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To Moira Reilly,
Thank you for being your warm, wise, and wonderful self.
With you here, the book begins on the perfect note.
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It was a beautiful ninety-degree morning in Denver: the
landfill site sweltered under the same sun that was giving
everyone else’s day a glorious start. Ren was sitting in the
passenger seat of her Jeep.
This cannot be my life.
Outside, the rest of Safe Streets were already dressed in
white Tyvek suits, Kevlar gloves, and black half-face masks,
sharing a range of looks that covered misery, repulsion,
sorrow, and panic.
The panic was flickering in the eyes of Janine Hooks,
Ren’s closest friend, and ex-Jefferson County cold case detective. Janine had joined Safe Streets three months earlier.
She was a brilliant, thorough investigator with a sharp, wise
mind and a heart of gold. Ren was certain Janine had an
eating disorder, but had never dared to raise it.
It breaks my heart how tiny you look inside your suit.
Janine was staring down at her feet, lining the tips of her
boots up.
Terrified about wearing a mask. Or shy around Robbie.
Robbie Truax was ex-Aurora PD, with Safe Streets from
22
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the beginning. Janine had met him first through Ren, and
was comfortable liking him from afar, a little less so now
that they were up-close colleagues.
Everett came into Ren’s line of vision, walking her way.
He pulled open the door of the Jeep.
‘How’s my girl?’
‘Seriously,’ said Ren, ‘I have zero idea how I got into the
apartment I did not remember I lived in.’
‘Too much grammar in that sentence . . .’
‘But you look fine – that’s not fair,’ said Ren. ‘I don’t
think I can go through with this.’
‘You can. You can always puke into the mask.’
‘Jesus Christ. Thanks. My ultimate nightmare.’
Fifteen minutes and one fake urgent phone call later, Ren
was suited up with the others.
I made it.
They stood in a group, still apart from the other searchers.
‘OK,’ said Ren. ‘Let’s go through the hand signals again
. . .’
Everyone looked at her. She pushed her hand into the
circle, low down, and raised her middle finger. ‘Fuck. This.’
The others smiled.
And fuck this heat.
Ren surveyed the landscape ahead of them: rotting food,
filthy diapers, decaying animals . . . stop the inventory of this
hellhole.
‘Stretched out before us,’ said Ren, ‘is a landscape that
looks like how my mouth feels. There may be a cadaver in
both. May your masks serve and protect you.’
She walked toward the rest of the searchers: Denver PD
detectives, Sheriff’s Office investigators, landfill site workers,
and volunteers.
23
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Volunteers, you extraordinary people. Have you no place else to
be? God bless you all.
They moved in and began the search. It was as hot, foul and
arduous as they expected. Two days later, they were back.
Four days. Five. On day six, the body of Hope Coulson,
hanging from black plastic coming undone, was hoisted from
a stinking mound of life’s waste and set on the ground at
the feet of the Safe Streets’ team. Janine Hooks’ eagle eye
had spotted the bag, the Duck tape wrapped around it at
each end with extra at the center.
Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.
Everett, Janine and four DPD detectives stayed with the
body until the coroner arrived. Ren called for Robbie and
they moved quickly toward her Jeep. They stripped out of
their filthy Tyvek suits, balled them into a bag in the back,
and hopped in.
You have gained quite a bit of weight, Robbie Truax, which I
feel mean noticing.
‘So, how’ve you been?’ he said, as he strapped himself in.
Ren looked at him. We’re together almost every day . . .
She started the engine, and drove.
‘I mean – we only see each other at work these days,’
said Robbie.
‘I know,’ said Ren. ‘It’s been crazy. And you’ve missed
some nights out. A lot of nights out. Is everything OK?’
They both understood the silence that followed. Robbie, the
blond, fresh-faced, boy-scout Mormon, was in treatment for
porn addiction, a problem that had been going on for months
before he finally told Ren, the sole guardian of his secret.
He shrugged. ‘I . . . was wondering if you were so . . .
horrified by what I told you, that . . . you were trying to
create distance.’
24
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‘Oh my God,’ said Ren. ‘Please tell me you don’t mean
that. Did I seem horrified to you? Jesus – I’d have no friends
if I distanced myself from people with porn and promiscuity
issues. And how could I distance myself from myself?’
Robbie smiled. ‘I guess I just miss hanging out, you coming
over, or staying around after work. Just having pizza or
whatever.’
But not drinking. Which isn’t seeming like fun to me right now.
Sorry!
‘You and Everett,’ said Robbie, ‘you’re—’
Ren’s heart sank.
And now we have hit the real problem. You think I have abandoned you for Everett.
After three months, Robbie was struggling to get along
with Everett, and it was making for some awkward moments.
But, you’re right. I have abandoned you. Everett is more fun.
Everett drinks. He dances. I can’t hurt Everett. I could hurt you,
sensitive man.
Robbie had once admitted to Ren that he loved her, and
she had told him that she saw him more as a brother. Their
friendship was strong, they had recovered from it, but Ren
couldn’t help feeling that a responsibility had come with the
admission: if he loves you, if he ever did, you could still hurt
him.
I never want to hurt you, Robbie Truax. You mean too much to
me.
‘I’m sorry if you feel like I haven’t been around,’ said
Ren. ‘You’re right. I’ve just been party, party, party. I think
it’s moving into the apartment, everything . . . I can’t settle.
I feel like I’m jumping out of my skin.’
‘That’s how I feel when I’m . . .’ He stared out the window.
‘Treatment is hard.’
‘I didn’t want to ask,’ said Ren. ‘It’s so personal.’
25
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He turned to her, his eyes bright with sincerity. ‘But you’re
the only person in the world I can talk to about personal
things.’
Ren reached out and squeezed his forearm. ‘I love you,
Robbie Truax. I’m so sorry. Please talk to me. I know it’s
probably like—’
‘Trying to catch a wild horse?’
‘Blindfolded.’
Robbie raised a hand in mock-defiance. ‘His eyes filled,
nevertheless, with hope . . .’
Ren pictured the smiling face of Hope Coulson.
Jonathan Briar, here we come. And this time, we have Hope.
When Jonathan Briar heard that his fiancée’s body had been
found, his knees buckled, and he cried out with such force,
Ren was startled. She had been standing with Robbie in the
living room of the apartment Jonathan and Hope had shared
for the previous two years. Ren caught Jonathan as he went
down. Now she was on her knees, and he was limp and
weeping in her arms.
This was not my vision.
Ren glanced up at Robbie, who had been temporarily
immobilized. Eventually, he kicked into action and helped
Jonathan Briar onto the sofa. Ren took a seat opposite and
looked around the room. It was her first time there.
This is a beautiful place. Cozy and cute. Seems like the home of
two people in love. This is . . . so strange. There is nothing cold
here. No sense of death or darkness.
‘How could this happen?’ wailed Jonathan. ‘How? I
thought she was alive! She’s . . . Hope isn’t someone . . .
just she wouldn’t be murdered. By anyone! She was in the
garbage, just like that? She didn’t belong there. Jesus Christ!
I just thought she was alive!’
26
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‘Where did you think she was?’ said Ren. Seriously. It’s
been almost five weeks.
Jonathan stopped sobbing. ‘I couldn’t even bring myself
to think about that.’ His hair was standing on end. ‘I just
couldn’t go there. Where did I think she was? I was thinking
nothing. I was thinking nothing bad. I was—’
In shock. All this time. You weren’t an emotionless asshole. You
were resisting being forced to think of a horrific ending. It was the
last thing you wanted to think of for your sweet, beautiful, caring
Hope.
Jonathan Briar locked eyes with Ren.
The pain. You can’t fake that. That agony cannot be faked. Can
it?

27
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Hope Coulson’s autopsy revealed that she had been strangled,
and it likely happened not long after she had gone missing.
She had been raped with something green and ceramic that
had broken, and left shards behind, one of which had a
partial fingerprint that matched Jonathan Briar’s. Her father
identified her body. Jonathan Briar identified the shards as
parts of a tall green ceramic sculpture – an engagement gift
they had been given – that he had failed to notice was
missing from their living room.
‘Well, being raped with one of your engagement gifts would
be a serious fuck-you if you cheated on your fiancé,’ said Ren.
She was sitting at the edge of her desk in the bullpen, where
most of the squad was gathered. ‘Yet no one in all the interviews has suggested that Briar was anything other than kind
and loving toward her. But, of course, behind closed doors . . .
who knows. However, if he raped her with that in the apartment and it broke, which it clearly did, there should be more
blood there. And it’s highly unlikely there would be no evidence
of the sculpture. Unless he raped her on something that he
took away and destroyed. His car was clean. Nothing was
28
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found with her in the landfill. The black plastic used has no
connection to any product found in their home, which doesn’t
mean much. Then there’s the issue – if we are to believe he
was the rapist and it didn’t happen in their home – he would’ve
had to have taken her somewhere to carry it out, and he
would also have had to carefully package up the sculpture and
bring it with them. Would someone do that? I don’t think so.’
‘Who gave them the gift?’ said Everett. ‘That could be
significant.’
‘If that guy’s innocent, I would be amazed,’ said Gary.
‘Prepare to be amazed,’ said Ren.
Gary stared at her. As Gary often did.
‘We also have to consider the fact that she was raped with
a foreign object,’ said Ren. ‘That’s typically carried out by a
man with sexual problems, which, again, there is no evidence
of in Briar’s case.’
‘That doesn’t mean anything,’ said Gary. ‘He could have
had a problem for months not being able to get it up. He’s
a young guy, too embarrassed to go to the doctor, she’s too
embarrassed to mention it to anyone, thinks it’s her fault
. . . and, maybe, she goes elsewhere to get what she’s not
getting at home . . .’
He has made up his mind.
‘Can you really see a kindergarten teacher having that
attitude?’ Ren paused. ‘You should go talk to Briar . . .’ Open
your mind.
They stared each other down.
‘How about we go through the night of her disappearance
again?’ said Ren. ‘And how Briar was at work for the entire
evening—’
‘And out making deliveries,’ said Gary.
‘All of which he appeared to have made in a reasonable
time frame,’ said Ren. ‘Unless he has a cape somewhere . . .’
29
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‘That entire shift was made up of his dope-smoking,
mouth-breather friends,’ said Gary.
‘And we have video to back up most of his comings and
goings,’ said Ren.
‘Most,’ said Gary. ‘And they’re in over-sized jackets and
baseball caps, faces not very clear . . .’
Grrrrr.
The meeting broke up, and everyone returned to their desks
through the haze of tension. Ren fired up her computer. A
rubber band flew through the air and whipped her hair off
her face. She looked up. Robbie was standing in the center
of the room with a wooden gun. Ren laughed.
‘Beautiful shot.’
‘Thank you,’ said Robbie, blowing imaginary smoke from
the top of the barrel.
‘But you do know you are now dead,’ said Ren. ‘There’s
a price on your head. Fifty per cent off.’ She slid open her
drawer to take her own wooden gun out.
No ammo. Shit.
Ren’s email pinged. She glanced at it. Gary.
Subject: BP support
Oh, here we go . . .
Tonight. Henderson Hotel.
Control explosion.
Ren went to Gary’s office. Her fist was poised to knock
on the door, until she heard his rising voice.
‘Nothing!’ said Gary. ‘Nothing is wrong, Karen! Jesus
Christ, I’m going to record it on a loop.’
Gary Dettling was calm, cool, rational, in control. He could
30
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rein in any emotion . . . until it came to his wife. He loved
that she was crazy, he hated that she was crazy, she made him
crazy.
But Ren knew that in some small way, Karen Dettling
was bound to have made Gary more sympathetic to Ren’s
own brand of crazy.
‘No, good. Go ahead!’ said Gary. He slammed the phone
down hard.
Ren let out the breath she had been holding.
Fuckity fuck.
She knocked.
‘Yes!’ said Gary.
Ren opened the door and walked in. ‘Do you have any
rubber bands?’
Gary frowned. ‘Yes.’
Ren walked over to his stash. ‘Can I just say I hate these
passive-aggressive emails about meetings and appointments?’
‘They’re active-aggressive,’ said Gary. ‘And I can get even
more active . . .’
Ren grabbed a fistful of rubber bands and walked out.
Why do you even keep them in here? You asshole.
When Ren went back to the bullpen, Janine and Everett
were huddled together. They looked up.
‘Was he shouting at you?’ said Everett.
‘You could hear that out here?’ said Ren. ‘No – it wasn’t
me. For once.’
‘Are you coming out tonight?’ said Janine.
‘No,’ said Everett, ‘she’s checking into a facility . . .’
‘You may be right,’ said Ren. ‘No, Janine. I was out last
night, and the night before. I think even I need a break
every now and then.’
‘Well, I’m ready to strap on my drinking boots,’ said Janine.
31
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‘As am I,’ said Everett.
‘Damn you both!’ said Ren. ‘Well, if you’re going, Janine,
would you like to stay in my place? Save your drinking money.’
‘Even better, thank you,’ said Janine.
‘I will try not to be bitter,’ said Ren.
‘Robbie’s going to come too,’ said Janine.
D’oh! Everett’s face . . .
Only Ren noticed. And only she could see the sparkle in
Janine’s eyes.
Ren sat at her desk and thought about Hope Coulson – how
she hadn’t driven home, how that likely meant that she had
met with someone unexpectedly, that something had
changed her plans.
‘I think someone was watching Hope Coulson,’ said Ren.
‘I think she was taken from right outside the church.’
‘Like she was bundled into the back of a van?’ said Everett.
‘I don’t know,’ said Ren. ‘Who knew where she was going
to be? Was it someone close enough to her that they knew
her routine? Was it a member of the congregation? Someone
who was served Meals on Wheels by her? A relative of one
of the elderly people she visited? Maybe one of the fathers
whose kids go to her school. Maybe someone she trusted . . .’
‘Maybe some creepy guy who had a thing for her,’ said
Everett. ‘Or maybe it was an opportunistic thing – some guy
who lived near the church?’
‘There are ten registered sex offenders in the area,’ said
Janine. ‘According to DPD’s notes, they were all cleared.’
‘Every sex offender was, once upon a time, unregistered,’
said Ren. ‘And every killer had a clean record before their
fairy tale ended.’
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After work, Ren took the five-minute walk to the River North
Arts District, RiNo, where her boxing gym defiantly stood –
fierce and battered, like a prizefighter – between two shiny
rookies: a pristine artisan coffee shop, and a crafts store/
ceramics studio. The area was slowly regenerating, with warehouses being renovated and new buildings going up in what
were once abandoned, overgrown lots.
The filthy man-gym was scattered with bulked-up men
working on bags, sparring in the four rings. Ren went to the
token lady area, and got changed into black shorts and a
black tank. She put in her EarPods, cranked up her beatthe-shit-out-of-people playlist. She strapped up her hands,
put on her gloves and got to work.
Jab. Jab. Hook. Hook. Uppercut. Uppercut. Jab. Jab. Hook. Hook.
Uppercut. Uppercut. Rinse. Repeat.
She moved over to the speed bag, did ten minutes on
that, left, hot and sweaty, and took a shower in the quiet
after-work calm of a hushed Safe Streets.
*

*

*
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Ren drove home, walked into the hallway of the apartment
building, went over to the wall of mailboxes and took out
her mail.
Bill. Bill. Bill. Store card. Bill. Bill. Store card. Bill.
A woman wheeling a mountain bike came in behind her.
She looked like the type who described herself as ‘wacky’
in her online dating profile. Thirtyish, hair in pigtails, a tiedyed T-shirt, full lips, blaring red lipstick, XL plaid shirt as a
cover-up.
I have zero interest in meeting bikes in the hallway when I get
home from work. Or wacky people. I am maladjusting to apartment
living.
‘Hi,’ said the girl. ‘I’m Lorrie, are you new?’
‘Hi, Lorrie,’ said Ren. ‘Yes. I’m Ren. Nice to meet you.’
I have dead-body photos in a folder under my arm right now.
Be on your way.
Ren had moved in two months earlier, just days before Annie
Lowell returned from her travels. She had clung to the hope
that Annie would extend her trip as she had done before. The
move was painful, and sad, and already blocked out. Annie’s
house was a home. The apartment was a base. It never drew
her in in the same way. Instead, mania and the night drew her
out, bars and bright, shiny things. Bright shiny people.
Ren had decided not to rush into renting somewhere she
didn’t adore. So she sucked it up, even though it meant
handing over her beloved black-and-white border collie,
Misty, to her dog-walker, Devin, to look after until she found
a proper place for both of them. If only she had the time to
look. Devin was a smart and bubbly young student who
lived across the street from Annie, and adored Misty as much
as Ren and Janine did.
‘If you need anything, just ring my bell,’ said Lorrie. ‘I’m
28A.’
34
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‘Oh,’ said Ren. ‘Thank you.’
Never gonna happen.
Ren took the elevator alone to the fifth floor. She unlocked
the door to her apartment, and went in, hit with the smell
of paint.
At least I have fresh new walls. There are positives.
She dropped her briefcase in the hallway and went to the
kitchen. She took out a St Émilion red, uncorked it, poured
a glass. She opened the refrigerator. There was a bag of
arugula, a block of parmesan, some fillet steak.
Not hungry enough to make great effort.
She threw together a salad of arugula and parmesan, cracked
some black pepper over it, soaked it in balsamic vinegar and
a dash of olive oil and sat back on the sofa to eat.
Her phone beeped with a text from her boyfriend. She had
been going out with Ben Rader for ten months. He was an
FBI Agent in D.C., keen to make a bigger commitment than
Ren was willing to. She had deflected his offer to look for a
transfer to Denver so they could move in together. He hadn’t
even made the suggestion that she move to D.C. But she loved
him, and he loved her. It was only the lying about the meds
that stood between them. One giant pharmaceutical wall.
Ren ate half the salad before she set it aside. She pulled a
bright red cushion onto her lap, set her laptop on it and
opened Hope Coulson’s Facebook account. She spent over
an hour going through it. She was struck by one thing: Hope
always posted photos from her nights out, throughout the
night, and always commented on the event the following
day: Blast in XYZ bar with m’girls! or Me&J in XYZ’s. Except for one
Friday night, two weeks before she went missing.
Hmm. Why the deviation?
35
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That day, Facebook showed that Hope Coulson went for
a late lunch with her girlfriends for one of their birthdays,
and posted photos over the course of the afternoon. The
next photo uploaded was at 7 p.m., taken in a sports bar
– a loved-up selfie with Jonathan. The next photo, in a
different bar, was taken at 10 p.m. and was just of Jonathan.
And that was it; no comment on the night the following
day. And the next post was on Monday afternoon, when
she had finished work.
Something about that isn’t right. She was drinking at lunch,
kept going when she went to meet Jonathan, didn’t appear in a
photo herself. Because she was too drunk? She had a kindergartenteacher reputation to uphold. Or maybe something happened. Did
they have a fight? Maybe whatever happened that night sent her
into hiding the following day. Maybe the night was not a night
worth writing about for whatever reason . . .
Ren put down the glass of wine.
She texted Janine. FOMO. Fear of Missing Out.
She got a text right back: You know where to find me. Robbie
left early on. Everett just gone . . .
Four hours later, Ren was leaning into the mirror in the ladies’
room of Gaffney’s, her makeup bag open on the wet tiles.
Why can’t there be raised shelves away from the sinks? How
hard can that be, people?
Janine arrived, passing two girls who had been taking
selfies together before they left.
‘I’m so old,’ said Ren. ‘The idea of constantly updating
social media when I’m trying to get hammered is hellish. I
hate even being around people who do that. Relax, everyone.
And get the fuck out of my face.’
‘I know,’ said Janine. ‘But at least it helps us do our job
. . . suckers!’
36
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‘Speaking of which – Hope Coulson was out two weeks
before she went missing, then thirty-six hours disappeared
into a black social media hole, which was not her style. I’m
just wondering, did something happen? And we know I
don’t like to wonder for too long. I like to go out there and
find the fuck out.’ She ran her finger under each eye to tidy
up her mascara. ‘I need to speak with Briar again.’
‘You heard he’s lawyered up, though . . .’
Ren turned to her.
‘Oh, I know that face,’ said Janine. ‘Don’t go there without
the lawyer.’
‘I just have a couple of tiny questions . . .’
‘Oh, they’re cool with the tiny ones . . . phew.’
‘But I don’t think he’s a suspect,’ said Ren.
‘Not the point. Don’t risk it. Gary will go apeshit. And speaking
of risking shit, whatever you’re about to do here, don’t.’
‘I was about to put some lip gloss on,’ said Ren. She raised
her eyebrows and smiled.
‘You know what I mean,’ said Janine. ‘I don’t know what’s
going on with you and that guy out there, but . . .’
‘I’m fine,’ said Ren. ‘Don’t worry. I have zero interest in
him.’
‘Hmm. I’m not sure he feels the same way.’
‘That’s his problem.’
Janine studied her in the mirror.
‘Honestly, I’m fine,’ said Ren. ‘The guy’s not even drinking.’
‘I don’t think a man needs to be drinking to make a move
on you,’ said Janine. She paused. ‘Anyhoo, I think I’m about
ready to call it a night.’
‘Noooo,’ said Ren.
Janine nodded. ‘I’m exhausted. Do you mind?’
‘No, but I’m wiiide awake – do you mind if I stay?’
‘Not at all,’ said Janine. ‘I’ll see you back at the ranch.’
37
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She hugged Ren, and pulled back. ‘I know Gary’s not actually here, but you seem to be in his crosshairs. I’m not sure
it’s to do with all this partying, but—’
‘Fuck Gary!’
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Ren was dancing hard and fast, bright-eyed and soaring,
wild of heart and intentions. The people around her were
happy and free and smiling and a reflection of her. They
moved together, buoyant and powerful. Two guys joined her
on the dance floor – one in front, one behind.
I may be old enough to be the front guy’s mother. He has no
clue. Or does he?
He was smiling at her with his gorgeous, perfect teeth.
Ren smiled back.
Boom-boom-BOOM.
Boom-boom-BOOM.
Boom-boomBOOOOOM.
I wonder what Ben would make of this? I mean, it’s all perfectly
innocent, but still. Would I like to see him in a girl sandwich? I
don’t know . . . Yes you do. You’d kill him.
Ren backed into the other guy, and the front guy moved
forward. They all moved with instinctive rhythm.
‘We’re good at this!’ said Ren.
‘We are!’ said the front guy.
She could feel the back guy’s breath on her neck.
Ew. Garlic stranger breath.
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She squeezed her way out from between them. ‘Thank
you, gentle men!’
‘Don’t go!’ said one.
‘Stay!’ said the other.
‘Bar!’ said Ren. I’m way too sober for these shenanigans. I’ve
sweated out the alcohol.
Half an hour later, Ren was back with her original group of
strange men. Her phone buzzed in her purse. She took it
out.
It was a text from Janine. She could barely focus on it.
I can’t find the key! Stranded outside apartment . . . !
Shitttt. I don’t want to leeeave. Fuck. Maybe Janine can go back
to her house. Don’t be an asshole.
‘Excuse me, gentle men,’ said Ren. ‘I’m going to have to
go.’
‘What? Why?’ said one of them.
‘My friend is locked out of my apartment.’
‘Is it far?’ said the guy.
‘Ten minutes in a cab,’ said Ren.
‘I can drive you,’ he said. ‘I haven’t been drinking.’
Ren felt a small spike of sobriety. He could be a psycho. Lots
of psychos don’t drink or do drugs because they don’t want to lose
control. Jesus. Worst-Case Scenario Girl strikes again.
‘That means I can drive you back here after,’ said the guy.
‘Keep the party going!’
I hate that expression. ‘OK! That’s an excellent idea! What’s
your name again?’
‘JD.’
‘Thank you, JD!’
They pushed through the hot, crowded bar onto the street.
The night was warm. There was only a gentle breeze, but it
hit her like a slap.
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Whoa. My head.
She called Janine. She picked up right away.
‘Are you OK?’ said Ren.
‘Yes,’ said Janine.
‘I’m on my way,’ said Ren. ‘One of the guys is giving me
a ride.’
‘What?’ said Janine. ‘Get a cab. Who is he? Has he been
drinking?’
‘Nope,’ said Ren. ‘He’s tonight’s designated driver. With a
name like JD that’s a bit cruel, isn’t it?’
JD laughed. He unlocked the car door.
‘He’s going to bring me back to the bar after, too,’ said
Ren.
Pause. ‘Really?’ said Janine.
What’s with that tone of voice? ‘Yes. Would you like me to
call one of my neighbors, see if they’ll buzz you in, make
sure you’re safe?’
‘Ren, it’s almost two a.m.’
‘Exactly,’ said Ren. ‘It’s very late to be hanging around—’
‘Ren? Ren, listen to me: do not call your neighbors. I’ll
be fine.’
‘OK,’ said Ren. ‘See you in ten.’
Janine was waiting on the steps outside the apartment.
‘There she is!’ said Ren. ‘Safe!’ She jumped out of the car,
with the key already in her hand. ‘Here.’
‘I’m so sorry about this,’ said Janine.
‘It’s fine!’ said Ren. ‘Don’t worry. Will you be OK?’
‘No,’ said Janine.
‘What?’ said Ren.
‘No,’ said Janine. ‘Come with me. I need to talk to you
about something. It’s important.’
Nowww? Ren glanced over at JD. He was a blur standing
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by his car. The streetlights were glowing, everything was
glowing. Ren turned back to Janine, struggling to focus.
‘OK,’ said Ren. ‘OK.’ She ran back down the steps. ‘Thank
you, JD! But I’m going to stay, now that I’m here.’ She
kissed him on the cheek. ‘Thanks for the ride.’
‘Aw, that’s a shame,’ said JD. ‘Are you sure? I just got a
text from one of the guys – party at his place.’
‘Sounds good,’ said Ren, ‘but I better not. I don’t want
to leave Janine.’
JD looked up at Janine with an expression that said killjoy.
Inside the apartment, Ren went looking for vodka, Janine
went looking for water and Vitamin C tablets.
‘Here,’ she said, putting them down in front of Ren.
‘What is this?’ said Ren. ‘The drinking is not over yet.
What would you like?’
‘I’m good, thank you,’ said Janine.
‘So,’ said Ren, ‘what do you need to talk about? Are you
OK?’
‘Yes,’ said Janine. ‘I . . . just wanted you to stop what
you were doing.’
Um, what?
‘I know you said you were fine,’ said Janine, ‘but I was
afraid you were going to do something you would regret.’
‘Like what?’ said Ren.
‘Come on,’ said Janine. ‘JD, he’s a good-looking guy. You
two were flirting.’
‘Jesus Christ, why does everyone think I’m flirting when
I’m just having fun?’
‘It seemed like more than that to me,’ said Janine, ‘and
definitely to him. Why else would he offer you a ride home?
A guy wouldn’t do that unless he wanted something in
return.’
42

Killing Ways.indd 42

19/02/2015 12:10

KILLING WAYS

‘Cynic!’ said Ren. ‘And I think you over-estimate my
attractiveness.’
Janine shook her head. ‘I don’t. I’ve seen it enough times.
When you focus on people you focus on them, it’s so lovely,
it really is, but you know men . . . they want the world to
revolve around them, and you make it so.’
Oh, God, I’ve heard that before. ‘I was just having fun!’ I
don’t have a dial to regulate the attention I pay.
‘I know,’ said Janine, ‘but I know that it wouldn’t be fun
at all if you cheated on Ben. You’d never forgive yourself.
I wasn’t sure you were in control of all that tonight, and I
didn’t want to wake up to an empty apartment or – worse
– have you wake up to a different man to the one who loves
you. The one you love.’
Damn it. ‘I wouldn’t have done anything.’
‘Another drink might have changed all that,’ said Janine.
‘I had a bad vibe.’
‘Well,’ said Ren. ‘Thanks for caring.’
Janine laughed. ‘Once more with feeling.’
Ren got into bed and texted Ben. Love you. XX
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Ren woke at eight thirty the next morning. Oooh. Where am
I? Oh, I’m home. Thank God. Alone. Phew. OK. Janine stayed here.
How did I get here? Cab. OK. No – a guy called JD. Nice guy.
Nothing happened. That’s a positive. There’s hope for me.
Hope. Victims should never be called Hope. What happened to
you, Hope Coulson? Did you get drunk in a bar, take a ride home
with a stranger?
Ren got up and stuck her head into the living room.
No Janine. Why didn’t she call me? She hates me. I’m a liability
on nights out.
Ren turned on the radio and went into the bathroom.
She stepped onto the scales: one hundred and nineteen
pounds. Thank you. Don’t ever change. She went to the toilet,
washed her hands, dried them, then stepped on the scales
again: still one hundred and nineteen pounds. So, I didn’t
drink that much.
I’m high-larious.
She looked in the mirror. Ooh: not a good look, though a
familiar one. I like the cheekbones, though.
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She jumped in the shower and used every energizing
product and scrub she could find to startle her awake. She
dressed in gray, high-waisted straight-leg pants, a starched
white shirt, a pale gold necklace with two pendants: one
shaped like a crescent moon, the other shaped like a star.
She did a quick makeup job, left her hair wet, and ran.
Fifteen minutes later, she parked outside the Livestock
Exchange Building. She began to jog up the steps, but her
pounding head slowed her march. She walked through the
doors, her footsteps echoing across the polished marble floor.
She headed for the wide central staircase instead of the
elevator. The staircase led onto a landing, then left or right
for more steps to the next floor, and the same all the way
to the top. She could hear a man above loudly announce,
‘This is not safe!’
Ren looked up. He was rattling a clearly unstable guardrail along the second floor balcony.
And who the fuck might you be?
‘Is this even forty-two inches high, I have to wonder,’ he
was saying.
Really? Do you?
He made his way up to the fourth floor.
The Safe Streets floor.
Ren recognized the woman rushing up the stairs behind
him as Valerie, the real estate agent – giving him a tour.
There were four office spaces to rent in the building.
On other floors.
Oh – Valerie! She might help me and Misty find a home!
Ren continued up the stairs. ‘Sir, this is not the floor with
the vacant space,’ Valerie was saying. She looked down at
Ren, exasperated.
‘That’s not the point!’ said the man. ‘How well maintained
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is this building is what I’m thinking.’ He tried to rattle the
guardrail on the fourth floor, but it held firm. He looked
disappointed.
Ren smiled at him as she passed by to walk through the
door into Safe Streets. He was standing about four feet to
her right. She paused. ‘We don’t walk out around there,’
said Ren, pointing down to the second floor balcony. ‘No one
does, so, we’ve never noticed the problem. That’s a dummy
door at the end. The elevator bank is down the other way.
However, I’m sure we can get the guardrail that you will
never use fixed for you in no time, so that when you never
use it, it will be safe, and you won’t plunge down if you
never fall from a place where you will never again be going.’
She walked through the door. She could hear Valerie
rambling about the fourth floor being a federal area.
‘And there’s no security in the building?’ said the man.
‘No scanners? Nothing?’
‘This is not the FBI’s main federal building in Denver,’
Valerie was saying. ‘Would you really want to have to be
scanned every morning coming to work, Rodney, really?
Emptying your pockets? Taking out your phone, your coins,
having your bags searched?’
Ren was smiling as she walked down the hallway. No,
Rodney, you would not. I wouldn’t want that myself. God bless our
compact little squad in our beautiful historic home.
Ren’s cell phone rang.
Ben!
She picked up. ‘Hey, baby.’
‘Hey,’ said Ben. ‘Thought I’d catch you before work. How
you doing? How was your night?’
‘Great,’ said Ren. ‘Just let me take off my jacket, sit down.
Yes, great night. We met some hilarious guys at the bar . . .
one of them gave me a ride home. Janine forgot her keys—’
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‘Who was this guy?’ said Ben.
‘Just a guy called JD,’ said Ren. ‘Why?’
‘Why? I don’t know – rides home with strange guys and
I can’t ask who he is?’
‘“Strange guys” . . . one guy. A regular guy, not strange.
Janine met him.’ And tried to keep me away from him. ‘He was
fine.’
‘Good to know.’ He paused. ‘Aren’t you exhausted? All
these nights out?’
‘No, Mom. I’m good.’
‘Fine, I’ll let you get back to work,’ said Ben.
‘Great,’ said Ren. ‘Talk to you later.’
‘Don’t call me late.’
‘I won’t.’
Bo. Ring.
Everett came into the bullpen with two mugs of coffee and
put one on Ren’s desk. ‘We must stop meeting like this,’ he
said.
She smiled. ‘God bless you and the caffeine I’ll ride out on.’
Ren opened up her laptop again, and went back to Hope
Coulson’s Facebook page.
Something is not right here.
She filled Everett in on what she had read the previous
night. ‘I need to pay a visit to Jonathan Briar,’ she said.
‘Well,’ said Everett, ‘news just in: he’s lawyered up.’
‘No, I know,’ said Ren. ‘Janine told me. I just want to ask
him about that one night.’
Everett shook his head. ‘Not without his lawyer . . . who,
by the way, is well aware of the lack of hard evidence against
his client.’
‘As am I,’ said Ren. She leaned in. ‘Has Gary mentioned
to you his exact theory on what happened to Hope Coulson?’
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‘No,’ said Everett, ‘but doesn’t he seem a little . . .
distracted to you?’
Ren nodded. ‘Yup. I don’t think he’s himself right now.’
Something is rotten in the state of his marriage.
‘I don’t know him well enough to know what “hisself”
is,’ said Everett.
‘I know him too well,’ said Ren. ‘And he’s still a fucking
mystery.’ She looked up. ‘Speaking of mysteries . . .’
‘Hello, flatmate,’ said Janine, walking in.
‘Where did you get to this morning?’ said Ren.
‘I took Misty for a run.’
‘Oh my God – you took my dog for a run. Bad mom, bad
mom.’
‘That’s not how it works,’ said Janine. ‘You are hungover.
I needed a run, Misty did too: win-win.’
‘How is my baby?’ Whom I haven’t seen in four days.
‘She’s beautiful,’ said Janine.
‘How’s Devin?’ said Ren.
‘As happy as ever. Is she not one of the cheeriest people
on the planet?’
‘I swear she doesn’t have a bad thought in her head,’ said
Ren.
‘Everyone has bad thoughts,’ said Everett. ‘Don’t be idolizing.’
I do idolize, he’s right. Everyone is better than me.
Robbie walked into the bullpen with a stack of files up
to his chin. ‘Don’t ask,’ he said. ‘Just don’t.’
‘I’m sorry I missed you last night,’ said Ren.
‘You came out in the end?’ he said.
‘Yes,’ said Ren. ‘We’re going to have to coordinate better . . .’
She sat down at her desk. Something was tugging at her.
Something that had just been said.
What? Idolizing? Bad thoughts?
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She opened up Google and stared at it blankly.
Win-win! That’s what it is! Stephanie Wingerter.
Ren jumped up from her desk and went to the file cabinet.
She pulled out the file on the rape and murder of Stephanie
Wingerter, a twenty-three-year-old meth-addicted prostitute
who went by the name of Win-Win. She had disappeared
in late June and was found a week later in a shallow grave
in Devil’s Head, Douglas County. Ren laid out the photos on
her desk. The first was a mug shot – Stephanie’s blank eyes
in a skinny, washed-out face dotted with scabs. Her mouth
was half-open, showing gaps where two teeth should have
been. Her thin, punky blonde hair was a mess, her eyebrows
over-plucked.
The next photos were of where she was found, left to
decompose in the beautiful July sunshine. Stephanie
Wingerter’s face and body had been ravaged by drugs before
any killer had gotten near it, but when he did . . . her right
eye socket was impacted, as was her nose, both left swollen
and caked in blood. Her upper and lower lips were split, and
there was no pale skin visible – it was all shades of blue,
purple, red and black. Dried blood darkened her hair. Her
throat had been cut. Much of the lower half of her body
was burned down to her ankles.
Ren read the autopsy report. Cause of death was exsanguination. Accelerant had been poured on her, post-mortem,
then lit.
You poor, tragic soul. Why do some people have to live such
miserable lives and die such horrible deaths?
There were photos of a younger Stephanie from before
she became an addict, and she was not unlike Hope Coulson:
slim, pretty and bright-eyed.
Everyone in Colorado knew who Hope Coulson was.
Stephanie Wingerter, visible in life only to those in her
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shadowy underworld, had scarcely registered in the media.
She was the type to be considered a victim-in-waiting by
people who could never see her as a young woman struggling to survive or desperately feeding a habit that was never
on her list of life’s goals, but was, instead, a marker on a
gene.
Ren went through the last photos – what had remained
of Stephanie Wingerter’s tiny clothes, filthy, torn and
bloodied.
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