

“You’re saying that’s not the case?”

“Not even close. Sashi must have run away from home a half dozen times before disappearing for good. Maybe more.”

“I wasn’t aware of that,” said Jack.

“Oh, yeah. There was a stretch when Debra and Gavin were knocking on my door every other week, asking if I’d seen Sashi. They had a real problem on their hands.”

“It sounds like it.”

“Yeah. Sad situation. Anyway, I have to get to work. Nice talking with you fellas. Good luck with whatever it is that Debra wants from you.” He turned and walked away.

Jack and Theo started toward their car.

“That was interesting,” said Theo.

“Yeah. Also interesting that I read the entire transcript of Dylan Reeves’ trial. I didn’t see a single mention of any of those other times Sashi ran away from home.”

“Maybe the judge kept it out.”

“And normally I would agree with that. It smacks of victim assassination. But this is a murder case, and the body was never recovered.”

“What difference does that make?”

“The prosecution has to prove that a homicide was committed. A jury might not jump to the conclusion that Sashi is actually dead if they know she ran away from home a half dozen times before.”

“So you’re saying Sashi might be alive.”

“I’m saying . . .”

Theo finished the thought for him. “Maybe what crazy Debra is saying isn’t so crazy. That’s what you’re saying.”

Jack considered it. “Yeah,” he said finally. “I guess I am.”





CHAPTER 8

Breakfast was by far the best thing about her motel, but Debra wasn’t hungry.

“Just coffee,” she told the waitress. She was alone in a booth. A tall, cylinder-shaped pie display spun round and round behind her.

“The buffet looks awfully good today,” the waitress said as she filled Debra’s cup.

Debra didn’t doubt it. Virtually every customer in the restaurant was in line at the omelet station.

“Coffee is all I need, thank you.”

The waitress wrote up the check and tossed it on the table. “No rush, sweetie. Whenever you’re ready.”

It had been a lonely night at the Find Sashi command center. The high point had been Jack’s visit. Aquinnah stayed for a couple of hours, but she turned out to be part of an ambush. Debra’s two closest girlfriends had shown up, and, together with Aquinnah, the threesome mounted an “intervention” of sorts. It wasn’t anything Debra hadn’t heard before. More talk about “closure” and the need for Debra to find it. As if it were any other woman’s business.

Debra glanced across the restaurant. Aquinnah was haggling with the motel manager. She was trying to get a refund of Debra’s deposit on the ballroom. Debra had reserved it for two weeks. Debra could only imagine what, in the name of negotiating strategy, Aquinnah was saying to the manager about her “poor mother.”

Hopefully, it was kinder than the words she had screamed at Debra on
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