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Chapter One 
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“I’m going to ask you for a favor,” Eric says. Then he coughs like someone does when they’re about to make a speech.

I stir the pasta sauce in the small pan while I wait for Eric to tell me what’s on his mind. 

“You still there?” Eric says.

“Yeah. Yeah, I’m here.”

“Hear me out first. We’re still friends, regardless. I want you to think about this before you answer.”

I’ve been on my cell phone with Eric for half an hour.  We’ve talked about the onset of fall weather on the Oregon coast, about hassles that Eric’s having with his boss in the Federal Marshals, and about our mutual friend Sandy Burroughs’ work in Washington D.C. as chief of staff for a senator. Every time it felt like we’d run out of things to say, Eric had taken the conversation in a new direction, as if he had something important to discuss but was reluctant to talk about.

“What’s on your mind, Eric?” I say. “What’s the favor?”

I empty the contents of the spaghetti box into the pot of boiling water and look through the big picture window at the evening sky over the Pacific. I don’t mind being alone, but at dusk when things get really quiet in Oceanside, my house can feel as hollow as a canyon at midnight. I consider opening a bottle of wine to take the edge off of my loneliness.

“Seriously,” Eric continues, “I just want you to know that if you don’t want to do this, I completely understand.”

“All right already. I’m a big boy. I’ll say ‘no’ if I don’t want to do the favor. What’s up?”

“Do you remember Michelle Villareal?”

“From Alamogordo? Of course I remember her.”

Michelle and I had been romantically involved six years earlier when I investigated my brother’s murder. I’d managed to bring his killer to justice, but I’d also recklessly involved Michelle in my battle with murderous drug-runners. In exchange for entry into WITSEC, the witness protection program run by Federal Marshals, Michelle testified against a member of the MT Cartel in open court. To stay alive, she’d had to assume a new identity, move to a new town, and cut off all contact with anyone she’d ever known. I’d never forgotten that she paid a heavy price for my mistakes. Even after six years, my guilt about how I’d affected her life weighed on me.

“So, you know that she’s been in the program for a while,” Eric says.

“I know that, Eric. I was there when she testified against the MT Cartel. I testified, too.”

“You met her daughter Rosalie, right?” 

“Sure,” I say. “Sweet kid.”

The last time I saw Rosalie, she was a happy, beautiful child with auburn hair like her mother’s. I’d communicated with her through sign language when Michelle and I played golf in Cloudcroft, New Mexico. I hadn’t realized that the day we spent together on a golf course would be one of the last times I’d ever see her. Like her mother, Rosalie had escaped the wrath of the MT Cartel by disappearing through the opaque curtain of the witness protection program. I’d never had the chance to say goodbye.

“Well, she’s not a kid anymore,” Eric says. “She’s eighteen.”

“How about that?” I say, trying to mask my unease about the discussion of Michelle and Rosalie. “They grow up fast, don’t they?”

Eric pauses for so long that the unsaid implication of what we’re discussing settles on me like a heavy blanket. He wouldn’t have brought Michelle and Rosalie up in conversation unless something serious was going on. 

“Eric,” I say. “What’s this about?”

He sighs before continuing. “I know that you and Michelle were involved before she went into protection, and this is gonna hurt. Michelle was killed two weeks ago, and now Rosalie is having serious emotional problems. She dropped out of school, no one’s been able to get her to talk, and she’s barely eaten since Michelle died. She just lays in bed like she’s in a coma. Her case handler and doctors say they’ve run out of ideas, and Rosalie’s going to be institutionalized if something doesn’t change soon. It’s dire.”

“Where did all this happen?”

“In a suburb of Boston called Dorchester.”

“You said the word ‘talk.’ Has Rosalie’s deafness resolved itself somehow?”

“Well, yes and no. She still has severe hearing loss, but she found an audiologist who fitted her with hearing aids that don’t scare her with feedback loops. And after years of speech therapy, she’s learned to speak fluently. When she wants to, anyway.”

“Where is Rosalie now?”

“She’s still in Boston. Her handler has been staying with her at the house Michelle lived in.”

“Okay. Can you tell me what happened to Michelle?”

“The Boston Police say she was in a parking lot putting groceries into the trunk of her car, and someone backed a truck into her. She died at the scene.”

“Did they catch the guy who did it?”

“Not yet.”

“But the police are investigating, right?”

“I talked to the homicide dick who’s been looking at it. His name’s Freeman. He told me that witnesses said a black pickup was the cause of the accident. No one was close enough to see the plates or get a look at the driver. They said that after hitting Michelle, the truck took off.”

“Was Rosalie with Michelle when it happened? Was she hurt?” 

“No. She was at home.”

“Were there any security cameras in the parking lot or nearby intersections?”

“I asked about that. Freeman says there weren’t, and the truck didn’t show up on the cameras that monitor highways in and out of that part of Boston. Either he took surface streets after he hit Michelle, or he parked the truck somewhere nearby.”

“Does Freeman think it was deliberate?”

“He says there’s no evidence that it was, and says these kinds of accidents in parking lots are common.”

“Does he know that Michelle was in WITSEC?”

“He knows. Any time the police do a records search on someone who’s in witness security, the Federal Marshals are notified, and I reached out to him to let him know about Michelle.”

“Okay. So even though he knows that she was in WITSEC, he doesn’t think this is someone catching up with her and getting even?”

“Detective Freeman is chalking it up to a careless driver who didn’t realize he hit someone. You know how it is when you’re driving a truck. Your visibility is poor, and you can run into things and barely feel it. And that may be what happened here. I don’t know yet. Even though Freeman hasn’t said so, the sense I get is that he’s already moved on to cases that have a better probability of being solved. If you call it murder and can’t solve it, it looks bad on your stats. If you call it an unfortunate accident and can’t solve it, so what?”

“That doesn’t sit well, does it?”

“I agree. Rosalie is an orphan now, and I put her into the program with her mother, so I feel an obligation to put this right. I need to know why this happened and to make sure it doesn’t happen to someone else.”

“What can I do to help?” I ask.

“Look,” he says, “I’d run this to ground myself, but my manager ordered me to stay out of it to keep relations good with the Boston Police. We have dozens of people in the program there, and we can’t afford to piss off the police by telling them how to do their jobs.”

“I understand,” I say. 

“So, we’ve come to the favor I wanted to ask. Would you go to Boston? See if you can get Rosalie to come out of her shell so she doesn’t wind up a vegetable in some psych ward? Would you do that for me?”

“Of course,” I say, without having a clue about how to do it. I’m not a grief counselor or child psychologist.

“Okay,” he says. “Thanks. I appreciate this. Rosalie’s a great kid. I hate to see her destroyed through no fault of her own.”

“Agreed. I’ll do what I can.” But I immediately feel the weight of what I’m taking on. “I have to ask one question, though. Why do you think I’m the best person to help with Rosalie?”

“Because you have a knack for fixing things that are broken. And Rosalie mentioned you to Michelle’s handler several times, telling her that you’re the only nice man her mom ever dated. Seems like there’s a connection between the two of you that might help. Realistically, though, I’m out of alternatives.”

“Okay.”

“And while you’re there, if you see anything doesn’t seem right about the way the police handled the investigation, just tell me. I’ll take it from there. I’m concerned there’s more here than Freeman says there is. We went to a lot of trouble to hide Michelle. Even though it seems like a long shot, if this wasn’t an accident I need to know it.”

“Absolutely.” 

“I can’t tell you how much this thing is eating at me. Before she testified, I swore to Michelle that I could keep Rosalie and her safe.”

“I liked Michelle, too,” I say. “We might still be together if things had gone a different way. I’ve always wondered about that.”

“Well, I appreciate you doing this for me,” Eric says. “So here are some logistics: you know that when we put people into the program, we ask them to change their names. Michelle and Rosalie didn’t want to change their first names, but they did agree to change their last name to Vegas, like the town. Michelle said that she was gambling with her life by testifying, so she thought Vegas was a good choice for a name.”

“If she was gambling with her life, what are the odds of losing, Eric? How often is someone’s identity leaked, or someone hunted down in retribution?”

“There’s only been one internal leak that I know of in the entire time I’ve been with the marshals. Occasionally people in the program do stupid things like hanging out with the same people they testified against, or they write letters to old friends who spill the beans to others, but that isn’t our fault. If people follow the rules, they’re almost always fine.”

“Not this time, though.”

Eric is quiet for a moment. “No. Not this time. Look, we still don’t know what happened.”

“Yeah,” I say. “Maybe it really was just an accident.”

“Maybe,” Eric says. “I’ll text you the address of Michelle’s house. Rosalie’s handler’s name is Gina Murphy. Nice lady, very experienced, very capable. I’ll get you her phone number and I’ll let her know that you’re coming to help with Rosalie.”

“Okay. How often did Michelle meet with her handler?” I ask.

“Why are you asking?”

“I just wonder if something was going on, and Michelle was scared, whether she would have felt comfortable enough with her handler to tell her about it.”

“Gina met with Michelle weekly when she first went into protection, but the last couple years only talked to her every few months or so. When people go into the program, we don’t sit on them like eggs we’re trying to hatch. We help them get started with new lives and then mostly leave them alone. It’s actually better that way.”

“Okay,” I say. “So, Michelle hadn’t turned to her handler about being worried or threatened?”

“No, she didn’t. Gina tells me that it had been a while since she talked to Michelle, but there was nothing unusual about their last conversation.”  

“Okay. So, what angle do you want me to take with Detective Freeman? Anything specific?”

“I’ll tell him to expect a visit from a concerned friend of Michelle’s and ask him to extend courtesy to you. Please tread lightly. Don’t go on the attack with this guy. Just talk to him, get his version of events, and then tell me what you think. That’s all I’m asking for. Can you do that?”

“Scout’s honor. Does that mean I can expect Freeman to share everything he has on the investigation with me?”

“No. That’s not going to happen. You’re a civilian and he’s never met you before. Just meet with him and hear him out. Get his explanation for why he thinks it was an accident and get a read on whether you think everything that could be done has been done. You have a sensitive bullshit detector. I just want to know if he sets it off.”

“Why don’t you trust his opinion? You must have already heard everything he’s going to tell me, and more.”

“Because it seems like an unlikely coincidence that someone in witness protection was killed in such a public, violent way, and it was just an accident. I guess it’s possible, but I need to know for certain one way or the other.”

“But your supervisor disagrees, since he told you to stay out of it.”

“That’s right.”

It’s quiet for a moment on the call, and then Eric says, “Look, I have one final thought.”

“What’s that?”

“If I’m right, and Freeman’s wrong, and it was the MT Cartel who came after Michelle, it’s possible you’re the next target. You both testified at the trial.”

“It’s possible,” I say, hoping that Eric’s concern is true.

“So, you should start watching your back. Right?”

“It seems that way.” 

“Why are you giving me this blasé attitude?” he says. “This isn’t a joke.”

“Look at it this way,” I say. “If someone did this to Michelle intentionally, and me being a target brings them out into the daylight, so much the better. Because when I find out who did this, I’m going to burn them to the ground. That’s a promise.”

“Easy, Tiger,” Eric says. “I know that you can take care of yourself when things get ugly. But you better be on your toes. Odds have a way of catching up with everyone, even you. Michelle was doing fine for six years, like you have. Her luck just ran out.”

———————
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Being single is both good and bad. The good: I don’t have to tell my wife or girlfriend that I’m going to be gone for several weeks dealing with the aftermath of an old girlfriend’s death. The bad: I don’t have a wife or girlfriend at all, despite my best attempts to form a lasting relationship with someone. I’d been dating Tara, a counselor and music teacher at Hampton High School, and I’d thought my relationship with her was on solid ground, but she’d recently met a shoe company executive who owns a jet airplane and a vineyard in France, and she’d moved on. He has a daughter at Hampton High School, too, so I guess if he and Tara decide to get married, Tara will have an instant family and the financial security she’s always wanted. I don’t think I can begrudge her that, but when I imagine her sipping champagne on her private jet, I still do.

Regardless, it’s time for me to get moving. After I finish dinner, I go online and make reservations for a flight to Boston. The soonest flight leaves at six the next morning. Factoring in the time for driving from Oceanside to Portland, parking at the airport, and waiting in line for an hour for TSA to sniff my carry-on bag for weapons of mass destruction, I figure I’ll need to leave my house at about two in the morning to make my flight. Sigh. On the other hand, hardly any traffic and very few highway patrolmen are on the road at that hour, so I can probably drive as fast as I want to. It’s always about pluses and minuses, isn’t it?

After I pack a bag, I text the person at the property management firm who helps me manage my rental properties. I tell her that I’ll be out of town for a couple weeks and I ask her to only contact me in case of emergencies. Then I set the alarm on my phone for two in the morning, turn off the light, and hit the rack.
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Chapter Two
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When I get off the plane at Logan Airport in Boston, it’s three o’clock on a sunny, cool afternoon. I pick up my luggage and then go to the car rental area, where I stand in line in a sleep-deprived state for about twenty minutes before I make it to the counter. When I give them my reservation number, they check the computer terminal and tell me that the rental car I’d reserved isn’t available. Then they ask me if I’d like a free upgrade to a performance car with a four hundred horsepower engine, which would normally cost about twice as much. 

“Sure,” I say. “I’ll take that deal.” 

After I find the rental car in the parking garage, I enter the address for Michelle’s Dorchester house into the onboard computer. And I’m pleasantly surprised by the comfort and sophistication of the car’s interior as well as the amount of power that’s on tap. The car may be a four-door sedan, but it has the most sensitive gas pedal I’ve ever encountered. A gentle nudge from my right foot produces a wheel-spinning surge of acceleration that quickly becomes addictive. The car feels and looks like a throwback to 1960s muscle cars made for street racing from stop light to stop light, and for hundred-mile-an-hour blasts on highway on-ramps. Driving a quick-tempered car suits me fine, and I respond to the car’s attitude by stomping on the gas pedal and incinerating the back tires as I leave the airport parking garage. 

From that point on, I leave the world of sane, responsible drivers and take a rocket ride to crazy town. I start to lose myself in the kinetic energy of the car, the squealing and smoking tires, the pressure of the seat against my back, and the sound of an engine that belongs on a racetrack instead of a city street. Even when I’m cutting back and forth through traffic, though, the guilt I feel about putting Michelle on a trajectory to the Boston morgue is never far from my thoughts. With each street that I drive on and each building that I pass, I think about how Michelle had probably driven the same route and seen what I’m seeing now. I’d also formed a mental image of what it must have looked like when the truck slammed into her, and that image plays in my head with an urgency and frequency that makes me wonder if I’m losing my mind. I don’t think I can drive fast enough or recklessly enough to erase her killing from my consciousness, but I certainly give it a try. 

My kamikaze driving gets a brief reprieve as I near the entrance to the Ted Williams tunnel, where a road construction crew has blocked off the road to lay down a strip of fresh asphalt. While I wait for them to get out of my way, I sit at the front of a long line of traffic and watch the crew pour steaming tar into a trench and then drive a steam roller back and forth over the asphalt patch. When the crew worker finally stands off to the side and flips the sign around so that it says ‘slow’ instead of ‘stop,’ I push the gas pedal down and launch past him in a billowing cloud of tire smoke. The entry for the Ted Williams tunnel flashes past in the blink of an eye, and each time the transmission upshifts, the car surges forward again like a wild bull that’s been slapped on its ass.

With no one ahead of me, there are no concerns about rear-ending another car, or concerns about anything else, really. I’ve got the tunnel to myself, my own personal racetrack, and the speed is building at a breakneck pace. The textures on the tunnel walls, the lines on the pavement, and the lights on the ceiling all blur and then merge into something that looks like I’m being shot out of the barrel of a gun. The speedometer needle arcs past a hundred miles an hour and the engine roars like it’s about to explode, matching my mental state. At that point, my internal voice takes center stage in a simple, endgame dialogue. 

Everything is about to end. Are you okay with that? 

That question is a worthy one, but while I’m thinking about the answer, the speedometer needle moves past a hundred and ten, and the internal voice intrudes again into my reverie. It tells me that I’m going to kill myself if I don’t slow down. It’s time to make a choice.

Live or die?

It seems like the answer should be obvious, but at the moment, it isn’t. Ultimately, my reckless behavior is the reason Michelle moved to Boston, and this is where she met her end. Does that mean that what happened to her is my fault? It feels like it. As I watch the speedometer needle move past a hundred and twenty, though, I remember the promise I made to Eric to help with Rosalie, and I rethink my death wish behavior. For now, my commitment to Eric is all I need to know about anything. I lift my foot from the gas pedal and the engine begins to quiet. The car slows to a hundred, ninety, eighty, seventy, and my thoughts return to semi-normalcy.

Did that help? Did rolling the dice on my existence make me feel any better about what happened to Michelle and about the fact that I may be to blame for it? Am I in a better state now than I was five minutes ago? I'm honestly not sure.

While I’m reflecting on my state of mind, I exit the tunnel into bright sunlight and feel like I’ve re-entered the world of sanity, if only tenuously. Sometimes, acting like you don’t care whether you live or die wakes you up and makes you think about your place in the world, and how you got there. And maybe it makes you appreciate that you are still alive at all. I drive the rest of the way to Michelle’s house at the speed limit, stop at the stop signs, and use my turn signals when I change lanes.

———————
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Michelle’s home is on Snowden Way, and it’s a lovely two-story house painted blue with white trim. The property is wide enough that there’s a big strip of grass on both sides of the house separating it from the neighbors’ yards. Bright red roses are blooming against a generous front porch surrounded by white railing. Off to the right side of the house there’s a one-car garage and a freshly paved driveway with a basketball goal on a post. The grass in the yard needs to be mowed, but other than that, there’s nothing to indicate that this home is anything other than the achievement of the American Dream. Someone managed to earn enough and save enough to have a nice house in a suburb where the kids can play in the front yard. I feel humbled that Michelle managed to get her life back together after going into the witness protection program and did so well for herself and Rosalie. Maybe her move to Boston wasn’t such a bad thing after all.

I get out of the car and go up the steps.

I don’t know what I expected from Michelle’s handler in the witness protection program, but when she answers the doorbell, I’m surprised by what I see. Gina is about forty-five, petite, with shoulder-length brown hair and silver-framed eyeglasses. Skin that’s as pink as if she just came inside on a snowy day, and eyes the color of blueberries. She’s got on blue jeans over white jogging shoes, and a Boston Celtics tee shirt stretched to the limit by her huge chest. She also has a Glock .40 pistol in a hip holster and talks with a thick Boston accent. 

Gina invites me in, but then she stands just inside the front door while we talk, like she wants to get a read on me before I’m allowed deeper into the house, or I get the chance to talk to Rosalie. She’s wary.

“You can park your car in the driveway if you want,” she says. “Best not to leave it in the street. It’s narrow, and sometimes people’s mirrors get broken by passing trucks.” 

“Okay,” I say. “I’ll move it.”

“And thanks for coming to help with Rosalie. She misses her ma so much I’m afraid she’s pretty much paralyzed.” She reaches out to touch my forearm. Then she leans in close to me, like she wants to tell me something but doesn’t want to be overheard. 

“Eric tells me that you had questions about what happened to Michelle, and I should help you out however I can,” she says. “He says you’re a trusted friend. I’m not used to seeing someone who’s not in law enforcement treated so deferentially by Eric.”

“Eric and I go back a long way,” I say. 

“That’s what I gather,” she says. 

I nod. When I look past Gina I can see the living room, the kitchen, and a set of stairs. The living room floor and the stairs are the color of mahogany, and off to the left there is a small fireplace with red brick surrounding it and a smallish pink sofa that seems more decorative than functional. In front of the sofa there’s a wingback chair and a red, circular area rug with a white, intertwining rope pattern that reminds me of an Irish friendship ring. The kitchen has a grey luxury vinyl floor, newish white cabinetwork, white granite countertops, and pendant lights hanging over the butcher-block island and cooktop. Everything seems neat as a pin, a carefully chosen mixture of old and new. Regardless, I’ve still got my gym bag in my hand, and I think about whether I should put the bag down or just hold onto it in case she tells me that she doesn’t want me to stay at the house.

“Based on what Eric told me about you, I thought you might look like some kind of champion
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