
Спасибо, что скачали книгу в бесплатной электронной библиотеке BooksCafe.Net
Все книги автора
Эта же книга в других форматах

Приятного чтения!




[image: ]




Anne Frasier



Sleep Tight





Prologue


He hovered over the unmoving girl, deftly drawing a thick black line on her eyelid, curving it upward at the corner. That was followed by a smidgen of rouge to her colorless cheeks. Next came the lipstick, blood red in a gold metal tube.
He could hear his own rasping breath as he carefully applied the color to lips that had been soft and full but were now chapped and cracked. As carefully as a mortician he worked, and as he did he could feel his heart beating in his head.
He had the desire to kiss her and leaned closer.
Wake up, my princess. My little princess…
Her cracked lips opened under his. He felt her deep inhalation sucking the air from his lungs-a cat, trying to steal his breath. He pulled back to see her staring silently at him, her pupils dilated and glassy from drugs and the dark, windowless basement where she'd spent the last two weeks. Had she learned her lesson? Would she finally act like a lady? Would she ask him how his day had been? Would she ask him what he wanted for supper? Later, would she sit on the living room floor near his feet while he listened to music? Would she bring him something to drink, with perhaps a slice of cake, and rub his temples until his headache stopped, saying in the most soothing of voices, "There, there"?
"You're mine now," he told her. "You may as well get used to it."
She continued to stare, and he briefly wondered if there was something wrong with her, if she wasn't quite right in the head.
Unlike the first girl, he felt that this one could be changed. At seventeen, her knowledge of the world was skewed by mall society and MTV. But she was coming around.
Control was the key.
He'd tried taking away her Britney Spears, which he'd put on repeat and played to keep her occupied while he was at work, but she'd been glad when it was finally gone. Evidently even she had a saturation point.
TV would have helped in the training department, but unfortunately he didn't have cable. He could have cut off her music videos if she refused to do what she was told. Depriving someone of what she loved was an effective way to bring about desired behavior. Reward and deprivation. A very good method, to his mind.
Instead, he'd had to resort to drugging her and locking her away. Not a bad method. Seclusion. Isolation. It was how brainwashing worked. He'd read all about Patty Hearst, about how they kept her locked in a closet and in no time she was a new person named Tania.
It was called personality transformation.
Pretty soon she's waiting to hear your footsteps, your voice. Pretty soon she's looking forward to your return, your visit. Pretty soon you're the most important person in her life. Because you are her entire world. You are the one who feeds her and gives her what everyone needs and craves: human companionship. People were funny that way.
"Nobody is looking for you," he told her. Leaving her wrists bound, he coaxed her from the stale, damp room with its dusty rodent skeletons and spiderwebs that caught in her hair.
"Nobody misses you," he told her. "I'm all you have."
He shoved her down until she was sitting on the wooden steps, collapsing like a doll in a strapless red satin dress. Her skin was transparent. He could see the meandering blue veins running beneath it. Her knees were bony and sharp. Had she lost weight? It looked like she had. Quite a bit of weight now that he thought about it. She would have to start eating more. He didn't like skinny girls.
He fussed with her blond hair. Gone was its original vitality. It hung lank and lifeless on either side of her face. It didn't appear to be nearly so light as it had been when he'd picked her up. In fact, the roots were suspiciously dark.
"Do you bleach your hair?" he asked with sudden, deep dread.
"N-no."
"You're not lying, are you?"
"N-no. Of course not. L-lemon juice."
He had to lean close to hear.
"S-sometimes, in the summer, I put l-lemon juice on it."
"Why are the roots so dark?"
"They always get th-that way when my hair needs to be washed."
Satisfied with her answers, he adjusted the f-stop and lifted the camera that hung around his neck until he found her in the viewfinder. He focused, then pushed the button. The shutter clicked, the flash briefly illuminating the gloom of the stairs. Not enough for her eyes to respond. Her pupils, once the film was developed, would be huge and flat. Like a doll's.
Black and white.
He never shot anything but black and white.
He paused, but continued to watch her through the camera. "Tell me that you love me."
She blinked and abruptly seemed to come to life.
Now, he thought with trembling anticipation. Now she would say what he needed to hear.
"I hate you." Her words rang out against the catacomb walls.
He gasped and dropped the camera; it banged against his stomach, caught and suspended by the strap around his neck.
He bent closer and placed a hand on her bare knee, feeling a tremor running through her body. He looked deep into her eyes-and saw fear. "Repeat that," he dared.
She made a sound deep in her throat. Splat-something wet hit his cheek.
Spit.
She'd spit in his face.
The thankless bitch! The thankless little bitch!
Rage roared through his veins until he thought his skin would crack, until he thought his eyeballs might pop from his head. He grabbed her by both arms and jerked her to her feet. "I've been working my ass off every day, out punching the clock, and this is the thanks I get?"
He'd wanted her to be his ingenue. They could have been so right together. They could have been so happy.
He wrapped his hands around her neck. "I slave over you, trying to teach you how to be a woman! You bitch!" He shook her. "You spoiled, spoiled bitch!"
He squeezed and he squeezed, and when she went limp he kept on squeezing until he was certain she would never insult him again.
She was still watching him with accusation in her eyes even after he placed her carefully in the trunk.



Chapter 1


There had been a time when the FBI thought it needed to update its image. During that lapse of sanity, younger people like Agent Mary Cantrell were recruited. She began her career at the Academy in the Behavioral Science Unit, but was later transferred to the National Center for Analysis of Violent Crime.
FBI director Nelson Roberts had worried that her age would be a handicap. What he hadn't known was that Mary Cantrell was an old soul, wise beyond her years. While most violent crime agents eventually reached their psychological limit, Cantrell was able to take whatever was thrown at her without flinching. The most horrendous murderers left her unscathed.
Even Cantrell's partner, Anthony Spence, sometimes exhibited signs of a meltdown. There had been rumors of heavy drinking, and then, six months ago, his wife left him. Not an uncommon story among agents, especially if both parties weren't in the Bureau. It was hard to mix two worlds. A guy couldn't be expected to deal with the deaths of innocents by day and take his wife to the latest romantic comedy at night. You couldn't just shut it off. The human mind didn't work that way.
Unless you were Mary Cantrell.
Roberts had taken time to familiarize himself with her confidential bio, a bio that was a part of the agent application process and psychiatric evaluation. He knew she'd survived a childhood tragedy that had left her scarred in ways she probably wasn't even aware of. Ironic, but that very tragedy was probably what made her the agent she was today.
She stood in front of him, waiting to receive new orders. She was dressed in a caramel-colored suit, her straight mahogany hair cut short. Pale skin, dark circles under her eyes, shadows beneath her cheekbones belied the tough, no-nonsense image she normally projected. It had been a month since she'd sustained a gunshot wound to the shoulder, and he could still detect lines in her face. Pain did that. Left its mark.
After receiving an injury like Cantrell's, most people would have jumped at the offer of a desk job. They would have at least taken a couple of months off. The day after the shooting, Cantrell had been on the phone, asking that someone bring her case files to the hospital, acting as if her injury were nothing more than a minor inconvenience.
That wasn't normal. He and Agent Spence were worried about her.
"I have an assignment for you," Roberts announced.
It was in Cantrell's hometown, and since she refused to take the temporary leave the Bureau recommended after suffering a gunshot wound in the field, he and Spence thought a trip home would be the next best thing.
"In Minneapolis," he said, watching for her reaction, not getting one. "Two young women have been murdered in a period of eight weeks. One was the daughter of a good friend of the governor of Minnesota. So far an unequivocal connection between the murders hasn't been established, and they don't know if they're looking for one killer or two."
"I'm not sure I could do any better than the local FBI. Minneapolis has an excellent field office."
"I agree, but their profiler retired four months ago, and they haven't replaced him. Budget cuts. Cheaper for them to call us."
"What about the child poisonings in Denver and the murders in Texas?"
"Agent Spence can handle those."
"With all due respect, sir, working in my hometown might be a bit distracting to me. Wouldn't it be better to send someone else?"
Her reluctance was obvious, and Roberts wondered if returning her to the site of her childhood tragedy was a good idea. "I've never known you to allow yourself to be distracted. And it's common sense to send an agent to a city he or she is familiar with. Everything's already arranged. You're to meet with Agent Elliot Senatra in Minneapolis day after tomorrow. Pack with the intention of staying awhile. They're requesting that you remain until the case is close to being solved or until there are no more leads."
As he leaned back in his chair, she continued to stand straight before him. "Don't you have family there?" he finally asked, although he knew the answer.
"My mother and sister."
"Minneapolis…," he said reflectively. "My brother was in the Olympic speed-skating trials there years ago. Coldest damn place I'd ever been. I seem to recall something about a famous sculpture…"
"The Spoonbridge and CherryT "That's it. Isn't there a strange story about it?"
"Not that I know of, sir."
He sensed she was hedging. "Hmmm. I could have sworn… Oh, well."
His phone rang. Reaching for the receiver, he dismissed her.
Mary Cantrell exited the building and slipped into her tan Camry. The interior smelled like french fries. On the passenger side floor was a rumpled fast-food bag: evidence of a meal she'd eaten… when? Two days ago. The molded plastic holder was overloaded with stacked, insulated cups, each containing an inch of forgotten sludge. She didn't usually leave as much as a receipt in her car, but ever since the shooting she seemed to have become a slob.
She pulled out of the parking lot, rolling down her window a couple of inches as she headed in the direction of the National Center for Analysis of Violent Crime, located a few miles from Headquarters and the Academy.
At the NCAVC building, she found her partner in his office, lolling in front of a computer.
She and Anthony Spence had begun their acquaintance while training together at the Academy. One day he'd made some chauvinistic remark about women and their physical limitations, and she'd never forgotten it. Months later she was able to admit to herself that if he hadn't been so good-looking, she probably would have given him another chance. Beauty could sometimes be a handicap.
By some odd string of events, they were thrown together on a child abduction case. Soon afterwards, their "temporary" partnership became permanent because, as Director Roberts had put it, they were "a perfect team."
"I'm being sent to Minneapolis," she announced.
Anthony shut off the monitor and turned around, hands on the arms of his swivel chair. He wore a white dress shirt and loosened tie. His hair was straight and dark brown, his eyes a gray that sometimes looked black. He was handsome, and women of all ages noticed him.
"But I have the feeling you already knew about that," she added, wondering why she needed to hear him admit to his involvement in the decision to send her home. "I have the feeling you're behind this whole thing. Am I right?"
"Minneapolis… Don't they have some famous sculpture there?" he asked, ignoring her question.
"Among other things." A flash of anger began to smolder. Anthony had a way of doing that to her. "I didn't come here to discuss art."
But Anthony appeared to be in one of his obnoxious, teasing moods. "The spoon and cherry. I think I heard that people have sex in it. Is that right?"
"It's just a rumor."
He dropped the attitude. "Come on, Mary. Can't you let me return the favor?" He picked up a pen and began tapping it against the desktop. Tap, tap, tap. Tap, tap, tap. "For chrissake." He paused. Then, without making eye contact he continued in a quiet voice. "You put your life in jeopardy. You shouldn't have done that."
He was talking about a botched raid on a child pornography ring. She and Anthony had been sent to Boston at the last minute-a move that caused deep resentment within the local departments.
It wasn't the FBI's job to go into the warehouse with guns blazing, but when they radioed for the SWAT team to take over, nobody came. Later the head of the squad reported that he never received the call, but both Anthony and Mary knew better. They were being put in their place.
By the time she and Anthony made the decision to abort, it was too late. Bullets were flying. When Mary saw her partner in danger, she stepped from the safety of a brick wall and shouted a warning, her weapon drawn.
The shooter got her instead of Anthony.
As she lay bleeding on the cement floor, the rhythmic clatter of the SWAT team rang out as they finally arrived, boots charging past her. And then Anthony was there, his shaking hands covered in her blood, frantically shouting for a trauma team, all of his cool gone.
They weren't going to allow him in the ambulance, but Anthony shoved a medic aside and jumped in at the last second as tires spun over rain-washed cobblestones. Mary wished he hadn't made it because all the way to the hospital he kept asking, "What the hell were you thinking?" He repeated those words now.
"Is that what this is about?" she demanded. "Are you ashamed that a woman saved your life?"
"If that's what you want to believe of me, go ahead."
This was familiar ground. One thing they did well together was argue. But for once words deserted her and she felt herself dissolving. Ever since the shooting, she'd been having these strange moments of emotional weakness. She hated the thought of coming undone in front of him.
This is not a good time to go home. I'm not strong enough.
An image flashed in her mind. Her best friend, murdered, lying in a pile of leaves, her face white, eyes empty. She hadn't thought about Fiona in years. The memory had been assigned to a cold case file in her mind. It was over.
"Are you okay?"
I'm afraid to go home.
She and Anthony had spent the last three years tracking down serial killers, pedophiles, and child abductors, and she was afraid to go home. It was weird how certain things, certain personal horrors, never faded.
"I'm fine."
If he noticed she was lying, he didn't show it. "When you're finished with the case, take some time off. Relax. Forget about this place. If you need me, call."
"We've been good together," she said, acknowledging something she'd never admitted before. "You know that, don't you?"
He nodded.
She'd been arguing with him for years, and now, at this moment, she had no idea why. It seemed unimportant-childish, really. She was suddenly extremely glad she'd saved his life, even if it meant getting shot.
"What's with the smile?"
She almost told him, but she knew her present state of mind was fragile, and she didn't want to give him ammunition to use against her later. "I'm wondering how you'll survive without me," she said.
An odd, unreadable expression came over his face. "The same way I survive with you."

He reached into the trunk, and dragged out a heavy bundle of black plastic. Heaving it over his shoulder, his knees sagging under the weight, he carried it to the dilapidated shed.
His interest in horticulture had started when he was a kid. He liked to make things do what they hadn't been designed by nature to do. He'd made tulips bloom in the middle of January. He'd forced crocus to blossom in the fall. From there, he'd moved on to bonsai-the art of restraint. Then he'd discovered grafting. With grafting, he did more than toy with nature. He could make a weak tree strong. He could even create a completely new breed of tree, vine, or shrub. For an artist-and he was an artist-it was the ultimate satisfaction. That's why his foray into finding the right woman had been such a disappointment. He demanded perfection from himself and others, and he hated to admit to failure.
He thought of the girls who hadn't worked out as returned merchandise. If he'd been required to fill out a return form, he would have marked the box that said, "Wasn't what I expected." Everything else would have fit: size, style, quality, price. All of those would have been okay. Because from the outside, they'd appeared to be exactly what he had in mind.
Funny thing was, once they were gone, he'd missed them for a while. When he went in the house, he could still feel their presence, still smell them. They'd been like one of his migraines. He hated the headaches when he was in the middle of one, but rather enjoyed the heaviness that came afterward, rather enjoyed pampering himself.
He wasn't an idiot. He hadn't gone into this blindly. He'd known they'd require modification, but he hadn't realized it would be so hard. When he'd come across the first one at the nature preserve, he thought she was the one, but she hadn't worked out. Number two had come from the mall. In retrospect, he could see that getting a girl from a mall was a bad idea.
He'd never have been able to turn either of them into the woman he'd wanted them to be. No amount of grafting or forcing could have changed them enough.
So he'd returned them. That's all.
Taken them back to where he'd found them.
I'd like a refund, please.
He'd kept them both for almost three weeks. An adequate length of time. To have returned them sooner would have meant playing a much too active role in today's disposable society. So he'd had to start the quest for the perfect mate all over again, because once he got something in his head, he couldn't let it go. And now he was working on breaking in a new one. Third time's the charm, people always said. But was he fooling himself? Looking for something that didn't exist? Everyone had a perfect mate somewhere, didn't they? And you couldn't find her by sitting at home doing nothing. A guy had to make his life happen.
But a disturbing pattern was emerging. Number three-What was her name? Justine? Yeah, that was it. Justine was beginning to get on his nerves. He wasn't sure why. She wasn't anything like number one or two, he'd made certain of that. In fact, the new one had come with him willingly. (Could she be a slut?) At a bar he'd asked, "Wanna come to my place?"
"Sure." Grabbed her purse.
Too easy. Way too easy. Of course, she didn't much like it when he told her she wasn't leaving his house.
He spent the afternoon grafting rosebushes. A dull blade guaranteed failure, so he liked a sharpened grafting knife. He made the cut to the green stem in one slice, starting at the base and moving to the tip in one single motion. So it wouldn't dry out, he stored the sliced scion in his mouth as he went to work on the rootstock. Then he quickly and dexterously attached the cuts of scion and rootstock, wrapping them with budding tape, stretching the tape almost to the breaking point.
Number three didn't much like it when he took her into the basement and stuffed her in the refrigerator, where she was at the moment.
He was quite proud of his new restraining device. It was an old refrigerator that hadn't worked in years. He'd cut a notch for her neck, tucked her in there when she was bad, and left the freezer door hanging open so he could see her face, talk to her if he felt like it.
Put her in a pumpkin shell and there he kept her very well.
He could tell her heart wasn't in it. She was just going through the motions, like an actress. (Or a slut?) The little actress was actually what he'd started calling her. And now he spent a large part of his day thinking about killing her, chopping her up, using her for compost. He actually began to dream about cutting off her fingers and grafting grapevines to her stubs. As the vines grew, he tied her to an arbor where her feet shot out roots that dug deeply into the ground. Fruit came on thick and lush, growing between her thighs.
He picked the fruit and ate it, blood dripping down his chin while she smiled lovingly at him from the wooden trellis.



Chapter 2


The 757 came in low over the scattered suburbs and blue, reflecting lakes that stretched to the horizon. In the far distance stood the IDS Center. In front of it, the Foshay Tower. As she stared out the window at the beauty of Minneapolis, Mary's stomach clenched. Instead of feeling a glow of sentimental attachment upon seeing the skyline, she experienced something that felt uncomfortably like fear.
She loved her hometown. Whenever someone asked where she was from, she would tell them Minneapolis even though she'd been born in Pennsylvania.
When Mary was seven and Gillian four, they moved to the cozy Minneapolis neighborhood of Lynwood Park, where they quickly fell under the spell of a charming, two-story Tudor. The girls had their own space, upstairs, in tree-shadowed rooms with green-trimmed windows. On hot summer days, they read books their mother recommended, such as Silent Spring and Anne Frank: The Diary of a Young Girl. In the house, in the yard, the sisters played together for hours.
Then Fiona Portman moved in, across the street and up three houses.
Fiona was someone everybody noticed, especially boys and grown men. Even at ten years old, the beauty she would become stared out from a child's face. She had shiny black hair that fell from a white center part, a perfect contrast to her pale skin and thick-lashed blue eyes. The moving van had hardly pulled away when Mary and Fiona began their friendship, whispering, clinging to each other, and laughing so hard they fell into a tangled heap. From that day on, they were inseparable. People would see them walking down the sidewalk, and even though the girls looked nothing alike, neighbors were apt to say with a chuckle, "Here come the twins. Joined at the hip." Looking back, Mary was always amazed and mystified by the strength of their union, by the power of a youthful friendship that was frightening and inexplicable in its steadfast unity.
Mary would often find her volatile younger sister staring at them from a distance, arms crossed at her chest, acting jealous and abandoned and left out. At the beginning, Mary would ask Gillian to join them, but she always refused, and eventually Mary quit asking.
Fiona vanished on October 29, the day of her sixteenth birthday. Even now, if Mary saw someone cutting cake with fluffy white frosting, she got a freeze-frame image in her head of Fiona's body, half-covered by dead leaves.
The birthday party was under way at Fiona's house. Mrs. Portman, arriving with the tidy presence of Betty Crocker, presented a white birthday cake to the gathering of classmates. When Fiona didn't show up to blow out the candles, Mrs. Portman shrugged and fed the cake to the hungry kids. An hour later, when Fiona still hadn't shown up, her mother began to worry. The Portmans' backyard rolled down a gentle slope to a dark, secret world guarded by ancient oak and hickory trees. When younger, Mary and Gillian, and later Fiona, had played in those damp, mossy, mysterious woods, often remaining until the mosquitoes and lightning bugs came out and their mothers called them home.
The house was searched from top to bottom, bottom to top. Then the teenagers, boys and girls, went running into the woods, calling Fiona's name. Mary laughed and spun around addressing the trees, telling her friend to come out, quit hiding-the joke was over and everybody was going home.
"We're going to open your presents if you don't show up!" Mary threatened. "We're going to take them back home with us!"
The oak leaves were deep enough to disguise the terrain. Mary would think she was on flat ground, but then she would step into a hole and sink to her knees. Sometimes tangled tree roots tripped her and sent her sprawling.
She thought about the place where she and Fiona used to play, a tree house her father had made. Briefly disoriented, she finally found the tree. It looked different, not so welcoming.
"Fiona!"
Mary circled the tree, looking upward into the spi-raling branches. A heavy, black, snaking root snagged her foot, pulling her down into another pile of leaves. Mary put out her hands to catch herself, one palm connecting with something strange, something solid yet soft.
There, almost under her, was the body of her best friend.
Mary stared, still hoping it was a joke, a trick.
Fake blood. Almost Halloween.
Fake blood, fake blood, fake blood.
Fiona was lying on her stomach, her face in profile, her blue lips parted, one eye open, unfocused, staring at nothing, at no one. Dried blood clung to her nostrils, to the side of her face, fanning out like thick black cat whiskers.
And Mary knew, with a certainty that would become the driving force in her life, with the certainty that evil was the polar opposite of goodness and that it could lurk in the most innocent of places, that Fiona was dead.
The airplane wheels hit the ground, bringing Mary back to the present. The jet engines reversed, and hydraulic brakes engaged. The craft bobbed in a heavy, ungainly way, awkward now that it was no longer airborne.
The FASTEN SEAT BELTS sign went off. Metal seat belts clicked, and passengers began moving about, gathering up their belongings, preparing to disembark.

People often accused Blythe Cantrell of having found the secret of eternal youth. Maybe it was Mary's mother's penchant for constant change that kept her young, and the fact that she was a lifelong learner, always immersing herself in something new. There is so much to experience, she said.
Her hair was a different color and style from the last time Mary had seen her, gone from a red bob to something shorter and multicolored in shades from white to brown. She wore a gauzy skirt that fell to her knees in bright colors, her toenails painted red in brown leather sandals. She was adorable, and she looked about twenty-eight.
If her life had gone differently, Mary might have flown to Minneapolis unannounced so she could surprise her mother. But the practical Mary had called first. She'd told Blythe she'd rent a car, but Blythe had insisted upon picking up her daughter at the airport.
It was a strange thing, hugging a mother who was much smaller than her child. Mary let herself be pulled into her arms, careful of her injured shoulder, which was aching.:
Together they took the escalator to the baggage area. In the congestion of people, they made small talk.
"They've added a new terminal, more parking, more places to eat," her mother said.
"I've always liked this airport." But then, Mary liked all airports. Airports brought you back, but better than that, they took you away. She'd spent a large part of her life in airports and on planes. Always moving on to the next case.
They gathered her luggage, one large bag and one small, and headed for parking. A few minutes later they were exiting the ramp and getting on 494.
A major problem with the Twin Cities, Mary remembered, was getting from point A to point B, and then finding a place to park once you finally arrived. Everybody traveled by car because they were either too cool for buses or knew the buses became mired in traffic like everything else.
"They're finally putting in the light rail," Blythe said, jockeying for position so she could hit the next exit ramp.
"They've been talking about it since the sixties."
"Eventually, the tracks will extend from Northfield to Saint Cloud."
Mary figured they'd all be dead by the time that happened, but she didn't want to dampen her mother's enthusiasm.
It was said that Minnesota had two seasons: winter and construction. Even though it was early October, roadwork was still in full swing, and they had to take detour after detour. At a stoplight, a bumper sticker on a nearby car brought back a memory. "Remember the summer we went to Disney World?" Mary asked.
"I didn't want to go," Blythe said with a smile. She hadn't approved of the place, calling it a "giant, sterile, artificial wasteland of the mind and soul," but Gillian had begged and begged, and one summer Blythe had finally broken down and taken them to Florida. Until then their vacations had been planned to invoke thought and provide mind expansion. To Blythe's chagrin, the trip to Disney World had been wonderful, and she'd later admitted that sometimes it was good simply to enjoy the moment.
Their street ended in a cul-de-sac-there was no way to avoid going past Fiona's house.
"Do the Portmans still live there?" Mary asked. "They divorced, but Abigail won't sell the place." Blythe pulled the car into the driveway, cutting the engine. The river birch that Mary and Gillian had planted when they were in Girl Scouts had grown as tall as the house.
Except for a neglect that betrayed the absence of a man and the lack of things men did-like keeping the window trim painted and maple seeds from sprouting in the soffits-the house looked much like everyone else's on the block, all stucco-sided Tudors. But when you stepped inside, you entered the world of Blythe Cantrell. A flower child who'd refused to become a yuppie, Blythe spent her time creating her own unique brand of pottery, which she fired in a studio that used to be the garage. During the snow-bright, bitterly cold Minnesota winters, Mary and Gillian had spent time in the studio with their mother, slicing air bubbles out of clay while Blythe spun her foot-driven potter's wheel.
Inside the house were plants that reached the ceiling, oriental rugs spread over hardwood floors, antique furniture, and weird lamps that cast muted orange light. On the walls hung various pieces of art that Blythe had purchased over the years from struggling artist friends. The eclectic disarray flowed into the kitchen, where Blythe poured some iced tea and produced a plate of scones. She put everything on a tray and carried it to the little bistro table in front of the sliding doors that overlooked the lush, overgrown backyard and deck.
Her daughter, her tall, beautiful, stoic daughter, stood looking out at the bird feeders. Her face was pale, and it seemed as if she might be in pain, but Blythe knew if she asked, Mary would never admit to such a weakness.
Blythe's husband, a war correspondent, had been killed while covering an uprising in South Africa. Mary was eleven at the time, and had adored her father. It had been hard on them all, but they'd come out of it eventually. Then Fiona was killed. Her death marked the beginning of an awful change in Mary. A change that intensified six months later, when Gillian began writing and visiting Gavin Hitchcock-the imprisoned man who'd killed Mary's friend.
Why had Gillian done it? Blythe still wondered. Out of spite? To get Mary's attention? Or did Gillian, who had known Hitchcock since grade school and had befriended him since junior high, really believe her childhood friend was innocent?
It was hard to remember what Mary had been like before Fiona's death. Blythe often had to think hard, to pull the old Mary to the front of her mind so she could see her the way she used to be.
When Mary had announced her plans to become an FBI agent, Blythe had rejoiced because at least she'd finally wanted something. It meant she was looking toward her future once more. But as years passed, Blythe wondered if it had really been the best thing for Mary. Sometimes feeding an obsession only led to self-destruction.
Mary eased out of her dark, knee-length coat and hung it over the back of the chair. Under it she wore a short-sleeved white blouse and a black leather shoulder holster and gun.
"Is something wrong with your arm?" Blythe asked, noticing how carefully her daughter moved.
"I injured it during a raid," Mary said a little too casually as she sat down. "A stupid mistake."
"Why didn't you tell me?"
"It wasn't anything."
Blythe suspected her injury was more serious than she let on. That's the way Mary was-quiet and secretive.
Blythe had visited her daughter in Virginia several times, yet no matter how often Blythe saw her with a weapon strapped to her tall frame, she could never get used to it. She'd never allowed guns in her house, never allowed her girls to even pretend to have a gun.
Blythe had always thought of Mary as strong and capable, fearless. But at the moment she looked exhausted and vulnerable.
"Is it so awful being here?" Blythe blurted out. It hurt to know her daughter didn't want to come home. "Good things happened here. A lot more good than bad. Don't ruin those memories for yourself."
Mary looked up. "It's hard," she said quietly.
Blythe was surprised by her admission and felt her eyes begin to tear. She blinked rapidly. "I know. I just want you to be happy."
"I'm not sure I'm the kind of person who can be happy."
Blythe pulled her tea nearer and began drawing patterns in the condensation on the glass. "You used to be happy. When you were little you were happy. Always laughing. I think you have the capability to be happy again if you allow yourself the luxury."
"It's the curse of violent crime agents. We spend so much time around death and evil. Pretty soon everything is bad."
"Have you ever thought of doing something else?"
"Please. Don't start that again."
Blythe glanced at the clock. It was later than she'd thought. She reached across the table and squeezed her daughter's hand. "Mary, Gillian's coming over." She braced herself for an unpleasant reaction.
Mary stared at her in disbelief. "She isn't living here, is she?" she asked, demonstrating the first real emotion she'd shown since stepping off the plane.
"No, she has an apartment in Dinkytown."
Mary dropped back against her chair in relief. "What about Hitchcock?"
"When he got out of prison, Gillian helped him find a place in St. Paul. The Midway area, I believe."
Mary nodded and pursed her lips. "No surprise there." She leaned forward, her gaze suddenly intense. "You know he did it, don't you? You know he killed Fiona."
"Of course he did. I think deep down, Gillian must know it, too. She doesn't talk about him much. It upsets me. I don't like her hanging around somebody like that. I've always tried to be open-minded and embrace everyone, but… a killer?… I can't do it."
"When will she be here?"
Blythe looked up at the clock again. "Soon. You have to talk to her, sweetheart. She's your sister."
Mary reached for her coat, as if to get something out of the pocket, then stopped. "Still smoking?" Blythe asked.
"No, but I'm seriously thinking of taking it up again."



Chapter 3


Gillian stood staring at the red front door of her mother's house, afraid to go in.
Mary was home.
Gillian turned and took two steps toward her car, then stopped, curbing the impulse to get the hell out of there. Detective Wakefield was always telling her to face her fears head-on. She was an adult now. A cop now. There were things she had to tell Mary-things her sister wasn't going to like.
Gillian took a deep breath and pushed open the door. "Hi, Mom! It's me!" Even though her heart was hammering, the greeting was her usual.
"In here!" Blythe shouted from the direction of the kitchen.
She found her mother loading the dishwasher.
"She's outside."
Gillian followed Bythe's glance. Her older sister was standing in the backyard, hands in her coat pockets, studying the fall flowers and vines that lined a wooden fence.
"How does she seem?"
"Different. A little different, I think."
Gillian knew she was the reason Mary hadn't been home in five years. That knowledge sometimes made her feel physically ill. There hadn't been any huge fight. No confrontation. Just an initial aloofness that Gillian had figured Mary would eventually get over. Time passed. Holidays came and went. Mary didn't return.
Frightened as she was to finally be coming face-to-face with her sister, she also saw it as an opportunity to begin to patch things up. Gillian opened the sliding glass door and stepped outside. The day had been warm for October, but the sun was going down, and the air suddenly smelled like fall.
She and Mary had always loved fall, especially Halloween. They liked dressing up and making people try to figure out who they were, their costumes reflecting Blythe's influence.
"Let me guess," a neighbor would say, bending down to their eye level. "A couple of hobos?"
"No! Walt Whitman and Henry David Thoreau!"
The following year-"Guess who I am!" Mary had shrieked.
"A nurse? A mental patient?"
"No! Sylvia Plath!"
"Oh, what a cute bunny."
"I'm not a bunny, I'm Gloria Steinem!"
The trick or treating eventually evolved to staying home and passing out treats-homemade trail mix or granola squares.
Now fall always reminded Gillian of the day Fiona died.
Heart hammering, Gillian spoke. "Hi, Mary." Her sister turned around. She'd always considered Mary beautiful, but now she was struck by an added maturity and serenity. Dark hair, dark eyes. Mary took after their Irish-Italian father, Gillian after the light, petite, Swedish Blythe. Mary would always be beautiful, bordering on exotic: Gillian was often described as "cute."
"Mom's flower garden is flourishing as usual," Mary said, as if Gillian had just returned after stepping out to get a paper. "These mums are spectacular."
Gillian came closer. "I think they're a new variety. Called Star something. You know how crazy Mom is about mums."
"Mum's mums."
An old joke. A childhood joke. Gillian smiled.
"Yeah."
"Still have Birdie?" Mary asked, referring to the parrot Gillian had had since grade school.
"Yeah. He's as obnoxious as ever."
The trip down memory lane didn't last. "Mom said you wanted to talk." Mary had quickly reverted from sister to cool professional, as if instantly regretting the brief, shared moment. "That you had something to tell me."
Gillian was shaking inside, and she struggled to hide her nervousness. "You may have heard that I got a job with the Bureau of Criminal Apprehension." A state agency, the BCA had been established over seventy years ago to assist the police in complex investigations.
"You're kidding." Mary made no attempt to hide her surprise, looking as if she equated Gillian's position to that of a fox guarding the henhouse.
Why was her having a job at the BCA so hard to believe? Mary's reaction to her announcement gave Gillian's nervousness a jolt and rapidly replaced fear with irritation. Her next words, the words she'd been so afraid to utter, were delivered with a slight taunt. "I've been assigned to the case you're working on."
Mary frowned. "Analyzing evidence?" she asked, as if struggling to imagine her sibling in such a setting. She still didn't have a clue how Gillian's news was going to impact her.
"No." Pause for effect. "I'm a field agent now." Mary grew very still as she processed the information.
Here it comes, Gillian thought.
"You shouldn't be involved in this case," Mary told her with authority. "You're going to have to turn it down for personal reasons."
She was so controlling. Blythe kept saying how much Mary had changed, but this was the same bossy sister Gillian knew from childhood. "Because of you?" she asked.
"Because of Gavin Hitchcock," Mary said, her voice rising.
"Gavin? What does Gavin have to do with it?" "Oh, come on. It must have crossed your mind. He gets out of prison and suddenly teenage girls are being killed."
"Is that why you took this assignment?" she said heatedly. "Because of Gavin Hitchcock?"
That hadn't taken long, Mary thought. So much for a meeting of mature adults. Gillian hadn't changed. She was equipped with sibling radar that directed her to the quickest way to get under Mary's skin.
"You've always been blind when it comes to Hitchcock," Mary said.
Gavin Hitchcock was sentenced to twenty years with the possibility of parole after nine. He should have gotten life. He should have been put to death, but unfortunately Minnesota didn't have the death penalty.
He'd been in prison six months when Gillian took it upon herself to write to him. That was bad enough, but then she began visiting Hitchcock. At a time when Mary needed the love and support of her sister, Gillian had chosen to bestow her sympathy on the man who had killed Fiona. On the heels of her death, it was a double blow from which Mary had never recovered. "He killed my best friend," she said. "I don't think Gavin did it."
"I can't believe you still take his side!" How in the hell could she be a cop if she blindly sympathized with every killer out there? "What about his fingerprints? His semen? Wake up, Gillian. For chrissake, he was found staggering down the street with Fiona's blood on his hands! He all but confessed!"
"He was young. Seventeen. If he did do it, it was an accident."
"Ed Kemper was fifteen when he shot and killed both his grandparents. He got out of prison at age twenty-one. After that, he went on to kill eight women before he finally turned himself in-not out of remorse or regret, but because he wasn't getting the publicity he thought his horrific murders deserved."
"Gavin's changed. The prison psychiatrist said he isn't a threat to anyone."
Mary could have cited more case blunders where killers had been released with the support and backing of social workers and psychiatrists. Why? Because the idealists wanted to believe that basically people were good, and that bad "habits" could be changed.
"You're giving Hitchcock qualities he doesn't possess. You feel sorry for him, but he doesn't deserve your sympathy or your time."
"Do you feel any sympathy for anyone anymore? I don't think so. I don't think you're capable of sympathy."
"I feel sympathy, but I'm more selective with it than you are," Mary said, her voice biting. "I happen to save it for the victim, not the son of a bitch committing the crime." The tension in her body was making her shoulder ache. It was bad enough when strangers and madmen stabbed you in the heart, but your own family? Your own sister?
"You betrayed me." There. It was out. Words she'd never spoken to Gillian.
"I'm sorry you see it that way, but I did what I had to do. I did what was right for me."
"What made you want to become a cop?" Mary really wanted to know. From where she stood, it made no sense at all. She knew the idea was ludicrous, but it almost seemed like another way for Gillian to get to her.
"I have my reasons," she said evasively.
Mary had had more than enough of their reunion. She felt ill. She needed to get out, get away. "I'm going for a walk." Without looking in Gillian's direction, she cut across the yard, slipped out the gate, and began striding rapidly down the sidewalk, hands in her pockets, the hem of her dark coat slapping against her knees.
She ran across the street, ducking under the shadows of an elm tree. She wanted to keep running, but after a couple of minutes she forced herself to slow to a brisk walk. She hadn't yet recovered enough from her injury to take up jogging again, and the repetitious jarring motion was making her shoulder ache even more. The pain was actually a comfort, something to concentrate on, something to take her mind off a different kind of pain.
Why had she come here? she wondered with fresh dismay. Why hadn't she simply refused the case?
She heard the sound of shifting gears; then a small red car rounded the corner, came roaring down the street and pulled up beside her. Gillian leaned across the passenger seat and swung the door open. "They just found another body."

The interior of the car was an isolated pod of stony silence as they rushed to the crime scene. Gillian seemed to be entirely focused on driving like a New York City cabdriver, while Mary tried to avoid looking at her. Even though traffic was heavy, they made it to the Lake Harriet Rose Garden in fifteen minutes.
Mary had been there a few times. It was near the lake, with a bird sanctuary, boardwalks that spanned marshes, and secluded trails winding through thick stands of trees.
Police cars, silent with lights flashing, were parked at odd angles, as if the drivers had rushed in and jumped from the vehicles before they'd stopped. Yellow crime-scene tape had been strung around light poles and trees. Several officers were dealing with crowd control. Others were interviewing bystanders and possible witnesses, getting what information they could. A large, frazzled-looking man in a dark suit was barking out orders.
Gillian approached him. "Detective Wakefield?"
He swung around. "Gillian? Can't talk now. Remember, you aren't here in an official capacity tonight, just an observer. Don't forget slippers and an escort."
"Thanks."
The body had been found inside the bird sanctuary, near a blacktop jogging and walking path, about a quarter of a mile from the parking lot and lake. After sliding paper slippers over their shoes, the sisters were escorted to the crime scene by a young female officer with a high-powered regulation flashlight. They followed a paved path lined with yellow marking flags to an area that was ankle deep in leaves.
Night crime scenes were surreal. Generators hummed and high-powered lights illuminated the area until it was bleached and shadowless. In contrast, just past the circle of intensity, a person could drop off the face of the earth into a pit of blackness. Just as surreal for Mary was being at a Minneapolis crime scene with her sister beside her. Was this Gillian's first homicide? Mary wondered. How would someone who used to get light-headed at the sight of blood react to violent death?
The body belonged to a woman. She was lying facedown, partially covered in leaves…
She'd found a body just like that before. The years evaporated, and Mary was once again staring at Fiona's lifeless body. "She's dead, Mrs. Portman! She's dead!"
Mary wasn't sure how long she stood there before realizing Gillian was talking and that she was being introduced to Agent Elliot Senatra, her local FBI contact. She hoped the confusion of the surroundings covered any strangeness in her reaction as she made the transition from past to present.
"I'd shake, but as you can see-" Agent Senatra held up a latexed hand. He was nice-looking, black, about thirty-five, with small wire glasses and a gold earring. He was dressed in an expensive suit, and Mary guessed he'd been pulled from a fancy dinner or an evening on the town.
"That's perfectly all right," Mary said. "Please- don't let us distract you."
Someone called to him. He gave them a half-wave and moved away.
Cameras were flashing; a video camera was running. Evidence was being collected. Finally the body was rolled onto a transparent plastic sheet-and a collective gasp was heard.
No eyes.
She had no eyes, just dry empty sockets looking blankly at them.
"Were the last victim's eyes removed?" Mary whispered to her sister.
Gillian leaned close, appearing unafraid and un-fazed. She'd obviously been in this situation before.
"Yes."
Here it was, their first nonhostile conversation in five years, and they were discussing missing eyeballs. But the role of FBI agent was second nature to Mary. She fell into it with ease and found comfort in its familiarity. And like the professional she was, she pushed all remnants of her fight with Gillian from her mind to focus on the scene before them. "And the other body?"
"We don't know. The coroner's report said she'd been in the woods approximately ten days before being found. What hadn't rotted was eaten by animals."
"Eyes are a delicacy in the scavenger world." "What's the deal with her hands?" The question came from a young male police officer.
Mary pulled her gaze from the empty sockets to track down the partially nude body. The woman's right arm, stiff with rigor mortis, was bent at an odd angle, the hand-now a claw-gripping the air. Attached with green tape to the tip of each finger were what looked like small branches. Mary leaned closer until she recognized the spiny shape of a familiar leaf. She straightened. "Rose stems." She looked at her sister. Gillian was staring at the clawed hand, her mouth a small O. Somebody whistled. Somebody else let out a nervous laugh.
"We'll get out of here so you'll have more room to move around," Mary said, addressing Agent Senatra.
Senatra, along with almost everyone else, was still staring at the hand. He looked up slowly and spotted Mary. Recognition dawned. "Detective Wakefield's gonna try to rush this through and get an autopsy done tonight," he said. "Hopefully I'll have some information when we meet." He pointed at her with a gloved hand. "FBI building. Nine o'clock tomorrow. You need directions?"
"I know where it is."
An officer guided them back to the parking lot; then they were on their own.
"That was weird as hell," Gillian said, sounding slightly out of breath as they both removed and tossed their slippers into a nearby container before heading toward the car. "Have you ever seen anything like it?"
"Never. Nothing that even comes close." Mary couldn't remember when she'd last been surprised by a murder scene, but she'd been surprised tonight.
"What do you think it means?"
"I'm not certain, but it looks to me like he was grafting her."
"Grafting?"
"Trying to turn her into something else, something she could never be."
Their earlier conflict had been pushed to the background. They were two officers trying to make sense of possible clues.
"Graft her into what? A plant?" Gillian sounded unconvinced. "A rosebush?"
"Have you read Symbolic Death by Ivy Dunlap?" Mary had worked with Ivy on a Chicago serial killer case. Since then the two of them had become good friends. "In it, she theorizes that oftentimes killings are symbolic, that the manner and style in which the killing takes place has a deep, personal meaning for the killer."
"And what do roses symbolize?"
"Love. Beauty. Loyalty. Perfection. Femininity Any number of things depending upon one's viewpointlts too early for speculation-I haven't seen any information on Ihe other two victims-but in this stance the simplified message is telling us that the woman didn t live up to his expectations."
"It seems like a twisted fairy tale."
"Or twisted romance."



Chapter 4


It took twenty minutes to get from Lynwood Park to the FBI office in downtown Minneapolis. Mary circled the block in her rental car-a green Ford Taurus- and ended up in a lot between Marquette and Nicollet.
Years ago, the local division of the FBI had moved across the street and up the block to an ultramodern facility they shared with other businesses. Mary walked through the revolving doors of the skyscraper and took the escalator to the second floor. At the security desk, she flipped open her FBI photo ID. That garnered her access to a silent elevator that carried her to the eleventh floor, where she was directed down a carpeted hallway to Agent Senatra's office.
He shook her hand this time. The earring, which wasn't approved FBI dress, was gone. He'd traded his expensive suit for a more conservative gray.
The office was military tidy, with filing cabinets, a TV, and a VCR in the corner and maps of Minnesota and the Twin Cities on the wall. On a shelf was a framed photo of Agent Senatra and a laughing little girl.
"My daughter," he said, sitting down at his desk and motioning for Mary to take the seat across from him.
"She's beautiful." Fortunately, Mary could be honest in her response-something that wasn't always possible.
"She just turned eight and is a handful." He adjusted his burgundy tie. "Got any kids?"
"No," she said in a way that always sounded like an apology. It1 was good to make small talk before getting down to business, but the subject of parenting was something Mary knew very little about.
"We work closely with the Minneapolis Police Department's Homicide Unit. I hope you don't mind, but I've taken the liberty of arranging for you to meet privately with Detective Wakefield after your briefing here."
Wakefield. The detective Gillian had spoken to the night before. "That's fine."
They were lucky. In some cities, the police didn't work closely with the FBI. In some cities, if a crime occurred, the FBI might not know about it until after the media chewed it up and spit it out. "Here's what we've got."
Senatra put an eight-by-ten color photo of a dead, eyeless girl on the desk. "Four weeks ago seventeen-year-old April Ellison was kidnapped from the Mall of America. No leads* Nobody saw anything. A lot of people speculated that she'd run away. One week ago, her body showed up. Where? In one of the mall elevators. At that point, we treated it as a single, isolated incident. Five days before that, a body was found in a Minneapolis nature park." He put down another photo, this of an unrecognizable decayed body. "Turned out to be an eighteen-year-old named Bambi Scott."
"Bambi?"
"I know. You can imagine how that played out with the investigative team. Finding a dead Bambi in the woods."
"No doubt," she said dryly.
"Because of the decomposition of the body, we have even fewer leads with this victim than with the previous one."
"Any similarities other than age?"
"Here are high school photos of both victims."
He pulled out eight-by-tens of two smiling girls, both blond. "If the perpetrator is the same in both cases, then I'm guessing he likes 'em young and he likes 'em blond."
"Had the Scott girl been reported missing?"
"No. Her parents were divorced, and her mother had custody. As soon as she turned eighteen she left home. The mother said she hadn't seen or heard from her in two months, but didn't think it was strange."
"Where was she living?"
"In a house where transients hang out. Nobody there seemed to know much about her. A couple of druggies remembered her, but said she basically stuck to herself and didn't stay there all the time. Said they never saw her with anybody strange, but everybody there seemed a little strange to me."
"We need to try to determine whether she was abducted from the park where her body was found."
"We've been trying to piece together a timeline, but keep running into dead ends."
"I see three possibilities: She visited the park and was killed on the spot-which would signify that her murder was unrelated to the other earlier case. She was abducted somewhere else, killed, and dumped at the park. Again, probably unrelated to the other. Or, she visited the park, was abducted by our Romeo, then killed and returned to the same place."
"I asked her mother if she liked the outdoors," Elliot said. "The woman didn't know." He pursed his lips in disgust. "That's what I call parental involvement."
"What about the father?"
"Hadn't seen Bambi since she was seven."
He handed her two folders, one labeled april el-lison, the other bambi scott. "When the governor got after us about getting a profiler in here, I really didn't think there was a connection between these two cases. But now, with this new body showing up last night-"
"Was an autopsy performed?"
"Yeah, but we won't have any lab results back yet."
She shuffled through the Ellison paperwork, searching for the medical examiner's report. "Any drugs show up in the lab tests?"
"She tested positive for morphine and pheno-barbital."
"Pharmaceuticals."
"Here's the only videotape we have of the guy." He popped a tape in the VCR and pushed the play button.
It took a moment for Mary to realize the camera was located in an elevator. The door opened. A man in a ski mask dragged a bundle inside, then punched a number on the control panel before exiting the elevator.
Senatra shut off the tape. "Some computer whiz at the BCA has been working on enhancements, trying to find something, but so far she hasn't had any luck."
The phone rang, and Senatra answered it. The conversation was brief. "She'll be there in ten minutes." He hung up. "Detective Wakefield," he explained. "He's ready to meet with you."

The Minneapolis Police Department was located in the historic City Hall just up Third Avenue. Mary walked the few blocks, taking the Fifth Street entrance where the statue of Hubert H. Humphrey stood. Then it was down a hall of fossil-embedded marble to Homicide Detective John Wakefield's office.
Wakefield was around fifty, stocky, with hair that was as much gray as black. His suit was wrinkled, his eyes puffy-evidence of a sleepless night.
"I understand you're Gillian Cantrell's sister. She was assigned to Homicide a couple of months ago." They both sat down, Wakefield behind his desk. "We do that sometimes," he said, adjusting a jacket that looked uncomfortably snug. "Borrow people from the BCA." He had a rural Minnesota accent she hadn't picked up on the previous evening. "Gillian's a bit impulsive, but I think she might be detective material."
Apparently Wakefield didn't know what a task he'd set for himself, Mary thought. Gillian's gullibility and attraction to strays could prove an insurmountable handicap.
He checked his watch and got down to business. "Okay, here's the deal. You already have all the information on the first two homicides, so what I'm going to tell you is exclusively about the body found last night near the rose garden."
He handed her several photos of the murdered woman, some taken at the scene, some at the morgue. The morgue views were all close-ups of the woman's face and the clawed, grafted hand.
"We've already got a problem. The eyes of the mall victim were removed with almost surgical precision. The latest victim's eyes were gouged or ripped out."
"Did the media know about the victim's eyes?" Mary asked.
"Oh, hell yes," Wakefield said with disgust. "The old couple that found her told everybody. But that's not all that's different about the third body. This one was blond like the other two, but she was older. We don't have a positive ID yet, but the coroner puts her at about twenty-two. So we have three murders, all of blond women, but nothing else about them is the same. One left in the woods, one in the mall where she was kidnapped, one in a park. Two had their eyes removed, but removed differently-which immediately warns of a copycat. Two were left facedown, the third we don't know about. Animals can really make a mess out of a crime scene."
Mary lined up three eight-by-tens of each crime scene, all taken before the bodies had been touched. "The dress April Ellison was wearing. Did it belong to her?" The fabric looked old. Maybe vintage.
"I don't know. Here, let me have my assistant check on that." He picked up the phone and told his assistant to call April Ellison's parents.
When he hung up, Mary continued to follow her thought processes. "What about the body that was found last night? She's partially nude, but she's wearing something. Did you attend the autopsy?"
"Yeah." He rubbed his forehead. "They sent her clothes to the BCA for analysis. It was a dress."
"A sexy dress, like the one in this photo?" Mary pointed to the shot of the girl in the elevator.
"It appeared to be a plain, ordinary dress, but it was hard to tell because it was torn up. We'll have photos of everything by this evening. I'll get copies to you. Now," he said, inching forward, "what do you make of the hands?" He pulled out a photo of the clawed hand, minus the taped branches. "Both hands were mutilated, the nails removed and the branches slipped into the quick."
Mary elaborated on the theory she'd discussed with Gillian. "The woman wasn't what he wanted, so he tried to mold her into something else. When that didn't work, he killed her."
Disgust, but not surprise, registered on his face. "It's one of the weirdest things I've ever seen."
"Any suspects?"
"I had the research department do some cross-referencing, and we came up with over a hundred possibilities." He handed her a stack of papers. Names, mug shots, and offenses that spanned years. Some of the rap sheets took up several pages. She riffled through names, aliases, faces, fingerprints, body art, and distinguishing physical characteristics until she came to Gavin Hitchcock. His life of crime had begun as petty thefts and minor offenses to finally culminate in murder.
"How long will it take you to come up with a profile?" he asked.
"About a week."
"A week?" He gave her a pained look. "I'm not sure we can wait a week."
"It can't be rushed. It takes a few days to study the information, then put a profile together. After that, I send it to Virginia, where it's gone over by a team of behaviorists."
"I was hoping you could come up with something quickly so we can narrow down the list of suspects."
He expected too much. The FBI had spent years building and training profilers, but the Behavioral Science Unit was no longer getting the funding and attention it had received in the past. Time had proved that while profiles could provide a useful adjunct to a case, they were by no means infallible. For a brief period, the FBI had even attempted to phase out the word profiler from the FBI vocabulary, but it was too late. It was already too deeply ingrained in the public mind.
"I'll do what I can, but in the meantime I would suggest you begin interviewing suspects," Mary said.
"Already got people on that. Sent half the list to the BCA, the other half to our department. Officers started the interviews this morning. We're also running everything through VICAP, CJIS, and are in contact with Wisconsin, South Dakota, North Dakota, and Iowa, trying to cross-reference information. Since every department is run independently, that can take a helluva long time."
"I know," she said with sympathy.
Wakefield dug into his pocket, pulled out a roll of antacid tablets, and began popping them into his mouth. He was sweating profusely, and it wasn't even hot in the room. It occurred to Mary that he looked more than just tired. He looked ill.
"Can I get you something?" Mary asked. "A drink of water, maybe?"
"Oh, Christ." He began opening desk drawers. "I've got some around here somewhere." He pulled out a bottle of water. "You know what's really bugging me? I have a daughter. A seventeen-year-old daughter. With blond hair." He suddenly stopped. "Oh, hell. I'm sorry."
"That's okay."
He put up his hands. "No, it's not. I want you to focus on this case. My personal situation has nothing to do with it."
"You'd be surprised how many times this kind of thing happens to me." She didn't have a degree in psychology, but because her job dealt with behavioral science, people often felt the need to confess their anxieties to her.
"Valerian root." He held up a brown bottle. "It's supposed to calm your nerves. I've been taking it for a month, and I don't think it does shit."
"Have you tried yoga?" she asked.
He let out a derisive snort. "You've gotta be kidding."
"I know agents who swear by it."
"FBI agents?" he asked in disbelief.
She nodded.
"You try it?"
"Me? No, but I've cut down on caffeine and quit smoking."
"If I cut down on caffeine, I wouldn't be able to function. Okay, I gotta go. Have another meeting to get to with Chief of Homicide. I'll get a copy of all pertinent information to Agent Senatra by this afternoon, and I'll be calling a meeting with all the departments when we get everything organized."
Mary gathered up the photos and papers and added them to the ones already in her briefcase. "I'll put together an unofficial profile in order to prioritize the suspects. That should give you enough to work with until I hear back from Headquarters." She stood and extended her hand.
He took it. "The governor personally asked for you," he said. "Not because you're a hometown girl, but because he knew you were one of the best. Here in Minnesota, we're proud of the work you've done."
"Thank you."
He was looking at her as if he had no doubt about her ability to solve the case given enough time. She had a decent track record-he was right about that. But then the FBI didn't advertise unsolved cases.



Chapter 5


Before concentrating on the profile, Mary had to talk to Gavin Hitchcock. She'd never been one to allow herself to jump to conclusions, always waiting for the evidence to point the way. Now she needed to know if there was any basis for suspecting him of these new murders-or were her emotions skewing her judgment?
The automobile repair shop where Hitchcock worked was on University Avenue in an area of St. Paul known as Midway.
She soon spotted a hand-painted sign that said abes repair. Parking spaces on University Avenue were at a premium, so Mary pulled her rental car into the alley behind the shop. To the left of an open door was a lot with weeds poking between broken-down cars that had been towed and abandoned years ago. Those carcasses were sprinkled with washing machines and mowers, stacks of tires, gas cans, broken beer bottles, and bed frames.
Mary inched the car to the side of the alley, trying to avoid the broken glass while leaving room for another vehicle to squeeze past if necessary. She got out, locking up with the remote. Up four bowed, rotten steps, she hesitated and checked to feel the reassurance of her gun beneath her jacket, irritated and slightly alarmed by the way her hand shook and her heart hammered.
This would be the first time she'd come face-to-face with Hitchcock since the murder trial during which she'd recounted finding her friend's dead body. All the while she was on the witness stand, Hitchcock, dressed in an orange jumpsuit, leg shackles, and handcuffs, had stared emotionlessly at her from his seat next to the state-appointed defense attorney.
Despite that, she was able to speak clearly and effectively, describing her years of close friendship with Fiona, describing exactly how the young girl had looked when she'd tripped over her body that day in the woods. The way the flies had gathered at the corners of her sightless eyes, the way bees buzzed around her mouth and crawled out her nose.
Mary hadn't called the repair shop first. She wanted her visit to take Hitchcock by surprise so he wouldn't have a mental script prepared.
Inside the door stood an L-shaped counter. Along one wall was a row of chairs where two people waited, flipping mindlessly through greasy magazines while a fluorescent light hummed and flickered above them.
"Can I help you?" the man behind the counter asked in a heavily accented voice. His crisply ironed blue shirt said jesus montoya, manager under a motor oil logo. When she told him she needed to speak to Gavin Hitchcock, he opened the office door and stepped out on a wooden landing that overlooked the work bay, yelling to a man under a raised Cadillac. Then he hurried back into the office, where the phone was ringing.
Mary waited on the landing, one hand gripping the wooden rail. She watched as Hitchcock put down his tools and walked toward her, stopping at the bottom of the stairs.
"Yeah?"
He was seventeen when she'd last seen him, which now made him twenty-six or -seven. He'd been thin and wiry, a lanky teenager with stringy brown hair hanging in his empty eyes. Now he was an adult, a man. His hair was still stringy, but much shorter, and his eyes were no longer empty-they were cold and bitter.
As he stood staring up at her, ineffectually trying to wipe the grease from his hands with a red rag, she thought of how those same hands had bludgeoned a young girl to death.
Even though her position at the top of the landing put him at a physical disadvantage and should have lent a subconscious intimidation to the scene, he didn't seem to notice.
"I'm Mary Cantrell," she announced, feeling herself mentally retreating. Her name didn't elicit any response of recognition from him. "Gillian Cantrell's sister."
"So?" He glanced up and behind her, toward the office. Through the glass, the shop manager was still on the phone.
"I want to talk to you."
"I'm busy." His voice was deep and emotionless.
It had been up to the jury to decide whether or not he would be charged with premeditated murder…
"Was it your intention to inflict bodily harm upon Fiona Portman?"
"No."
"Did you meet with Fiona Portman with the specific purpose of killing her?"
"No."
"Can you describe for the jury what happened that afternoon of October twenty-ninth?"
"I'd been drinking."
"That wasn't uncommon for you, was it? To spend the day drinking?"
"Not really."
"Isn't it true that you'd been kicked out of school for fighting?"
"Yeah."
"Isn't it true you'd been in the woods that day?"
"I want to ask you a few questions," Mary now said.
"I can't talk."
"It won't take long."
"Gillian got me this job," he said. "I don't want to lose it."
He turned away, heading toward the car on the lift. His job wasn't the issue here-he was only using it to avoid her. And mentioning her sister was a handy dig, a way of getting to Mary at the same time.
She followed.
"Are you a cop?" he asked, picking up a heavy wrench. "I think I remember Gillian saying you were a cop."
"FBI."
Behind them someone banged on the office window. She turned to see the manager gesturing wildly, his face contorted.
"Get out of here," Hitchcock said. "No customers allowed in the bay area." He stared at her another moment. "The hydraulic could slip. The car could come down and crush you."
"And you don't want that to happen?"
"I don't care if you get killed, I just don't want to lose my job."
Right. She checked her watch. "When do you take a break?"
"I don't."
"What time do you get off work?"
"When I'm done."

Two hours later Mary was sitting in her car, which she'd maneuvered into a better position. From her new vantage point, she could see both the front and back areas of the auto repair shop.
It was getting dark by the time she spotted Hitchcock leaving the building. She pulled up beside him as he made his way along the sidewalk, hands in the pockets of his dirty jeans, walking in the direction of the bus stop.
She reached across the seat and opened the passenger door. "Get in."
He stopped and looked at her.
"Get in the car," she repeated. "I'll give you a ride to wherever you're going."
He opened the door wider and dropped into the passenger seat. She sped away from the curb before he could change his mind.
"Aren't you afraid to have me sitting beside you? When I could just reach over like this-?"
He put his hand to her throat, pressing his fingers against her trachea-just hard enough to make her gasp and pull back, a survival instinct.
She knocked his hand away. Intense, blinding pain knifed through her injured shoulder. She swerved to the right and slammed on the brakes, stopping in a parking space.
He laughed at the loss of control he'd caused. "A lot of women don't want anything to do with a guy who's been in prison. Except for your sister."
The pain in her shoulder didn't subside, and she visualized ripped muscles and nerves. She tried to push her physical discomfort aside to focus on the man next to her. The son of a bitch was baiting her, toying with her. He smelled like grease, and oil, and hot metal. She imagined him behind heavy iron bars painted with layer upon layer of institutional green.
"You've probably heard about the three murders that have recently taken place in the area." A good agent never jumped in with the prime question. A good agent went for the slow build, getting the suspect to relax, gaining confidence-then hit him. She didn't have the luxury of that kind of strategy. Hitchcock could bolt at any second.
He laughed and shifted in his seat, getting more comfortable. "I've wanted to tell you something for a long time. Your friend, Fiona. She liked to portray herself as a goody-goody, somebody as pure as a nun, but let me tell you, she was no nun. But then maybe you knew that. Maybe you were whoring it up, too."
He was trying to throw her off, distract her from the real reason she'd come.
"Are you like your sister?" He reached over and put a hand on her bare knee. His fingers were rough and hot. "Do you get off on guys that've been in prison?"
A drop of sweat trickled down her forehead, catching on an eyebrow. It took an amazing amount of willpower to keep from pulling out her gun.
"Get your hand off me."
He removed it, but not before giving her knee a little caress. "Behavioral Science, right?"
How much had Gillian told him about her?
"That means you hunt down serial killers, right?" When she didn't answer, he repeated his question. "Right?"
"Yes."
"Child molesters? How about child molesters?"
"Those too."
"I have a theory about why people like you go into such disturbing fields," he said. "Want to hear it?"
She shrugged. "Sure."
"Because you're obsessed with death."
She wasn't going to let some killer psychoanalyze her. "If I'm obsessed, it's with finding the people who are causing death."
"No, you're obsessed with death itself. You have to see it, have to be around it."
"Is that the way you feel? Is that how you've come to this theory? Because you've killed?"
"I'm not talking about me. I'm talking about you. How old were you when you found your friend's dead body?"
He was talking about it so calmly, as if it were something he'd read about, not participated in.
She wanted to look away, but she forced herself to keep her eyes on him. "Seventeen."
"An impressionable age, wouldn't you say? A time when everything can turn upside down, when good can suddenly be bad, and bad good."
Not wanting to miss the opportunity to keep him going, she allowed herself to be pulled into the conversation. "Seventeen is the age you were when you killed Fiona Portman," she said.
"I think that once somebody sees death, feels death, sees death's emptiness, they want more. Suddenly life's biggest mystery is an even bigger mystery. And that mystery is something you were a part of and want to be a part of again."
Was this his twisted way of telling her he'd killed the three girls? Was it a sick plea for help? "Are you seeing a psychiatrist?" she asked, hoping she wouldn't lose him by introducing a new topic.
"Not since I got out of prison. I don't need one. Haven't you heard? I'm a new man."
"You should be under psychiatric care."
"I've had enough of shrinks."
"Do you have urges to see dead bodies?" she asked carefully.
"Right now I'm imagining what you'd look like dead."
"Is that a threat?"
"How many dead people have you seen in your life? Other than Fiona Portman? I'll bet you've seen a lot."
"Too many."
"How many?"
"Over a hundred."
"I'll bet you like that, don't you?"
"Of course not."
"Oh, come on. Why don't you admit that when you aren't around death, you aren't whole? You aren't complete?"
His intelligence and the skill with which he manipulated the conversation surprised her.
"Did you have anything to do with the recent murders?" Her stomach knotted at the question.
His attitude suddenly changed. "Fuck you." He was through with the game.
She'd been in a lot of dangerous situations in the course of her career, and had prided herself on remaining unflappable. This was different. After joining the FBI, she'd become tough and hard and fearless. But returning to your past had a way of screwing things up. Had a way of poking holes in that new person until pretty soon you were leaking like a sieve.
The old Mary was sitting on the seat next to Gavin Hitchcock. The old frightened, weak, young, vulnerable Mary.
"I've heard enough of your bullshit." Without another word, he got out and walked away, his shoulders hunched in his saggy, brown corduroy jacket.

Gavin Hitchcock sat down on the bus stop bench. He'd missed the 6:50, thanks to the woman pulling away from the curb and disappearing down University. He usually drove to work, but he'd run out of gas money and had been forced to take public transportation. Everything was fucked.
Mary Cantrell. He remembered her from the trial. Remembered her white face, her big eyes. Sitting there stone-faced, describing everything so graphically that a juror puked and another one fainted. He'd always figured it was the passionless eloquence of her testimony that won the jury over and lost him all sympathy.
He'd been intrigued with her just now because she was Gillian's sister. Otherwise he wouldn't have bothered talking to her, and he certainly wouldn't have gotten in her car.
His bus finally showed up. It pulled to the curb, and he got on.
It wasn't crowded. It was just him, a few homeless people, and the crazy lady who worked the night shift at a nursing home preparing food for the next day. She never quit talking. Now she was engaged in a onesided conversation with the bus driver, who'd driven the route long enough to know not to give her any encouragement by answering.
She finally gave up and moved to another seat, close to a homeless guy who was on his way to nowhere.
She was going on about the road construction, and how the buses were always behind, and how she had to leave home an hour early because yesterday she was late for work. Blah, blah, blah.
"Hey, lady," Gavin said, raising his voice to be heard above the shifting gears.
She looked at him, eyes alert and eager now that she had a participating audience.
"Why don't you shut the fuck up?"
She was instantly defensive. "Why don't you shut the fuck up?"
"Nobody wants to hear the shit that's pourin' from your mouth."
"I ain't got no shit in my mouth," she said, hands at her waist, head bobbing.
"Somebody should put you out of your misery."
She let out a short, one-syllable scream. Kind of like a single beep from a car alarm.
"What the hell's going on?" the driver asked, looking at Gavin in the rearview mirror.
"Oh, come on. Haven't you had the same thought? Listening to her blabbin' on and on and on. Haven't you at least wished she'd trip and hit her fucking head on the curb when she's getting off the bus? How 'bout you?" he asked, motioning to a man sitting huddled in the corner with a stack of old newspapers. "Haven't you wished somebody'd just make the bitch shut up?"
The little man shook his head.
The driver pulled to the side of the street. Gavin noted it wasn't a scheduled stop.
The doors opened. "Get out," the driver said.
"There you go, lady," Gavin said with satisfaction.
"I'm talking to you. Get out before I call the police."
The woman let out a high-pitched laugh and clapped her hands in a frenzy of excitement.
Gavin pushed himself up and lunged out the door.
He shouldn't have opened his mouth.
Another thought hit him: It would never have happened if the Cantrell woman hadn't antagonized him.
Behind him, the bus's hydraulics hissed as it pulled away.
His head was beginning to throb. He put a hand to his temple. He could feel the artery pulsing. With each pulse, his headache got worse.
Had to get home.
He staggered down the sidewalk, feeling the change coming, the darkness that would drag him down and smother him.
Keep going. Only a few more blocks. A few more steps.
He watched his boots slide across the cement, toes scraping, catching on cracks.
He could feel his muscles hardening. His penis became engorged, growing as huge as an arm, throwing him off balance.
Walk. Walk.
When he was little, his grandmother used to talk him out of his fits. She would distract him.
"Look at the pretty flowers. Look at the tree. See how the leaves are whispering? Telling you to breathe gently, telling you to breathe softly. Grandma's here. Grandma's here to catch you. Grandma's here."
His grandmother died when he was ten. Murdered in her own kitchen while two apple pies cooled in the window. Gavin had found her there, on the kitchen floor, her throat slit with a butcher knife. He'd tried to run, tried to turn and scream, but the blackness had come over him with the thickness and weight of a heavy blanket.
See the flowers. See the pretty flowers.
He was found unconscious, with blood on his hands, lying next to his dead grandmother.
Walk, walk.
It was coming. Coming fast.
His muscles began to contract, his penis shrank. He tried to run, but couldn't. There was his house. He could see it, just past the two-story brick apartment building.
Run, run, run.
I can't.
You can. You can do anything.
He moved faster. Crossing the last street, he fumbled in his pocket, pulling out a set of keys.
Keys to the Kingdom. Keys to the Kingdom.
Around back. Past the shed and the flower garden.
To the kitchen.
He unlocked the door and fell inside.

Gavin came awake with a jolt. Disoriented, he finally realized he was lying in the dark on the kitchen floor. He dragged himself to a sitting position. His hair was soaked and plastered to his head, his clothes were drenched. He put a tentative finger to the corner of his mouth. Dried blood. He could feel his tongue, thick and swollen and sore.
In his confusion, his first thought was to call Gillian. But she'd told him not to call her again. When he was in prison, she wrote to him. She even came to see him. And when he got out, she was there waiting for him.
He thought she loved him. He thought she'd been waiting for him all that time. He thought he would go to her place, and they would live together, maybe even get married. But when he told her how much he loved her, she got weird, pushing him away.
"Gavin, no," she'd said as he clung to her, struggling to pull her close, struggling to kiss her. He could see unease in her eyes, and he suddenly felt like crying.
"I thought you loved me," he said.
"I do love you. But not that way. I love you as a friend."
Friend? Oh, shit. Oh, fuck. No, no, NO!
His future, the future he'd dreamed about all the years he'd been in prison, dissolved before his eyes.
A friend.
It was so hard. Hard to keep going. He just wanted it to end. He, didn't want to get cancer or anything; he just wanted it to be like a pulled plug. Over. He just wanted it over.
He shoved himself to his feet and turned on the light. Opening the nearest cupboard, he pulled out a bottle of whiskey, unscrewed the cap, and took a long swallow. He spent the next several minutes drinking and leaning against the counter, waiting to stabilize. He wished to hell he had something better than alcohol, but he hadn't been out of jail long enough to make any drug connections.
He hadn't had any attacks in a long time. It had been so long that he'd quit taking medicine, but now he'd had two attacks in one week.
The visit from Gillian's sister had brought on this second one. That was obvious.
Finally steady enough to walk, he made his way down the hall to the bathroom, where he took a piss.
The house had belonged to an old lady who'd spent the last ten years bedridden. The place had been so run-down and had smelled so bad that nobody wanted to rent it. An ex-con and convicted murderer didn't have much chance of finding a place to live or getting a job, but Gillian knew some people, and she'd helped him.
The place still looked like an old-lady house-with floral wallpaper and shit. Some of her clothes were still hanging in the closet. Jars of canned food lined the basement shelves. He'd originally planned to give the place a coat of paint, but he didn't give a shit anymore. He'd managed to hang some of his black-and-white photos before deep depression had washed over him. He had more photos. Lots more…
He didn't have much furniture-he kept his clothes in cardboard boxes under a bed that was shoved into the corner of the room. Bad feng shui, he sometimes mockingly told himself, but what the hell? The house and everything about it was a reflection of his soul.
In the living room, he pushed around some open boxes until he came to the one with pictures of apples on it. He dug down past phone books and porn magazines until he found the bundle of envelopes-letters from Gillian.
He took them into the kitchen. He pulled out a plastic lighter.
One by one, he held up the envelopes and let the fire lick one corner until' the paper burst into flame. He dropped them in the sink where they curled and burned, continuing until there was nothing left but a pile of ashes.
Love, Gillian.
Gillian. She was the perfect woman. He was afraid he'd never find anyone as perfect as her again.



Chapter 6


Gillian stood in the observation room of the Minneapolis Police Station. Beside her was a student intern named Ben Collins. From the second Ben had stepped into the BCA building for his first day on the job, the poor kid had been labeled a lost cause.
His hair was dyed jet black and combed down over his forehead. His fingernails were usually painted purple. If he'd gone to see a band the night before, he could almost always be counted on to have remnants of eyeliner lingering between his lashes. But it wasn't his unconventional looks that made people reluctant to work with him. He talked. All the time. And not about anything remotely related to what was going on. Three people had taken him for a test drive, and none of them had been able to stand him for more than a day. They were getting ready to kick him out of the intern program when Gillian stepped in and offered to be his mentor. She thought he was a nice kid. He just needed to learn to curb his impulsiveness and stay focused.
Less than twenty-four hours after the third victim had been found near Lake Harriet, Gillian and Ben were sent out to interview suspects. The most recent victim had been identified, and when they flashed her photo, a housemate of one of the suspects recalled seeing her at their place a couple of times.
The suspect's name was Sebastian Tate, and his rap sheet was two pages long. At twenty-eight, he had a record of assault and battery, plus two rape charges. Somehow he'd never served time.
So now she and Ben stood in front of one-way glass as Tate was led into the interview room by Detective Wakefield. The door clicked closed, and Tate glanced around, then immediately walked to the window. He rapped his knuckles against it. "Anybody in there?" He put his face two inches from the surface.
"This is so cool," Ben whispered. "Just like The Long Goodbye with Elliot Gould playing Philip Marlowe. Ever see that movie?"
Actually she had, but didn't want to encourage Ben's chatty conversation. Once he got going on a movie, he didn't stop. "I'm not sure."
Tate began making faces.
Ben let out a loud snort. "If you saw it, you'd remember. Elliot Gould is the coolest. He gets called in, and he's fingerprinted; then he starts wiping the ink on his face while he's lookin' through the one-way glass. It's so cool. You should rent it. They have it at Intercontinental Video. They have everything at Intercontinental.'' "I'll have to look for it sometime," Gillian said dryly. There were only two years between them, but sometimes she felt like his mother.
Detective Wakefield finally got Tate corralled so they were sitting across from each other at the long, narrow table.
"What is your full name?"
Tate turned to the glass and smiled. "Sebastian Griffin Tate."
"How old are you?" Wakefield continued.
"Why don't you just invite them in?" Tate asked, obviously enjoying his stardom. "Whoever's behind the glass."
Wakefield lifted his eyebrows and looked in the direction of Gillian and Ben. What do you think?
"Who's there? A couple of detectives? Or how about the agent who came to my place? Gillian Can-trell. Yeah, that was her name. She seemed pretty cool."
"This is going nowhere," Gillian said, moving toward the door. "I may as well make an appearance." Ben started to follow, but she stopped him with a hand on his arm. He might just get the notion to strike up some inane conversation with their suspect. "Stay here. Maybe you'll catch something we miss."
"Ah-hah!" Tate said as soon as Gillian stepped into the interview room. "I knew it was you!" The guy was beaming at her.
Until questioning Tate yesterday, she hadn't thought about the similarity between herself and the victims, and now it was creepy standing there knowing she came close to fitting the physical description of all three of the dead girls.
She sat down at the end of the table, and Wakefield resumed the interview. "How old are you?"
Tate glanced at Gillian, then back to Wakefield.
She could tell he was one of those arrogant guys who thought every girl in the room was attracted to him. Trouble was, a lot of girls probably were attracted to him. She supposed he was nice-looking in a high cheekboned, big-lipped, spooky model sort of way.
"Twenty-eight."
That was followed by his address and phone number.
"What do you do for a living?"
"I'm a full-time student." With every answer, he looked in Gillian's direction and smiled.
"Where do you attend school?"
"The U."
"Would that be the University of Minnesota?"
"Uh-huh."
"What's your major?"
"Theater."
"Have a minor?"
"Photography."
Fraternities were big at the U, and Tate had the closely cropped hair and pumped-up body of a frat weight-room addict. If Tate were the murderer, Gillian found something especially unnerving about a psycho hiding in plain sight while posing as an average student.
"Have you ever seen any of these girls?" Wakefield spread three eight-by-tens on the table. The third victim's name was Justine Ramsey, a twenty-two-year-old former university student who had a reputation for going home with a new guy every night.
Tate leaned forward and looked at the photos one at a time, then fell back in his chair. "No."
"Are you sure? Care to take another look?"
"I don't need to take another look. I've never seen any of 'em."
Wakefield separated the photo of the Ramsey girl from the others. "We checked school records and discovered you had some classes with this individual." He pushed the photo across the table in case Tate wanted to examine it again.
"So? Some of my classes have four hundred kids. How would I recognize everybody?"
"Someone said you and Ramsey went out a few times."
"Who told you that?" he asked, his face turning red.
"Someone reliable-that's all you need to know. Did you maybe forget about going out with Justine Ramsey?" Wakefield paused, giving Tate time to think about the corner he'd painted himself into. "You're a good-looking guy. Probably gone out with a lot of girls. I know how girls can be. Maybe you stop and say hi to one of them, and pretty soon she's telling everybody you're dating."
Gillian had watched several of Wakefield's interviews. He had a nice technique, relaxed, friendly, not too aggressive. And he never directly accused the interviewee of anything if he could give him a way out.
Tate shot Gillian a nervous smile, some of his cool beginning to melt. "What'd you say her name was?" he asked, backpedaling.
"Ramsey. Justine Ramsey."
"You know… maybe that does sound kinda familiar. Yeah, now that I think about it-it does. I totally forgot about her, man. And this picture-" He tapped the photo. "It doesn't really look like her."
"But you remember her now?"
"Yeah. Yeah, I do."
"Do you happen to remember a 911 call she made from her residence about eight months ago? You beat her up and she required ten stitches. Do you remember that?"
Tate completely lost his too-cool-for-this-place attitude. "Those charges were dropped. It was an accident."
"What color was Justine Ramsey's hair?"
Tate looked down at the photo, then back up. "Blond. So what?"
"Maybe you can tell me."
"I don't know what you're talkin' about."
Wakefield shifted gears. "How you could forget the name and face of a woman you beat up, someone who called the cops on you? That doesn't make any sense to me," he said with false puzzlement.
"Am I under arrest?"
"Should you be? Is there something you want to tell me?"
"I've had enough of this bullshit." Tate grabbed his jacket and started to get to his feet.
"All I need to do is get a court order and you'll be right back down here. It always looks better if you come in of your own free will." Wakefield put a sincere expression on his face. "A guy just seems less guilty that way."
Tate considered that, then settled back in his chair.
"Why did you lie about knowing Justine Ramsey?"
Tate rubbed his head. "I wanted the interview to be over. I didn't want to get messed up in anything- especially murder. You can understand that, can't you?" He looked at Gillian for reassurance. "You can, can't you?"
She didn't reply or respond in any way.
"It makes it harder for everybody when you don't tell the truth," Wakefield said. "Because chances are, we already know the answer to the question we're asking. And if we don't, we'll find out."
"I'm not falling for that."
"Did I tell you I know your dad?"
That got his attention.
"We went to the same high school," Wakefield said. "He was two years ahead of me, but we were in band and Academic Bowl together. I wasn't surprised when he went into politics. He knew the ins and outs of everything. How's your dad doing nowadays? I heard he was going to run for state senator."
"Maybe. I don't know. I don't talk to him much."
"Only when you're in trouble, right?"
"I see him other times. Christmas, usually."
"Where were you Friday-the night Justine Ramsey's body was dumped near Lake Harriet?"
"Listen, if you're trying to say I killed Justine Ramsey just because I may have hit her once, you're crazy."
"We're not accusing you of anything. We're interviewing everybody who knew Justine. It's standard procedure."
Tate relaxed a little, but kept his arms crossed at his chest, his attitude belligerent. "I was at a party."
"Were you there all night?"
"I stayed a few hours, then went barhopping. Everybody goes barhopping on Fridays."
"Were you with anybody? Someone who can corroborate your story?"
"I left the party by myself."
"What about the bars? Can you give me a list of the bars you went to and the people you saw?"
"Some of them. Listen, I was drunk. I can't remember exactly where I went and who I saw."
Wakefield pulled out a tablet and a piece of paper. "Why don't you try?"
Half an hour later, Wakefield had several bars and names written down, and Tate was out the door.
"What do you think?" Wakefield asked.
"Other than the fact that he's an arrogant ass?" Gillian asked.
"Yeah, other than that."
Ben joined them. "That guy's got the hots for you." He seemed to think that was extremely funny. "He's so not your type."
"I found Tate's reaction to you as telling as anything we got out of him," Wakefield said, flashing Ben a look of resigned irritation.
"He didn't seem at all interested in hiding his attraction," Gillian said. "Which makes me wonder if what we just witnessed was some kind of strategy-or was he just trying to look cool?"
"I wouldn't be surprised if he's been in more trouble than we know and Daddy's gotten him out of it. He's avoided getting his name on the public-access sex offender blacklist. He avoided a prison sentence by agreeing to become a full-time student. That kind of thing is bullshit."
"I've seen him on campus," Ben said. "Girls seem to dig him."
"Not this girl," Gillian said.
"We'll try to get interviews with school acquaintances," Waken"eld said. "See if we can come up with anything."
Outside the police station, Gillian and Ben split up. He headed for a class on West Bank. She needed to report back to the BCA in St. Paul.
She was walking toward her car on the third floor of the Federal Courthouse parking garage when someone jumped out from behind a cement pillar and landed flat-footed in front of her.
She let out a frightened yelp, at the same time recognizing Sebastian Tate.
"Hi." He flashed her a smile, proud of himself.
Her heart was pounding madly in her chest. "What the hell are you doing?" she shouted at him in disbelief.
"It's almost noon. I thought you might want to grab a bite to eat."
"Are you kidding?" If he hadn't just scared the hell out of her, she may have been a little more discreet in her response. As it was, she did nothing to hide her disgust.
He gestured with hands in the pockets of his unzipped, black leather bomber jacket, walking backwards while she strode toward her car. "Why not?" he asked innocently, as if expecting her to say she was too busy.
"Why not? Because you're a fucking asshole, that's why not!"
He stopped walking, and his jaw went slack. She shoved past him, unlocked her car with the remote, and slid behind the wheel. With a trembling hand, she jabbed the key in the ignition. Oh, that was good, she thought sarcastically. She locked the door and pulled the seat belt across her shoulder. Real professional. Cussing out a suspect. She was sure Mary did that all the time.



Chapter 7


"Would you like to try out my new potter's wheel while you're here?" Blythe asked. She and Mary were sitting at the bistro table in the kitchen sharing a light lunch. "You were getting pretty good at one time."
"I think that may have been Gillian." Mary was trying to ignore the throbbing in her shoulder, which had been getting increasingly worse since her encounter with Hitchcock. It hadn't helped that she'd been working on the profile for almost forty-eight hours straight. "I was never very good at throwing pots."
"Oh, you were too! Let's make an evening of it. Gillian can come. We'll get a bottle of wine. Be creative. What do you think?"
"Let's not rush into things."
Mary had come to terms with the fact that she and Gillian would be working together. She didn't like it, but she was a professional, and professionals had to adapt to unpleasant situations. That didn't mean she was ready to hop in the sandbox with her sister.
"Later, maybe," her mother said, momentarily deflated. Blythe gathered up a large canvas bag, water bottle, and car keys. "I've gotta run. Try to get some rest." She gave Mary a kiss on the cheek, then left to teach her afternoon and evening pottery classes at the Pot House.
Mary went upstairs and took a hot shower. She'd hoped the heat might help the pain, but by the time she'd dried off, her shoulder was aching even more. She made an ice pack out of a plastic bag and kitchen towel, then settled in bed with the pack on her shoulder and laptop on her lap.
Her phone rang.
Gillian was calling to tell her about a suspect they'd brought in for questioning. "Sebastian Tate," she said. "He's a student at the university and dated the third victim a few times."
"What did you find out?"
Gillian filled her in on Tate's rap sheet and how he'd reacted to her.
"I'm not sure you should be involved in the questioning of suspects," Mary said, surprised that they'd sent Gillian out on the initial canvas.
"It's my job." Gillian didn't bother trying to disguise her resentment.
"Didn't anyone stop to think that you fit the victim-ology?" Mary had to work to keep her voice smooth, even though she was irritated by Wakefield's lack of judgment. She'd expected more from him.
"I know I fit the victimology. I thought my going on the canvas was a good strategy."
Had she really thought it out that thoroughly? Mary wondered. More than likely, it had come to her later, when Gillian was face-to-face with the suspect.
"The last victim was also identified," Gillian said. "Justine Ramsey."
"Had she been reported missing?"
"No. Lived alone, no close friends."
"Like the first girl."
"Exactly." The conversation shifted. "How are you coming on the profiles?"
"I'll have the preliminary paperwork ready to present to Detective Wakefield by early tomorrow. Hopefully I can get the Behavioral Science team to sign off on it in two or three days so the profile can be made official and the information gotten to the public."
There was a pause, as if Gillian were weighing her next words. "You sound tired."
Her concern took Mary by surprise. "I am," she admitted.
"Try to get some sleep."
"As soon as I wrap this up." Her voice was once again distantly polite.
"I'll let you get back to work," Gillian said, sounding rebuffed.
"Gillian?" Mary paused. "If Tate comes around, call the cops."
"I am a cop."
"You know what I mean. Don't try to deal with him by yourself. He could be dangerous." Mary disconnected.
The ice in the plastic bag had turned to tepid water; Mary dropped it and the towel on the floor. Would Gillian follow her advice about Tate? Probably not. Mary shouldn't have said anything about her being careful around the guy. Gillian had a history of doing the opposite of whatever her sister suggested.
For the next two hours Mary fine-tuned the killer and victim profile, adding the finishing touches before shutting off the computer and lying back in bed.
She was almost asleep when the doorbell rang.
She kept her eyes closed, trying to pretend she hadn't heard anything. The doorbell rang again. It was probably some sweet-faced kid selling something she didn't want to buy but would anyway. Dressed in navy blue cotton pajamas, she made her way downstairs, leaning forward to peer through the peephole.
Anthony Spence stood on her mother's front porch.
She blinked. He was still there.
She opened the door, the chain lock catching. She slammed the- door, undid the chain, and opened it again.
Instead of a greeting, he got directly to the point: "You look like hell."
On the other hand, he looked great. But when didn't Anthony look great? He was dressed in the FBI black he was so fond of, complete with trench coat.
"Nice to see you too."
The pain was making her dizzy. She turned around and plopped down on the steps, wincing as she jarred her arm. "What are you doing here?"
"Are you sick?" He stepped inside and closed the door behind him.
"A headache." It was the first thing that popped into her mind. It seemed childish and immature-always evading everyone-but she hated to be fussed over.
Anthony put a hand to her forehead. She closed her eyes for a moment, enjoying the coolness.
"You feel warm."
"Think so?"
"How's the shoulder?"
"A little sore," she admitted reluctantly.
"A little?" From his expression of disbelief, it was apparent she hadn't fooled him for a second. "I know your definition of 'a little.' Like the time you had a little pain in your side and ended up having an emergency appendectomy."
She gave him a weak smile, then tried to steer the attention away from her. "What are you doing here?"
"I thought you might need some help."
"You should have told me you were coming. I'd have met you at the airport."
"Let me see your shoulder."
"No."
"Come on."
"For some reason, you seem to think you own me now. That you own my shoulder." She was uncomfortably aware that she was in pajamas while he was fully dressed.
"Is that so unreasonable? I'm partially responsible for that shoulder."
Without asking permission, he unbuttoned the top button of her shirt. He slipped his hand inside, under the fabric. His touch felt wonderfully cool.
He frowned. "Hot."
Her heart sank, and then began to beat rapidly. What did that mean?
"Do you have your doctor's phone number?"
"Upstairs. In my data book." She started to get up.
"Stay there." His voice held urgency. "I'll get it."
"Take a right at the top of the stairs."
He disappeared, then quickly returned with a small leather booklet. Anthony flipped through the pages and located the number. He sat down near her on the stairs, pulled out his mobile phone, and dialed.
Dr. Farina was in surgery, but the problem was relayed to him and he insisted that Mary get to a Minneapolis physician immediately. "It could be one of three things," his nurse explained. "Inflammation due to overexertion, infection that has been incubating since the surgery, or staph." The nurse gave them the name of a reputable physician and added that Dr. Farina would call Mary that night.
Staph. Mary and Anthony looked at each other, and she saw her own fear reflected back at her. The best possible staph scenario might mean weeks in an isolation room while they pumped antibiotics into her veins in an attempt to kill the resistant bacteria. A bad scenario could mean a lost limb. It could mean death.
It took thirty minutes to get to the Edina office where Mary's doctor suggested they go.
Once there, she was put through a series of tests. She had blood drawn, cultures taken, and was sent to an adjoining hospital for an MRI. When that was completed, she met with Dr. Tabora. Anthony insisted on being in the room when the verdict was announced.
"You have quite a bit of inflammation," he said, "but the preliminary quick test didn't show any evidence of staph."
No staph. Mary wilted in relief and looked at Anthony. He was leaning against the wall, head tipped back, eyes closed, sending up his own thank-you.
"I'm going to put you on an anti-inflammatory drug. That should take care of the problem. Come back and see me in two weeks unless you're in Virginia. In that case, see Dr. Farina. I'll be sending him a copy of my report."
He handed Mary the prescription order. "Rest and take it easy. Try not to use your arm for the next few days; then begin exercises gradually, much the way you did after surgery. There are some excellent physical therapists in the building. I'll have the receptionist set up an initial visit."
At the front desk, Mary was handed a card that gave the date and time of her therapist appointment.
She would cancel it later.
At the pharmacy Mary turned in the script, then moved away from the counter to wait. She was sensing a strong, negative energy coming from Anthony, and it put her on the defensive.
"I can tell you're thinking about having me pulled from the case," she said as soon as they were in his rental car. "Well, I'm not leaving." Which seemed weird when she thought about it, since she hadn't wanted to come in the first place. But it was like that first plunge into cold water. Once you were wet, you might as well stay in and swim.
"The doctor told you to take it easy."
"Anthony, I want to remain on the case. If you have me pulled off, I'll continue to investigate on my own."
"Why are you being so hardheaded about this?"
Anthony didn't know about Fiona. Once, he'd asked her why she'd wanted to become an FBI agent, and she'd mumbled something vague about the challenge and the desire to help people.
Pain stabbed through her shoulder, redirecting her thoughts. "You need to get in the right lane so you can get on 494 East. Oh, and Anthony? My mother doesn't know about my being shot, so don't mention it to her."
He pulled away from a green light and then cut to the right lane. "You're a little old to be hiding things from your mother, aren't you?" He sounded puzzled and slightly annoyed.
"She worries about me enough as it is," Mary explained. "So please don't say anything."
He shrugged, but didn't press the issue.
It was late afternoon, and traffic was heavy, adding fifteen minutes to their return trip. Once home, Mary took her pills, retrieved her laptop from her room, and handed it to Anthony, determined to get back to business as usual. "The profiles are finished. Would you mind going over my notes before I present them to Detective Wakefield and Quantico?" Every breath made her shoulder hurt. "I'm going upstairs to lie down for a while. The kitchen is that way, the bathroom over there." She pointed. "My mom should be home in a couple of hours."
After she left, Anthony wandered around the living room. Over the years he'd conjured up a mental image of Mary at her childhood home in Minneapolis. The place he'd put her was nothing like this living room with its red walls, framed artwork, exotic rugs, wild plants, and strange sculptures. This wasn't at all the landscape he'd expected the rigid, unbending Mary Cantrell to come from.
Her shooting had scared the hell out of him.
She almost died.
Up until then he'd thought of them both as invincible, with Mary seeming even more of a superhero for some reason. Although she didn't know it, the trauma he'd experienced over her being shot had been crippling. So much so that he was seeing an FBI therapist, who'd suggested he and Mary quit working together for a while. The only problem was, he worried about her twice as much when she was out of his sight.
He settled into a soft ottoman, opened Mary's laptop, and turned it on. While waiting for it to boot up, his mind drifted to thoughts of his ex-wife. Ex. Such a negative word. As if she'd been crossed out of his life. Divorce papers didn't suddenly mean they no longer cared about each other, because they did. Things were just different now.
With hindsight, he could see that their marriage had been a recipe for disaster. She was so sensitive that TV ads for horror movies gave her nightmares. There was no way he could talk to her about his work, no way he could tell her what was bothering him. She'd begged him to quit, but he couldn't. She said he didn't love her enough, and he thought she might be right.
In the end, she was even jealous of Mary. "You spend more time with her than you do with me," she'd shouted at him one particularly ugly night. It was true, he'd realized. Then he'd had an ever more alarming thought: This is never going to work.
On Mary's laptop, the FBI screen saver was humming at him. He opened the writing program and quickly found the most recent file.
He read her notes, then looked at the background information on the murders and personal observations. That was followed by the profile.
The crime scenes reflect characteristics of the organized offender. Most likely a chameleon personality. Cunning. Cruises for victims.
Crime Scene: Kills at undetermined location, then disposes of body at abduction site. Very likely tortures victims, either psychologically or physically or both.
Leaves little or no physical evidence.
Development: Has been hurt in some way, and is angry, yet feeling fear or loss.
Thinks himself superior to others. Selects victims he can manipulate, dominate, and control.
He constantly feels the need for approval and feminine admiration. He is self-confident and arrogant, but may have doubts about his own sexuality. Could be attracted to men, and his denial of that attraction is taken out on innocent women.
Method: He usually preselects his victims, but if a victim doesn't work out, he may take one by opportunity. He uses the surprise approach, attacking between midnight and 5:00 a.m. The victim will always be alone.
Sex of Offender: Male
Race: White
Age: 24 to 35 Physical Description: 5'11" or above, muscular Scholastic Achievement: High school, possibly some college.
Lifestyle: Single, but may have friends or relatives who only see one side of him.
Social Adjustment: Did well in grade school, but when he reached adolescence, began to cause trouble. Has leadership qualities.
Demeanor: Confident, possibly quite charming.
Mental Problems: Phobias. Some type of stressor most likely occurred to bring about the first kidnapping and murder.
Grafted Rose Branches: Symbolic of his need to seek perfection in a mate along with his need to manipulate his victims in impossible ways.
The next file contained the victimology, which was every bit as important as the offender profile.
Sex: Female
Race: White
Age: 15 to 25
Height: 5'4" to 5'8"
Weight: 110 to 135
Hair color: Blond Victim will most likely be someone who is young and healthy, dresses stylishly, yet can be manipulated. Offender is an opportunist, and if the right victim can't be found, he makes do.

A note at the bottom proposed sending the profiles to the media as soon as the FBI signed off on them.
As Anthony shut down the computer and put it aside, he heard a key turn in the front lock. He was getting to his feet when the door swung open and an attractive woman walked in. Mary's sister? Mother?
He didn't want to frighten her, so he quickly pulled out his ID, nipped open the leather case, and introduced himself. Did she know who he was? he wondered. Had Mary ever mentioned him? "I'm Mary's partner," he explained in case she hadn't.
"Anthony! How wonderful!" the woman said, extending a hand. "I'm Blythe. I'm so glad to finally meet you." She was looking at him with curiosity.
"Excuse my hands," she said, smiling warmly. "I've been mixing clay all afternoon, and you know how hard clay is on your skin."
He hadn't known, but now he did.
She glanced around. "Where's Mary?"
It was tempting as hell to blow Mary's cover for her own good, but if he did, he doubted she'd ever speak to him again. "She didn't feel well, so she's upstairs sleeping."
"I knew something was wrong with her earlier today." Blythe frowned. "Is it Bu, do you think?"
This was Mary's mother. How could he lie to Mary's mother? "Hard to say," he replied uncomfortably.
"I'll just go up and check on her."
Blythe disappeared, then returned a few minutes later. "She's sound asleep, poor dear." She clasped him on the upper arm. "What about you? Did you just fly in? Have you had anything to eat? Come in the kitchen, and we'll have a chat while we wait for Mary to wake up."
She led him through the house to a kitchen that was as cluttered and as warm as the living room, with copper pans hanging above the stove. He noticed in particular a wire mesh bust in the corner. She talked while she pulled out condiments and heated water for tea. "Would you prefer beer? Wine? Soda? Oh, please sit down."
He could see that she was the kind of person who loved taking care of people, who would love to be taking care of Mary. Mary had recently told him she hadn't been home in five years. Not for the first time, he wondered why.
There was a little table in front of sliding glass doors that looked out onto a deck and backyard. He chose one of the stools at the kitchen counter.
"You and Mary don't look much alike," he observed.
"Mary's dark, like her father," Blythe said. "And Gillian's light like me. As far as personality, Mary and I are nothing alike either," she added, slicing a tomato. "But believe it or not, she used to be a lot more like me."
"Really?" He was having a hard time picturing Mary fluttering around a kitchen, wearing bright colors and talking nonstop.
"You should have known her before."
"Before? Before what?"
"Why, before Fiona died."
Mary awakened abruptly.
She could hear the soft, indistinct murmur of voices coming from downstairs. Disoriented, she turned on the lamp next to the bed and checked her watch. A little after seven.
She changed clothes, slipping into a pair of jeans and digging out a long-sleeved top. Downstairs, she found her mother and Anthony huddled together in the kitchen.
Blythe got to her feet. "I was just getting ready to come up and check on you." She gave Mary a quick hug. "How are you feeling?"
"Much better."
She leaned back to examine her. "Do you think it's the flu?"
Mary glanced at Anthony, thankful he hadn't told her mother everything. "It's not the flu; it's my arm."
"I was afraid," Blythe said with drama, "that there was more to your injury than you were letting on."
"I'm going to have to take it easy for a few days."
"Can I get you anything?"
"No." She put her uninjured arm around her mother and gave her a hug. "Everything's going to be fine."
Blythe was an optimist, so it was easy to convince her that there was no reason to worry. Satisfied with Mary's response, she excused herself, leaving the two of them alone to "talk business."
"Did you look at the profile?" Mary asked once her mother was gone.
Anthony nodded and lifted a glass to his mouth. The liquid was light green-Blythe was already plying him with herbal tea. "The profile looks pretty good as far as I can tell."
"Do you have anything to add, or anything you feel different about?" When it came to crime scene psychology they were a perfectly synchronized pair, and Mary had total faith in his judgment.
"He has some strangely conflicting qualities."
"I know. I keep going over everything and coming up with descriptions that seem more suited to two people than one. That's why I wanted to get your reaction."
"I really can't say until I have time to go over the victims' case files."
She waved her hand in impatience. "I promised Detective Wakefield a rough draft by tomorrow morning."
"I'll try to get everything read before that. What about the decomposed victim? Were you able to link her to the other two murders?"
"It's going to take a crime lab to do that."
He gave her a disapproving look. "This wasn't quite the break I envisioned for you."
"I didn't need a vacation."
"Come on, Mary." It had to be one of his favorite lines.
"You're not going to win this argument. Believe me, I'll be fine. I'm feeling much better already."
He seemed to be considering something and then finally said, "I'm sticking around."
"To keep an eye on me?"
"You weren't sent here to do the work of two people. Take tomorrow off. I've got a reservation at a hotel a few blocks from police headquarters, so I'll deliver the profile to Detective Wakefield in the morning. If he has any questions, he can call you. How does that sound?"
His idea seemed a fair compromise. "You're welcome to stay here," she offered. "There's a private area at the back of the house that used to be my father's work space. It has a bed and shower."
He stared at her for what seemed like a full minute.
Why was he looking at her like that? Had he misconstrued her invitation? she wondered. She was just trying to be friendly. But of course he wouldn't want to stay at their house. Not when the government was putting him up in a nice hotel.
His eyes cleared as if he'd finally made sense of her offer. "You're not trying to keep me under your thumb, are you, Mary?"
"Idiot." They were back on familiar ground. That evasive cat-and-mouse teasing that was so much a part of their relationship.
"You really are feeling better."
"I was just trying to be nice."
"Well, cut it out. You're scaring me."
She laughed.
"Thanks for the offer, regardless of how it came about," he said. "But I have to turn it down. I wouldn't want to be any trouble."
"It's too late for that."
"I'm afraid you're right." He glanced at her shoulder.
"That's not what I meant."
A look of resignation crossed his features, and she suddenly became aware of how tired he was.
She cupped his face with her hands, feeling abrasive stubble against her palms. She'd never touched him in such a way. "Quit beating yourself up about my injury," she whispered. "It happened. It's over. Forget about it."
"I can't."
It was unsettling to catch herself looking so deeply into Anthony Spence's eyes. She broke contact and moved away, suddenly embarrassed by her impulsiveness.
"Yeah, well… I'd better get going." He bustled around to cover the awkward moment, gathering up his jacket, quickly shrugging into it. "I've got a lot of homework." Two minutes later, he was gone.



Chapter 8


The following morning, when she should have been resting, Mary decided to make a long overdue visit. She rang the doorbell and stepped back, her heart beating rapidly as footsteps inside the house came closer. The door opened, and there stood Abigail Portman, Fiona's mother.
Abigail had always seemed a throwback to a delusional fifties mom, the mother who had turned her back on a career to stay home and raise her only daughter. She wore aprons and baked cookies, and all the kids in the neighborhood seemed to end up at her house. And no matter how busy she was with all that cooking, and running Fiona from piano to cheerlead-ing practice, no matter how busy she was with PTA and the latest school fund-raiser, she always looked immaculate.
Back then Mary had often regarded Fiona's life with longing and wished her own could be more like it.
Poor Mrs. Portman's once beautiful Betty Crocker hair was gray and frizzy, and her eyes looked out from deep, lined sockets. Her white sweatshirt was stained and ragged. On her feet were slippers Mary suspected rarely left her feet.
"Hello, Mrs. Portman. It's me. Mary."
The woman's blank expression disappeared. "Mary! Oh, Mary!" She opened the door wide and pulled Mary inside.
It was like stepping into a tomb.
The hallway was dark and stuffy, smelling as if fresh air and sunlight hadn't touched the house since Fiona's death.
Abigail Portman wrapped her arms around Mary, hugging her tightly. "You're so grown up!" she said, stepping back to look at her. "I can't believe it! I always think of you just like Fiona-a perpetual teenager. Are you still with the FBI?"
"Yes. Actually, I'm in town on a case."
The light left Abigail's face. "Those girls."
"Yes."
"I've read about them. I keep thinking of their poor mothers. I wondered about dropping them a note, but what words of comfort could I give when there aren't any? I would just remind them that they aren't in the middle of a horrible dream and that ten years from now they'll still be in pain."
"Is that how it is for you?" Mary asked, sad to see that things were so bad.
"Frank and I got divorced. He couldn't take it anymore. Said I was always moping around. He wanted to sell the house and move out West somewhere. He begged me to go. I thought about it, but I couldn't leave. It's different for men. He didn't understand that this house is my connection to my daughter. I can't imagine anybody else sleeping in her room. I can't imagine children running down the hall, laughing and screaming. I don't want happy children here. It wouldn't seem right. Like laughing at a funeral."
"I understand."
"I think you do." She waved her hand. "Come in and have a snack with me. Remember how you and Fiona used to charge in after school for milk and cookies?"
Mary smiled. "I remember. You made the best chocolate chip cookies in the world."
"I don't bake anymore." It was a statement of the way things were. "I don't cook at all."
Mary followed her through a living room that was frozen in time. Being in Fiona's house gave her a weird feeling of dislocation. Nothing had changed. The furniture. The curtains. Where the furniture was placed. All the same. She almost expected to pick up a newspaper to see that it was dated the day Fiona had died.
The kitchen hadn't changed either. Same wallpaper. Same laminated table and matching chairs with plastic-covered cushions that left strange designs on a child's bare legs. Same bland motel oil painting on the wall. Abigail may have been Betty Crocker, but she'd never had an esthetic eye.
"Take off your coat."
Mary removed her trench coat and draped it over a kitchen chair.
"You became an FBI agent because of Fiona, didn't you?" Abigail asked, tearing open a bag of ginger-snaps and getting two cans of diet soda from the refrigerator.
"I think you're right." Why not be honest? "I'm sure you're right."
They drank the soda and munched the gingersnaps, which turned out to be atrocious. Abigail talked about Fiona as if she'd been waiting for this day, for someone who would listen, for someone who would understand without telling her she needed to forget about what happened and move on-which was the last thing people like Abigail wanted to hear.
The conversation turned away from the tragedy to the sharing of fond memories of a girl who would always be sixteen. Abigail dragged out scrapbooks. Together she and Mary reminisced. They went through page after page of newspaper clippings about the spelling bees Fiona had won, and about recognition by the mayor for the money she'd raised for the homeless. There was a photo of her accepting a plaque for a state speech competition, another for Academic Bowl.
"She was such a special person," Abigail said, stroking the photo. "I never pushed her. I was never one of those mothers who pushed her kids to do things they had no interest in. She pushed herself."
"She had so much energy," Mary said. "She wanted everything."
"She wanted to be the first female president. Did she ever tell you that?"
"Yes. And I think she could have done it." Mary recognized an echo of the old enthusiasm she used to have for Fiona's ideas.
The last photos in the album were obituaries, cut from several papers. There was even a photo taken at the cemetery of the grieving mourners. With a weird jolt of recognition, Mary spotted her much younger self standing with Blythe. Gillian stood a little to one side.
Mary turned the page. Abigail had also cut out every single article about the murder and trial-and finally the conviction of Gavin Hitchcock. There was a four-by-five photo of him staring at the camera, looking both scared and pissed off.
"He's out of prison," Abigail said. "I can't believe he had the nerve to come back here and flaunt himself. You'd think he'd want to move to a town where nobody knew him, where nobody knew what he did."
"I was a little surprised myself when he didn't go somewhere else," Mary said. She didn't add that there was someone who'd encouraged him to return to his hometown, someone who'd helped him find a place to live and a place to work.
"He shouldn't have been released. He should have died. It's not fair that he's alive and running around free when my sweet little girl is dead. I have half a mind to drive over and see him someday."
"I don't think that would be a good idea," Mary cautioned.
"Tell him what a useless piece of work he is. He never even said he was sorry for what he did."
Mary waited until Mrs. Portman was looking at her. "Would you want that? Would it really make any difference?"
She thought a moment. "No, I don't suppose it would. But I'd still like to talk to him. I'd like to see his face when he opens the door and realizes it's me." She let out a burst of laughter, then pressed a hand to her mouth. "Can you imagine his expression? Oh, it would be priceless."
Maybe, Mary thought, she shouldn't have come. Her visit seemed to have set the poor woman off. She closed the book and stacked it with the others. "Thanks for letting me see these. I should get going. My mother's expecting me." No matter how old you got, mothers were still a good excuse when you needed to end a visit.
"Would you like to go upstairs?" Abigail asked. "To Fiona's room? It comforts me. Maybe it will comfort you."
Mary would never have thought, Gee, I'd sure like to see Fiona's old room. But now that the invitation was out there, something inside her was compelled to say yes.
The steps that led upstairs were covered with the same green carpet, and they creaked in just the same way.
Nothing had changed. Except for an underlying mustiness, Fiona's room even smelled the same.
On the walls were the posters of unicorns. There was her music box collection. Her stuffed animals, many of them huge, won at the fair by a legion of admirers. Her scrapbooks, her yearbooks. Tucked into the edges of the vanity mirror above a pink, skirted dresser were photos, many of Mary and Fiona. Hanging on a closet door hook was her cheerleader uniform, behind it her letter jacket.
The canopy bed, with its cream eyelet cover, was strewn with gaily colored wrapped packages, some with birthday paper, some Christmas. There were even Easter baskets overflowing with candy.
"I get her a present every year on her birthday and Christmas," Abigail said, sitting down on the bed and picking up one of the wrapped gifts.
Along one wall more gifts were arrayed.
"Sometimes I come up here and just sit. For hours. It's so peaceful, don't you think?"
A life derailed. "Yes." Sad was what it was. Mary wished she hadn't come. The room was stuffy, and she broke into a cold sweat. She suddenly felt as if she might pass out.
"Would you like me to leave you alone here for a while?" Abigail asked. "It might be good for you."
Mary nodded, stifling the urge to run. What with the buzzing in her head, she wasn't all that sure she could make it out of the house under her own steam. "That would be nice," she managed.
"You can light a candle and say a prayer," Abigail said, motioning toward a cluster of red votives on the dresser. Mary had forgotten the Portmans were Catholic, and now she remembered Fiona saying her nighttime prayers, "so I won't get a venial sin on my soul."
Abigail left, gently closing the door behind her.
Mary sank down on the bed and put her head between her knees, fighting light-headedness. She'd lost consciousness twice in her life. The first time had been when Blythe told Mary her father was dead; the second was when she got shot. Finding Fiona's body that day in the woods had had the opposite effect, sending her scrambling and screaming for help.
It was too much for her, being in Fiona's room. Too immediate. Too real. For years she'd mastered the fine art of retreat, but she couldn't hide here.
She kept her head down until the blackness behind her eyes disappeared and her heart quit thundering. Gradually her breathing returned to normal. She leaned back, lowering herself against the pillow, her feet on the floor, and looked up at the canopy above her head.
There were the stars that glowed in the dark. She and Fiona had put them there one summer. A crescent moon dangled from a thread, and there was the tiny stuffed lamb with angel wings Mary had given Fiona for Christmas.
Life had been so perfect then. So innocent.
But not real, of course.
Lying there, Mary realized her own life had stagnated. Differently from Abigail's, but stagnated all the same. Something had shut off inside her the day she'd found Fiona's body. For years she'd understood that she was no longer the person she used to be, and that as time passed Mary Cantrell was fading, but she couldn't seem to summon the strength or will to do anything about it.
She and Fiona used to discuss the future. They talked about what they wanted to be when they grew up, what it would be like, and where they would live, where they would travel, what they would see and do and learn.
"I don't want kids," Fiona had told Mary one day. "Kids just get in the way."
Mary had been surprised, because she'd always seen herself getting married and having children. Now she had no plans.
Lying there took her back to the days when she'd thought about that kind of thing. Now she tried to picture herself with a child and found it difficult. Any existence beyond her current one seemed hard to imagine.
Dizziness gone, she got up and moved around the room, leaning close to the vanity mirror to look at the photos. One in particular caught her eye. It was of Fiona, Mary, and Gillian. Fiona and Mary were smiling happily. Gillian had her arms crossed at her waist, a scowl on her face.
Poor Gillian. She'd been so jealous of Fiona. It was a shame, because they could have had so much fun together, the three of them. But Gillian refused to share Mary with anyone, and Mary had refused to be manipulated by her sister.
Gillian thought Mary hadn't noticed, but her jealousy was impossible to miss. Gillian sticking out her tongue, and later, throwing the finger. Gillian never giving Fiona a chance. Once, when Fiona stayed the night at Mary's, Gillian put a laxative in her Kool-Aid and bugs in her pink sleeping bag. The next time she came, she left dog crap in Fiona's purse. It would have been funny if Gillian's pranks hadn't been so cruel and calculated.
For a long while, Fiona refused to stay the night at the Cantrell house, and Mary was relieved because she never knew what Gillian might try next-her jealousy was so out of control.
When Gillian got to high school she found her own circle of friends, and she and Mary didn't hang around together much unless it was a family function.
Mary lit one of the candles. She didn't pray, but she meditated, willing her mind to empty, allowing herself to drift… She began to sense the comfort Abigail had talked about, and it was with a touch of regret that she finally blew out the candle and left the room.
"You'll come back, won't you?" Abigail asked, downstairs.
"I'll try." Mary retrieved her coat from the back of the kitchen chair. The visit had been cathartic, but she wasn't sure she could do it again. "Would you mind if I walked in the woods behind the house?"
"Oh, my." Abigail put a hand to her throat, horrified. "Why would you want to do that?"
"I think about the woods sometimes. And dream about the tree house. I thought it might be good for me to actually see it again."
"I can't go into those woods. That's one place I haven't been able to go. I hate those woods." Abigail put a hand to her hair, as if to smooth a style that no longer existed. "Developers are always hounding me, wanting me to sell the land. You'd think I'd want to, the way I hate it. It's worth quite a lot, you know. But even though I can't go in there, I can't sell it either. And what do I need money for?"
What, indeed? To buy more gifts for a dead girl who could never open them? "Do you mind?" Mary repeated gently.
Abigail waved her hand, shooing her away, looking irritated now. "Go ahead, then. I just don't know why you'd want to."

"Dark light," her grandmother used to call the weird cast the sun took in the fall. Mary always felt a tug of sorrow whenever she noticed the change. She never knew if it was simply because it signaled the passage of time and the end of summer, or because the sun had been low on the horizon the day she'd come upon Fiona's body, the trees casting long black shadows.
Today was cool, the temperature in the high fifties. Where the sunlight cut through bare trees, it offered no warmth. It had rained the night before, and the fallen leaves had been packed into a soft, damp cushion beneath Mary's feet. The magnificent scent of earth drifted up to her, and for a moment she was a child again, experiencing the woods with the innocence that came before the bad times.
When she was young, the woods had seemed huge and endless-as big as a small country from one end to the other. With the jaded eyes of an adult, Mary could see that the property was not more than four acres.
She deliberately avoided heading toward where she'd found Fiona's body. Instead, she circled around the edge of the woods, following a faint path made by deer and other wild animals, until she finally reached the tree where they'd spent so much time.
It wasn't as big as she remembered either.
The tree house her father had built with the permission of the previous owners was still there, at least the floor and most of the walls. The windows were just a memory, the glass gone, probably shattered and buried by years of fallen leaves. Sometime during their middle school years, she and Gillian had attempted to spend the night in the tree house, announcing themselves brave and independent enough to survive the wilderness alone. Less than two hours into the evening, Gillian had had enough. When Blythe came to check on them, she ended up carrying her frightened, clinging daughter home with Mary trudging behind, disappointed but resigned.
When Fiona arrived in the neighborhood, Mary took her to the tree house, and soon they were spending hours there talking about boys and music. There they fearlessly remained all night long, tucked into sleeping bags. If Blythe came to check on them, they never heard her.
Now that Mary had decided to immerse herself in the past, she wanted to do it totally.
For years she'd avoided even the faintest memory of this place, and here she was, wallowing in it. She was like the people who couldn't stop cutting themselves. The only difference was that they cut themselves as a distraction from reality. She was finally facing what she'd spent years avoiding. It hurt, but it also felt good in a weird way. Because even though she was where bad things had happened, she felt a strange sense of distance. Maybe time did heal. And unlike Fiona's mother, Mary had moved on. She was a functioning adult. Maybe not fully functioning, but functioning all the same.
The ground around the base of the tree was bare- a sign of activity. A new generation of kids probably came there to play. Maybe they could feel the energy of the young girl who had died nearby but interpreted it as something else, as the magic of the woods.
Mary was a practical person, but she'd been in enough places where evil lurked and powerful tragedies had occurred to know that such violent events could leave their imprint on a place-on the ground, in a building, or even in the air.
She wanted to climb into the tree, to look into the house her father had built, but there was no way she could do it without using her injured arm.
It's probably for the best.
But if she wasn't able to get up into the tree house, she was ready to find the spot where Fiona had died.
The leaves were thick under her feet, and the woods had changed since she'd played there. The deeper she walked, the denser the undergrowth. Multiflora rose, the bane of uncontrolled timberland, had taken over, spreading like cancer across the ground, choking out grasses and even small trees, suffocating the wildflow-ers and jack-in-the-pulpits. Sharp thorns caught on Mary's trench coat and snagged her corduroy pants. They caught in her hair and scratched the back of her hands.
Everything was so overgrown that at first she didn't think she'd be able to find the spot. And then she saw it-a white wooden cross stuck into the ground. She approached until she was able to read the lettering.
WE WILL ALWAYS MISS YOU
WE WILL ALWAYS LOVE YOU
Mary didn't remember the cross. But then, she didn't remember much of anything that had happened in those weeks after finding Fiona's body. For a time, her brain had simply shut down, her body moving on autopilot.
What struck her as odd now was the condition of the cross. It looked as if it was either fairly new or had recently been repainted.
She stepped closer, standing in the approximate area where Fiona's body had lain. There, at the base of the cross, was a bouquet of dead red roses. Beside it was a small stuffed teddy bear with a delicate gold chain around its neck. Mary crouched down. On the necklace was a charm shaped like a cheerleader.
She straightened and grabbed the top of the cross. She tried to wiggle it. A cross placed there ten years ago would have been rotten at the base. This had been driven firmly and securely into the ground. The bouquet couldn't have been over a week or two old; the stuffed bear looked to have been outside about the same length of time.
Who would be coming here, fighting the tangle of thorn bushes, to decorate the place where Fiona had died? Mrs. Portman would be the logical person, but Abigail said she never came into the woods.
Mary examined the ground, only to find that rain and falling leaves had obliterated any footprints. The sound of a breaking twig made her look up. She squinted through the undergrowth and strained her ears, listening for the sound to repeat.
Nothing.
She felt under her coat for the reassurance of her gun and remembered it was one of the rare occasions when she'd left it at home, not wanting to wear it when visiting Abigail.
She was being ridiculous. A grown woman, an FBI agent, jumping at every sound in the woods. It could very well have been a twig she'd heard, broken by a wild animal.
Nonetheless, she walked back as quickly as she could, while bushes grabbed her with their thorns. When she reached the street, she was a little out of breath.
At the Portman house, the shades were drawn.
Mary pulled out her cell phone and dialed a number she remembered from childhood.
Mrs. Portman answered.
It was probably a little silly, standing in front of the Portman house, talking to Abigail on the phone, but Mary didn't feel up to another face-to-face meeting at the moment.
"Do you know who put a cross in the woods?" Mary asked.
"A cross? For Fiona?"
"Yes. And also a stuffed animal-a bear, along with a bouquet of roses."
There was a pause as Mrs. Portman digested the information. "How odd," she finally said.
"Can you think of anyone who may have done it?"
"I haven't the vaguest idea. I mean, most people leave things at the cemetery."
"Thanks, Mrs. Portman. Sorry to bother you."
Mary hung up and crossed the street to her house.
Gillian went for a five-mile jog. By the time she was on the return path, it was almost dark. Approaching her apartment, she noticed an unfamiliar car parked in the driveway, a man standing beside it. She slowed to a walk and kept her eye on him.
"Oh, shit," she said once she was close enough to recognize Sebastian Tate. She was thinking about swinging around to the back door when he spotted her.
"Gillian!" He gave her a big wave and headed in her direction, meeting her halfway.
"What are you doing here?" she said.
"I have tickets to the Dylan concert tonight." He pulled them out of his coat pocket and held them in the air. "Wanna go?"
She'd tried to get tickets months ago, but the concert was sold out. She continued walking. "No, thanks."
"Oh, come on." He fell into step beside her. "I'll bet you like Dylan. Everybody likes Dylan. Plus, the show's at Northrop Auditorium. We could walk from here. No need to fight traffic. What do you say?"
"Did you get the tickets from a scalper?"
"I made a trade. I had something somebody wanted."
"What?" Detective Wakefield was always telling her to ask questions.
"Some photographs." He shrugged. "I'm a photographer."
So he said. "I don't want to go to the Dylan concert, and I don't want you coming around here again."
He followed her up the front steps. Mary had told her to call the police if he bothered her, but Gillian felt sure she could handle him. "Leave," she told him, with no intention of unlocking the door while he stood so near, afraid he might force himself inside. "Now."
He struggled to control his mounting anger. "I don't even like Dylan," he finally said, raising a hand as if to strike her. "I got the fucking tickets for you!" He threw them in her face, strode to his car, and left.
"Asshole." She bent and scooped up the tickets. Inside her apartment, the door locked, she grabbed the phone and called Ben Collins, the talkative intern from work. When he answered she asked, "How would you like to see Bob Dylan? I managed to get my hands on a couple of tickets."



Chapter 9


The phone was ringing.
Mary struggled through the disorientation of awakening in the middle of a sleep cycle. Where was she? Her apartment in Virginia? A hotel?
With each possibility, her mind conjured up the locale, complete with furnishings, until she settled on the correct location-her mother's home in Minneapolis and her old room with the India print spread.
With ease of practice, she felt around on the floor for her cell phone and caught it on the fourth ring.
It was Anthony. "A teenage girl's been kidnapped south of here," he said. "At a place called Canary Falls. A little town off Highway 52, between Minneapolis and Rochester."
Mary scooted higher in the bed. "I know where it is." She was wide awake now.
"I'm heading south on 35 West and can be at your place in ten minutes."
"I'll be waiting outside." She disconnected and jumped from bed. She brushed her hair and teeth, splashed watef on her face, and then quickly slipped into a pair of jeans, a black shirt, her gun, and her trench coat. When she was ready, she gently woke Blythe to tell her she was leaving.
"Take an umbrella," her mother mumbled. "It's supposed to rain."
Downstairs Mary collected her laptop, notebook, and camera, grabbing an umbrella from the antique stand as she stepped out the door. Outside, birds were already up,1 singing like crazy. In the east the sky was beginning to lighten.
Anthony wasn't there, so she pulled out her phone and punched the single speed-dial number she'd recently entered for Gillian.
"Just getting ready to call you," Gillian said when Mary told her about the kidnapping. "My associate and I are already on our way."
Mary was impressed to find her sister sounding so professional and on top of things. "See you there." She disconnected and was slipping the phone into her pocket as Anthony pulled to the curb.
"You're going to have to give me directions," he said as she slammed the door and they sped away.
"Take 494 east. Crosstown will be a snarl right now."
"I picked up a coffee for you." He motioned to an unopened insulated cup resting in the drink holder.
"You're a lifesaver." She pulled back the plastic tab, and the smell of coffee filled the small compartment. Anthony knew her addictions.
As they drove, the sky darkened. The rain began with a few warning drops that quickly turned into a deluge that swamped the highway. The windshield wipers beat madly, but couldn't keep up with the downpour.
Anthony slowed the car to forty and turned the defroster on high, trying to fight the condensation building on the glass. "There won't be any evidence left by the time this stops," he said, tension and frustration in his voice.
"They would have sent for a crime-scene team from the Twin Cities," Mary said. "I doubt they'll get there much ahead of us."
Thirty miles north of Rochester, they turned west. By the time they reached Canary Falls, the rain had stopped and the sun was out.
The town was split by a small river. Main Street was three blocks long and contained what looked to be the only stoplight. Along the edges of town were run-down fairgrounds, abandoned grain elevators, and the requisite forlorn Dairy Queen amidst a stand of weeds. The population was one thousand, and for those one thousand people there were several churches and even more bars. A farming community, it was the kind of place kids spent their childhoods dreaming of leaving.
"Seems to have drawn a crowd and then some," Anthony commented as he pulled up in front of a two-story, navy-blue-trimmed house. They had to park several blocks away from the area of concentrated activity and walk past clusters of loitering people. Upon reaching the crime scene, they flashed their IDs and ducked under the yellow tape.
"The missing person is a seventeen-year-old girl named Charlotte Henning," the officer in charge said, handing both of them a flyer with photo and description. She had a sweet face, Mary noted. Like the other girls, she was blond.
"National Guard is combing the area by foot, and they've got two helicopters in the air," the man continued. He had a Minnesota accent stronger than Wake-field's. "We'd hoped that the lab technicians would be able to lift some impressions, but it started rainin' before they could get here." He shook his head. "Tire tracks are soup now."
"Any other clues?" Mary asked.
"Charlotte closed up Gibby's-the pizza shop where she worked. We found a pizza that she must have dropped on the ground next to where her car would have been parked. He must have attacked her, driven her here in her car, then switched vehicles."
Mary nodded. It made sense.
"Do ya think this is connected to the kidnappings and murders in Minneapolis?" the officer asked.
"Until we have all the facts, there's no reason to even speculate," Anthony told him in the curt way he sometimes had when dealing with people he didn't know. He could certainly come across as a stereotypical FBI asshole, Mary thought.
"No," the officer said, all but squirming, "I guess not."
"We'd like to talk to the parents and anybody who was in the pizza shop last night," Mary said more kindly.
"Interviews are bein' conducted at the grade school." He pointed. "Go two blocks thatta way; then make a left."
"Thanks." Mary gave him a smile, trying to make up for Anthony's brusqueness. Apparently Anthony hadn't heard of "Minnesota nice."
The officer smiled back. "You betcha."
Before heading to the school, Mary wanted to check out the kidnapped victim's car. It was a small, green, rusty model she couldn't identify. Something cheap, something a high school student might drive if her parents weren't as affluent as April Ellison's.
Technicians in yellow ponchos were doing a ground sweep. She spotted a light-haired woman in BCA raingear: Gillian. With her was a young man of about twenty, jet-black hair plastered to his head. Introductions were made. The young man turned out to be a BCA intern named Ben.
Ben was thin and pretty, with remnants of eyeliner around his eyes. His fingernails were purple. He also seemed to be enjoying himself more than the situation warranted. Was he an ambulance chaser? Or one of Gillian's projects?
"Have they found anything of significance?" Mary asked.
Gillian shook her head. "The rain's completely compromised the scene."
Mary pulled out her camera and began taking pictures, just enough so she would have a record of the layout. Anthony wandered off to talk to one of the technicians.
"They've sealed the vehicle," Gillian reported as Mary tucked her camera away. "As soon as they're done combing the ground, they're bringing in a tow truck to take the car to the lab in St. Paul."
It was starting to rain again. Gillian and Ben pulled up their hoods, and Mary popped open her mother's umbrella. Yellow ducks. Not standard-issue FBI.
Gillian laughed. "I know where that came from."
Mary allowed herself a reluctant smile as Anthony appeared beside her, giving the umbrella an odd glance. "We may have a witness," he said. "A girl who was at the pizza shop last night. She's waiting at the grade school."
The umbrella was large enough for two. Mary held it high, offering cover to Anthony. They walked side by side toward the grade school under a canopy of yellow ducks while Gillian and Ben strolled behind them.
"How's your shoulder?"
Anthony's gaze was on her, and she knew better than to lie. "It still hurts off and on, but nothing like two days ago." A moment passed until she saw that he believed her.
He smiled. "Good."
Inside the grade school, Mary closed the umbrella and shook out the excess water. The four of them were led to a classroom where a young girl was waiting. Her name was Susan. She was thin with dark, straight hair and shabby clothes. She seemed to be enjoying the attention and related her story with relish.
"I go there all the time. It's kind of a hangout, you know. There's no other place for kids except for the DQ, and all the old people go there, you know. At Gibby's, you usually see the same kids, so I noticed when this guy came in and ordered a pizza." Susan gave Ben a shy glance, and Mary couldn't tell if the girl was afraid of him or attracted to him. Sometimes the two went together.
"Can you describe him?" Mary and Gillian each had pen and tablet in hand.
"He was kinda tall. Maybe six foot. About normal size, I'd say."
"How old?"
She thought a moment. "Maybe twenty-six, twenty-seven. But I'm not real good at ages."
"Was he white? Black?"
"White. Well, maybe a little something else too, you know. I'm not sure. Something about his eyes made me think that."
"Hair color?"
"Brown."
"Length?"
"Short."
"How short?"
"I don't know. Just not long."
"Anything unusual about his features?" Anthony asked.
"Only his eyes, but I already told you about that."
The girl shook her head. "What I don't get is why would a guy that cute have to kidnap somebody."
Anthony's eyebrows lifted. "People don't always do things that make sense."
"A sketch artist will be getting in touch with you," Gillian put in when they were done. "Hopefully today." She shot Mary a look that let her know she resented being cut out of the questioning. Mary merely shrugged. Too many interviewers could get confusing.
In the hallway, they searched for someone who could direct them to the room where the parents of the missing girl were waiting.
All schools had the same smell of floor wax and paper, books and sweaty bodies. And smells had a way of triggering dormant memories in a way nothing else could. Mary found her thoughts tumbling backward…
Was it deja vu, she wondered, if the scene that was being played out and the scene you seemed to recall weren't exactly the same?
Suddenly she was standing in the high school she and Gillian had attended-Lynwood High. Rather than Anthony next to her, it was Gavin. Gavin, who was about six feet tall, with brown hair and eyes that had a compelling tilt to them.
Fiona was laughing up at him, and he was laughing back. She handed him something. When Mary looked down, she saw a folded piece of paper in Gavin's hand. On the paper was his name written in bold black letters.
She felt dizzy and confused. Sweat rushed from every pore. She became aware of a feeling of suffocation that reminded her of when she was shot. There had been the white-hot pain of the bullet ripping through her flesh, followed by a rush of perspiration.
The ground had shifted. The next thing she knew, Anthony was bending over her, fear and anguish in his face.
Voices cut through the haze. Her mind sorted them out, pulling her back to the present, to Canary Falls High School, her sister, and Anthony.
"Are you okay?"
The voice was Gillian's, but when everything came back into focus, it was Anthony she saw regarding her with concern. She was standing frozen in the center of the hallway. But at least she was standing. In her mind's eye, she could still see the note. The handwriting on it had seemed familiar, yet she couldn't place it…
"Mary?" Anthony asked.
She pressed her fingers to her forehead. "Oh, wow," she said breathlessly, attempting a light laugh. "I just had the strongest sense of deja vu I've ever had."
"For a minute," Gillian said with a worried frown, "you looked like you'd stepped into another world."
"Did it have to do with the case?" Ben suddenly seemed to find her extremely interesting.
"You mean, like something psychic?" Mary asked suspiciously.
"Well… yeah." He shrugged.
"Why would you think that?"
"I've heard things. About some of the cases you've been on."
So… He was one of Gillian's projects. That knowledge added a sharper edge to her next words. "Are you trying to discredit my skills as a profiler?"
"Come on, Mary." Anthony was still watching her. "You're overreacting." His eyes seemed to be saying, He's just a kid.
"No." Ben held up both hands, palms out, and took a step back. "No way. I'm just really interested in psychic stuff, that's all. I know a guy who has a roommate that can bend spoons-"
"Whatever you've heard, I'm not psychic. What I do has nothing to do with anything psychic. Psychology, yes. But my little trip to another planet probably had more to do with an empty stomach than any kind of ESP." \ Gillian laughed, sounding relieved now that Mary appeared to be back to normal. "You've insulted her, Ben," she said lightly. "Mary doesn't believe in that kind of thing."
"Sorry, man. I didn't mean anything by it. I just think psychic stuff is cool, that's all."
"I'm starved." Gillian gave Ben's arm a friendly, reassuring squeeze and a smile that verged on being conspiratorial. Don't let my crazy sister get to you, it seemed to say. "Why don't we see if there's any place in this town to grab some food?"
"Not until we interview the parents," Mary said.
Ben shrugged off his backpack and unzipped the front pocket. "My blood sugar gets weird sometimes, so I always carry a couple of these." He held a wrapped rectangle out to Mary, his arm straight. "It's a granola bar. I make them myself. Go ahead." He shook it at her. "Take it. It'll help until we get a chance to eat."
A peace offering.
It seemed they were all holding their breath, waiting to see how Mary would react. She smiled tightly. "Thanks." She unwrapped it and took a bite, hoping it didn't contain pot, quickly discovering that it was full of healthy things like raisins and nuts and sunflower seeds. It was delicious, and she told him so.
Ben beamed, happy to be of assistance.
The bar reminded her of some of Blythe's healthy concoctions. "I can see that you're going to have to meet our mother," Mary said.
The parents had been put upstairs in a small office. In an attempt to make the interview as easy as possible on the distraught couple, it was decided that Mary and Gillian would speak to them while the men waited outside.
Mary stopped her sister near the door. "It will be less confusing if only one of us does the questioning," she whispered. She waited for Gillian's response, hoping she wouldn't have to pull rank.
At first Gillian seemed prepared to argue-a conditioned reaction. Mary watched as her sister's irritation gave way to understanding and finally relief. Wisdom and experience were on Mary's side.
"Good idea," Gillian said.
The mother, dressed in a red sweatshirt, jeans, and tennis shoes, was hysterical; the father, a burly man in a heavy plaid shirt, was emotionless and brittle with shock. Two others-a man and woman-hovered nearby. They all looked as if they were farmers-hardworking and earnest.
Mary began with the standard questions: Did their daughter know anyone she may have left with? Had she been acting differently lately? Hanging around with new acquaintances? Did she know anyone who may have talked her into leaving with him or her? Know anyone who may have taken her against her will? Had she mentioned meeting anyone new, anyone strange? What was her schedule?. What was she wearing?
During questioning, the parents' minds would wander, and their attention would have to be gently coaxed back. Several times the mother broke down, and the husband held her in his arms.
Then came their questions, the ones Mary always dreaded.
"You'll find her, won't you?"
"She'll be okay, won't she?"
This was always the worst part, talking to the parents. Worse than watching the autopsy of a child. Worse than staring into the cold eyes of a mass murderer.
"There's no connection between her kidnapping and the deaths of those other girls, is there? Please tell us there isn't."
Mary glanced at Gillian. Her sister's eyes were glassy with tears; she didn't look in any shape to answer. "We don't know," Mary said.
"You must have some idea. Are you hiding something? Not telling us something?"
"We aren't hiding anything. As soon as we have any information, you'll be the first to know."
The man pressed his lips together and nodded. "My daughter's a good girl, a strong girl. She grew up on a farm and knows how to take care of herself. She'll be okay. I know she'll be okay."
Both parents looked from Mary to Gillian, desperately begging for reassurance that couldn't be given.



Chapter 10


After spending all day and into the evening investigating the Canary Falls kidnapping, Gillian returned to her apartment in Dinkytown, but she couldn't sleep. As she lay in bed, the events of the day kept replaying in her mind, especially the interview with the missing girl's parents. How did Mary do it? she wondered. Deal directly with the victim's families like that? Did she have trouble sleeping? Was she awake right now?
Gillian's reflections were disturbed by the sound of someone knocking on her door. She pressed the button on her digital alarm clock, and the numbers glowed green: 12:25 a.m.
The knocking continued.
A soft, rhythmic sound.
Wearing a gray BCA T-shirt and flannel pajama bottoms, she went downstairs and peeked through the living room blinds to see Gavin Hitchcock's car parked next to the curb in front of the duplex.
The knocking continued. The sound was so repetitive and monotonous that it could have been a loop. The style of delivery had Gavin Hitchcock's signature all over it. It was just like him to focus his entire concentration on one thing while blocking out everything else.
She turned the dead bolt and opened the door so the chain caught.
Gavin was a shadowy form standing on her porch.
"What are you doing here?" she whispered.
"Let me in." He sounded desperate. "I have to talk to you."
"It's late."
"Please. Let me in."
She'd always had a soft spot for Gavin, mainly because she knew how tough his life had been and what a struggle it continued to be.
"What's wrong?" she asked over the security chain. Most people were afraid of him, but she wasn't.
"I-I've been having… bad dreams."
The words came reluctantly, like the confession of a frightened child who knew he wasn't supposed to wake his parents.
Her resolve weakened. She closed the door, unlatched the chain, and opened the door. Gavin burst in.
"Don't turn on the light!" he said as she reached for the wall switch.
Instead, she crossed the room and opened the window blinds. "How's that?" Light from the street pooled inside.
He pulled a book of matches from the deep pocket of his army jacket and lit the candles on the coffee table, then tossed the matchbook down and collapsed into the sofa.
"I'm sorry," he said, shaking his head.
Gillian had grown up knowing who Gavin Hitchcock was. Everybody knew who he was. Every school had a Gavin Hitchcock. He was the kid nobody wanted to sit near. The kid who always had a runny nose. Every time there was a lice outbreak, all eyes turned to Gavin. Gillian had felt sorry for him from a distance, and secretly she'd thought he was kind of cute, that he would actually be good-looking if somebody took the time to clean him up. They didn't have any classes together-he'd been lumped in with the slow students at the beginning of his educational journey. Gavin would have remained someone she passed in the hallway, someone she saw on the playground, if she hadn't come to his rescue one day when they were both in junior high.
She'd been walking home the long way, the scenic way, taking a path over the stone bridge in Tandem Park when she heard a commotion underneath. She leaned over the side to see a group of older kids picking on Gavin, shoving him around, trying to steal the ragged coat he was wearing. On the ground was a tattered blanket, junk food wrappers, and remnants of a campfire, and she wondered if Gavin had been sleeping there.
Her moral senses were outraged, and without any thought she jumped into the battle, screaming and fighting like a wild animal. She was no match for five bullies, but the idiocy of her attack took them by surprise. They knew that what they were doing was wrong, and to be confronted by a scrawny girl made them feel ashamed. They stomped on the jacket, kicked up some dirt, and then ran away, shoving at one another as they did, laughing and acting tough so nobody would think a girl had scared them off.
Ever since then Gavin had looked upon her with awe and hero worship. She used to subject him to her reading obsession of the moment, from Blake to Burroughs to Rimbaud-which he'd suffered with stoicism and good nature.
She dived into her role as protector, caring for Gavin with the fervor of a big sister. Maybe he filled a need in Gillian, replacing the space vacated by Mary.
Unfortunately, Gavin hadn't seen her as strictly sister material.
Soon after Gavin's release from prison, Gillian discovered he'd spent his days there looking forward to getting out and marrying her. When she tried to explain, he refused to understand. She'd had no recourse but to cut herself off from him completely.
Yet she still worried about him. Her rejection of him went so much against her nature that she had trouble accepting her decision. But what else could she do if any time she spent with him gave him false hope? And now, here he was again, a wounded creature she couldn't turn away.
She sat down in the ottoman across from him, tucking her feet under her. "What kind of dreams have you been having?"
He chewed on his thumb while staring at a candle flame. "I keep dreamin' about girls."
Her heart beat a little quicker. "Girls? What do you mean?"
He continued to chew on himself. "About doin' things to them."
"What kind of things?" Gillian asked with sinking despair.
"I can't tell you, but it's bad. It's really bad."
Gillian pressed a hand to her mouth.
"It seems so real," he whispered. He looked up at her. The flame was reflected in his tear-filled eyes. "It seems so real."
Had his release and return to society brought back what had happened years ago? Were the recent homicides preying on his mind? "Are you still seeing a psychiatrist?"
"You can help me more than any stupid shrink." He rubbed his face. "I'm so fucking tired, Gillian," he said quietly. "So fucking tired."
What should she do? Tell somebody? But they were dreams. Just dreams. Gavin was already under suspicion. She'd seen his name on the suspect list. If she said anything, it might be enough to have him thrown in jail. She couldn't do that. Gavin hadn't killed those girls. ¦ The words had become her mantra. Did she believe them, or only want to believe them?
"A doctor could give you pills to help you sleep," she told him.
"I have to be able to wake up! I have to be able to wake up when the dreams come!"
"Shhh. Okay, okay."
"I wish things could be like they used to be." He fell back into the couch, his clenched fists on his legs. "When we were kids."
"Things can't ever be that way again. Not for us. Not for anybody."
"But wouldn't it be nice?" He gave her a pleading look. "If we could go back? Don't you ever wish you could turn back the clock?"
She thought of the horrible childhood he'd had, the poverty, the neglect. My God-he'd developed epilepsy due to head trauma caused by beatings from his alcoholic father. He'd finally found a bit of happiness when the court handed him over to his grandmother, but he'd come home one day to find her dead. After that, he was shoved from one foster home to another. What did it say about his current life if he wanted to return to that?
"You have to stop looking back," she told him. "You have to look forward now."
"I've tried, but there's nothing there." He shook his head in discouragement. "Just this dark hole, this pit waiting to swallow me. I want to go back to the time when you were my friend. I know you don't want to marry me. I've come to terms with that. I don't know why I ever thought you would. Sometimes I get these ideas. Games I play in my head. After a while, I begin to believe them. I know we won't get married. But I want you to be my friend again. My sister."
She wished she could tell him she would always be there for him, but she didn't want to hurt him any more than he'd been hurt already. Regardless of what he said, she was afraid that any kind of encouragement might get him going again, might lead to more delusional ideas.
His head fell forward. He caught himself, then straightened. Poor thing. He was exhausted.
She got up. "Gavin, come on." He couldn't stay there. "You have to go home." She pulled him to his feet and pushed him toward the door. Once there, he paused and turned. He reached for her, grasping her gently by one wrist.
"I love you."
The words hung between them.
She felt a little twist inside. She'd only wanted to help him. Instead, she'd ended up hurting him. "Don't say that."
"Why? I'm just telling you the truth. There's nothing wrong with the truth. My grandmother always said the truth will give you wings."
He let her go.
She watched him as he trudged toward his car, a solitary figure. When he was gone, she closed the door and blew out the candles. Then she went upstairs and sat on the edge of the bed, staring into the darkness.
It wasn't love-it was devotion, she argued with herself. Gavin Hitchcock was devoted to her. He'd been devoted to her ever since that day she'd rescued him from the bullies. She thought about how different things would be right now if they'd never met. If she hadn't taken the long way home on that particular day. Gavin had unwittingly played a pivotal role in their lives. It was strange, how one seemingly innocent connection could do so much damage. How one person, by his very existence, had forged the destinies of so many people.
Gillian had adored her sister. They'd been inseparable until Fiona Portman had come along. Then it was good-bye, Gillian. As the months stretched into a year, then two, Gillian's resentment toward Fiona grew. She hated her. She hated the way she laughed and tossed her hair around. She hated the way Fiona would give Gillian those sly, secretive looks that said she knew she'd come between sisters and was proud of it.
Sometimes Fiona would stay over. Whenever that happened, Gillian knew she was in for a night of torture and misery. Fiona would tell her scary stories, then slip into her room after the lights were out and make scratching noises under the bed, saying she was the hatchet man. As Gillian grew older, she distanced herself more and more from Fiona and Mary. She made her own friends. She had her navel pierced and got a couple of tattoos. She wore a lot of makeup and dressed in black.
During that time, she concentrated on giving Gavin a makeover. She helped him with his clothes and hair. She coached him. Pretty soon he was standing tall, looking people in the eye. At the mall, girls ogled him, giggling and flirting outrageously. For probably the first time in his miserable life, Gavin seemed happy.
Together he and Gillian would crash parties where nobody knew them. Girls tripped over one another trying to get to him first. He was "so cute" and "so cool."
One night they went to a party where kids were drinking and smoking pot. Fiona was there, stoned out of her mind. She spotted Gavin. When she hit on him, Gillian announced it was time to leave.
But Gavin didn't want to go. For the first time since they'd known each other, he refused to do what Gillian said. He stayed with Fiona, and probably made out with her in the upstairs bedroom. Gillian couldn't take it. She caught a bus and went home.
At school two days later, Gavin saw Fiona in the hallway and went up to her, his head high, his stride confident. She was standing with her clique, Mary included in the small, exalted group. Fiona brushed him off. He stood there smiling and talking to her, and the bitch just brushed him off. Acting as if he were invisible, she walked away.
Gavin's shoulders slumped. His head dropped.
Gillian wanted to attack Fiona the way she'd attacked the boys under the bridge, but this was Gavin's battle. She'd warned him about her, and he hadn't listened.
To her credit, Mary didn't follow Fiona. She stayed and apologized to Gavin. She made excuses for her friend. "I don't think she heard you," Mary told Gavin.
"Come on," Gillian said, knowing an argument was pointless. She took Gavin's arm. "Let's go."
Gavin looked at her from under his bowed brow and hanging hair, and his eyes were full of such bleak pain that for the first time in her life Gillian wanted to kill somebody. Fiona Portman.
She shared her desire with Gavin. The bleakness left his eyes, and that afternoon they discussed how it could be done. Together, they fantasized about kidnapping her. They would torture her. They would kill her.
Gillian forgot all about the incident until two months later when Fiona was dead and Gavin was arrested for the crime.
Gillian never knew if Gavin killed her or not, but if he had, Gillian knew she was to blame for planting the idea in his head.
It had been'bullshit, kid stuff, not anything she ever thought would be carried out. But she was young. She hadn't understood about Gavin, about how he sometimes had a problem separating fantasy from reality. As a child, he'd developed the skill to protect himself. That armor lent him the power to be able to move through the world without being crushed by it.
She pressed a fist against her mouth to muffle the sob that threatened to escape. She'd fucked up his life-that's what she'd done. All along, she'd convinced herself that once he got out of prison, everything would be fine. Well, now he was out and he wasn't fine. He was a million miles from fine.
She hadn't only fucked up Gavin's life; she'd also fucked up Mary's. If Fiona had lived, Mary would eventually have seen her for what she was: a spoiled little bitch. Now she'd been relegated to sainthood, and Mary-Mary, who used to be funny, who used to laugh and dance and act as crazy as a person could act-was now on some holy mission to right the wrongs of the world. She'd so immersed herself in darkness that she could no longer see a pinpoint of light. She was no longer Mary Cantrell. She hadn't been Mary Cantrell since the day she'd stumbled over Fiona's dead body.



Chapter 11


"I'm home!"
He hurried down the basement stairs. In one hand was a cup of hot chocolate and a carryout bag of food he'd picked up at an all-night gas station. He'd agonized over what to get her as a reward, and then he'd spotted the hot chocolate. Bingo. She would be hungry. She would be glad to see him.
His heart beat in anticipation. This was the one. He was sure of it.
He unlocked the door to the narrow room and leaned his shoulder into it, shoving it open.
The acrid smell of vomit hit him in the face. He recoiled and then forced himself to step inside. She was lying on the mattress, her hands cuffed behind her. He rolled her toward him; her body was heavy and cold.
"I brought you hot chocolate," he said with hesitation.
Skin the color of paste.
Eyes partially open and dried out.
He ripped the duct tape from her mouth to reveal blue lips and not a stirring of breath.
NO!
Dead! She was dead!
He roared like a bull elephant and threw down the cup. Hot chocolate exploded against his pants.
She'd suffocated.
NO!
Not Charlotte! Not his Charlotte!
He'd covered her mouth so she wouldn't scream while he was gone. How was he to know she would get sick? He didn't have all the answers. He wasn't the Answer Man.
He slammed the door and went upstairs. This can't be happening.
He sat down at the kitchen table and unwrapped the prepackaged sandwich he'd gotten for her. He wouldn't have picked it out for himself. It was something a girl might like, with thin slices of turkey, slimy cheese, and wilted lettuce. Light mayonnaise. He would have preferred regular. He was halfway through the meal when he started sobbing. He almost choked because his mouth was full of food that just wouldn't go down. He gagged and spit it out.
He quit coughing. He quit crying. He sat there trying to figure out what he was going to do.
Daylight will be here in a couple of hours.
"I know. I know," he said to the empty room. "Don't you think I know that? I'm thinking. Just let me think."
Twenty minutes later, he went back downstairs.
She was still there, just the way he'd left her, lying on the mattress he'd put there just for her. He would like to have kept her awhile, but he knew from experience that it didn't take long for a dead body to start smelling, start drawing flies.
It was hard getting her upstairs. He was out of breath, and his back hurt by the time he got her to the bathroom.
Once there, he removed her clothes, then put her in the tub. He arranged her legs so she would be comfortable. He filled the tub with cool water and, with a washcloth, removed all traces of vomit. When he was finished, he crossed her arms over her chest. He caressed her hair, smoothing it on either side of her face.
"Not your fault, little girl." Not his, either. Like the bumper sticker said, Shit Happens. It was an oldie but a goodie.
Oh, she was beautiful and sweet and innocent. He was terribly afraid she'd been the one.
Don't think about that. You can't think about that.
He let the water out of the tub, then photographed her, snapping frame after frame. He shot close-ups of her face and shots that took in her entire body. He was caught up in the wonder of her. He wanted to have sex with her. Should he? Did he dare? He finally decided it wouldn't be right; she deserved to be treated like a lady. He wrapped her in the shower curtain and carried her back through the house, into the garage. He put her in the trunk of his car.
He could see her face through the plastic.
Under cover of darkness, he drove.
He wanted to take her back where he'd found her, but cops were crawling all over. They had dogs and helicopters. The National Guard. He'd seen it on the news. So he'd have to take her someplace else. She was special; she deserved a place that was special.
He didn't want to leave her where nobody would find her. He didn't want to leave her where animals might eat her. He wanted to baptize her. He wanted to give her extreme unction. where the current would carry her away with cheT-ished abandon. She was heavy, and he staggered under the weight as he walked along the old railroad tracks that led to the bridge.
The night was dark, and the water was black.
"I commit you to the night, to the water," he whispered, unwrapping her from the plastic shower curtain. Standing on the bridge, he let her go. A moment later, he heard a faint splash.

It was one of those autumn days that brought people out to enjoy the fall colors and possibly the last warm day of the season. Children perched on their fathers' shoulders, chubby hands splayed across foreheads. Bicyclists cruised the Mississippi Mile, and groups of people paused in their stroll across the Stone Arch Bridge to admire the river gushing through the dam.
"Ball," a baby said, pointing with a wet finger.
The object tumbled into view and then vanished into the churning, roaring water.
"Ball," the baby repeated, giggling.
"Where'd it go?" asked the mother, enunciating clearly.
They waited but didn't see it again.
"All gone," the father said with mock sadness. "All gone."
Just then, to the right of the tumbling falls, something bobbed to the surface where the water became silent and smooth as black glass.
"Ball," the baby said, happy again.
Everyone at the bridge smiled and looked. The object drifted closer, and the voices fell silent.
"What the-?" a man finally said.
It was near enough for the crowd of people to be able to make out two undulating arms, a back with the indentation of the spine. Deeper beneath the surface, legs and feet. A body, drifting facedown in the water.

***

The Behavioral Science team at Quantico had signed off on Mary's profile. She and Anthony put together a press release and were presenting it to Elliot Senatra when the call came.
Elliot's body language changed in a fraction of a second. He was tense, hypervigilant. "Where?" Elliot said into the receiver. Then, "We're on our way." He hung up and looked from Mary to Anthony. "A woman's body's been found in the river near the Stone Arch Bridge at Saint Anthony Falls."
All three charged out of the room, pulling on coats as they hurried down the hallway.
The falls, located just a few blocks from the FBI building, was a popular spot with its view of the locks and jogging paths that took in the Stone Arch Bridge, Mill Ruins Park, Nicollet Island, plus both sides of the Mississippi.
Mary, Anthony, and Elliot arrived on the scene as the victim was pronounced dead. There wasn't a lot that could be processed when a body was found floating in the water, but detectives, lab techs, and the medical examiner were doing what they could. Detective Wakefield was there, along with another officer who was snapping photos. Wakefield acknowledged them with a nod; then he bent his head to converse with a nearby policeman. Reporters with TV cameras swarmed, the media outnumbering crime investigators twenty to one.
"Could be a suicide," Mary commented, crossing her arms and scanning the crowd, not wanting anybody to get ahead of themselves. Both nearby bridges were packed with people hoping to see something. "Or an accident."
"Mind if we take a look?" Anthony asked, flashing his ID.
The man with the camera stepped back. "Go ahead."
The three FBI agents approached.
The body had been pulled from the water and put in a lined body bag. From there it was taken to shore, the bag unzipped for evidence collection and photos.
"Dead less than twenty-four hours, wouldn't you say?" Mary asked, glancing up at Anthony. He was bent, hands on his knees, dark hair falling forward.
"Yeah."
Mary crouched down. If the body hadn't been found in the water, they would have documented everything on the spot, rolling her over to get both sides. Now the main objective was to keep any possible evidence inside the bag with the body. But everyone knew water usually erased all traces of evidence.
"Any visible signs of trauma?" she asked the medical examiner, a heavy middle-aged woman with graying temples.
"Not readily apparent." The ME focused back on her tablet.
The body belonged to a female, about seventeen. Her hair was blond, her skin the color of marble, her lips blue. One eye was half open, the pupil a creamy white, like a cataract.
She still had her eyes.
Mary visually studied her fingernails. Except for abrasions most likely caused by banging around in the river, they seemed unharmed. She looked up at Anthony and could see that he'd made the same observations.
He moved closer, crouching down opposite Mary. "Looks like our girl," he whispered.
"We'll have to wait for the fingerprints or her family's ID, but I think you're right."
They moved back so the crime scene investigators and medical examiner could finish up. The body was tagged, the bag zipped and secured with a seal to maintain the chain of evidence. It was then loaded into the van to be taken to the morgue.
Gillian and Ben arrived as the vehicle was pulling away. "Got caught in traffic," Gillian explained. "Looks like we missed the whole thing."
"Water cases don't take as long to process on-scene," Elliot commented.
Wakefield came up behind them. "A meeting in my office-right away." He began walking in the direction of the police station. As soon as he stepped under the crime scene tape, microphones were jammed in his face. "Come on, people. You know better than that. I can't talk to you until we have the facts."
One reporter wouldn't relent. He needed a sound bite for five o'clock. "Someone said it was a young girl. Can you confirm that?"
Wakefield stopped. "Yes. It appears to be the body of a woman. That's all I can say." He pushed them aside and continued on.
Elliot had his own technique for dealing with the mob. It could have been called pretend-they-don't-exist. It appeared to work extremely well, and Mary made a note to try it the next time she was bombarded with unwanted questions.
They must have made a strange group to anyone who met them on the city sidewalk outside the police station. Six stone-faced people, most dressed in black, moving silently and with purpose, their strides long and deliberate, looking like the opening scene of a police drama.
When they reached the seclusion of Wakefield's office, everybody began talking at once.
"… still had her eyes."
"… fingernails intact."
"Doesn't fit the MO."
"If it is Charlotte Henning, she wasn't killed right away." That comment came from Gillian.
Wakefield nodded in approval. "Anybody care to guess how long after she was kidnapped?" he asked.
"Twenty-four hours," Elliot said.
"Maybe longer," was Anthony's observation.
"So is it the same guy?" Ben asked, his face reflecting the confusion they all felt.
Everybody looked at Mary and Anthony. They were the experts. They were supposed to have the answers.
"Well?" said Wakefield.
Mary shook her head. "'I don't know."
"We need more facts," added Anthony.
"You must have some initial feeling about it," Wakefield argued.
"There are similarities," Mary said. "But they could simply be coincidence. It could even be a sort of copycat. Not a deliberate copycat, but someone who was given the idea to kidnap and kill a blond teenage girl. I'm hoping the autopsy reveals something. I'd like in on it, if that can be arranged."
"Shouldn't be a problem," Wakefield said. "Anybody else want their name on the list?"
"I may not be able to make it, but put me down," Anthony said.
"Me too." That from Gillian.
"What about you?" Wakefield was looking at Ben, who'd suddenly turned a pasty white.
He glanced at Gillian, as if expecting her to come to his rescue. "Uh, I'm not sure I'm ready for an autopsy."
"This would be a good one to start on. She's pretty fresh."
Ben gestured with his hands buried deep in the pockets of his black hooded sweatshirt. "Sure. Okay."



Chapter 12


Ben didn't show up.
At least he called, telling Gillian he didn't think he was going to make it. She wouldn't hold his squea-mishness against him. She remembered her first autopsy. The anticipation had been hell, but once she was in the suite with the body, nothing was what she'd expected. The experience was probably different for everybody. Maybe that's why nobody told her it would border on being spiritual. The cadaver's hands had especially intrigued her, and she'd finally gotten up enough nerve to ask the medical examiner if she could touch them, hold them, feel the muscles and tendons and bones.
She wasn't especially religious, and yet she couldn't help but think of one of the most beautifully written lines from the Bible: "Behold, I am fearfully and wonderfully made." The human body was truly amazing.
Mary and Anthony arrived together, looking cool and professional as always. What was their deal? Gillian wondered. There was a weird electricity between them. It was unnerving the way they were always finishing each other's sentences and exchanging those silent communications. Yesterday when they were walking to the police station, Gillian had noticed women furtively glancing in Anthony's direction. He was striking, that was for sure, but a little intimidating for her taste.
Mary looked around the preparation room. "Where's Ben?"
"I don't think he's coming."
"Oh." Mary nodded, immediately understanding.
They began putting on protective gear.
"I'd better warn you," Gillian said as she slid a pair of Tyvek pants over her jeans. "The pathologist-Dr. Phillips-he has the reputation for being an ass."
Bending at the waist, Mary pulled paper slippers over her shoes. "I've met some of those in my life. I think I've even been one upon occasion."
Gillian laughed, surprised that Mary had made a joke.
"Does he know we're coming?" Anthony asked.
"Sure, but he didn't invite us. Cough drop?" She extended an open tin.
Mary took a lozenge and popped it in her mouth.
Anthony shook his head. "I can't handle any of that eucalyptus stuff anymore. I associate it with dead bodies."
"Luckily I haven't reached that point," Gillian said.
After donning the bio safety hoods, they moved from the preparation room to the autopsy suite, their paper suits rustling.
The Hennepin County Morgue had four exam tables, each separated by a curtain. A special room to one side was reserved for the badly decomposed. Gillian had been in there only once-and had no desire to go again. When she was done she had to throw out her clothes, and a full bottle of lemon shampoo hadn't been enough to get the stink from her hair.
Several people were already present-two detectives Gillian recognized from Homicide, along with one of the crime scene investigators, and the two policemen who'd answered the initial call. Mary and Anthony slipped into a space near the foot of the body. Gillian took a position directly opposite the infamous Dr. Phillips, the stainless steel exam table between them.
"I don't know why you can't just read my autopsy report," Phillips grumbled. "Those Tyveks aren't cheap."
Gillian looked at Mary. What'd I tell you?
The table was equipped with one of the newer down vents rather than an exhaust fan above the work area. Next to the doctor were trays containing some of the tools of his trade: scalpels, saws, needles, tweezers, mallets, and shears. The exam hadn't started, yet the overpowering smell of formalin filled the room. The cough drop didn't help. Instead, the synergy of the two odors created something entirely new and repulsive, and Gillian decided Anthony might have a point about eucalyptus.
"It used to be nobody wanted to see an autopsy," Dr. Phillips remarked. "Now so many people want in on it that we've had cases where we had to hold a lottery."
The nude body was removed from the sealed body bag and placed on the tunneled exam table, a case number attached to her shoulder: ME-02-652. Her skin had a waxy, transparent quality, her hair matted, her lips almost black. In death, there was something regai and beautiful about her. And, as with all the dead, something secretive and mysterious.
The exam began with the doctor recording vital statistics-name, race, social security number, date of birth, medical history, and case number-into the tiny microphone clipped to his scrub suit. "This is the body of a well-developed, well-nourished white female," Dr.Phillips stated. "She is five feet seven inches tall, weighing approximately one hundred and thirty pounds."
The body had already been identified by the family as Charlotte Henning. Now it was gone over from head to toe. Case numbers were also affixed to various areas of the body as they were examined. Photos were taken with a digital and a 35-millimeter camera.
"I like to have negatives for the file," Dr. Phillips said.
The epidermis was examined.
"Some slight tissue damage on both sides of the mouth," he said. He pulled the swing-arm light closer. With a scalpel, he lightly scraped the abrasion. "I'm removing some foreign material from the right side of the face, below the cheekbone. Slide." His assistant stepped forward, and Dr. Phillips transferred the possible evidence from the scalpel to the slide.
He continued with the preliminary pass, examining the body from front to back, the diener helping at the appropriate times. More photos were taken. He made note of any birthmarks; those were also photographed.
"Abrasions on both wrists." Photos of the wrists were taken.
Scrapings were lifted from beneath the fingernails. Then, using the scalpel, he cut around the wrist and slipped the withered, unprintable skin of the entire hand away until it lay like a crumpled latex glove in his palm. As in most cases where the body had been submerged in water, the skin slipped free easily.
"Who has small hands?" he asked, eyeing the audience.
One detective and a cop took a step back. Gillian offered her gloved hand, which he accepted. He slipped the peeled skin over hers, smoothing the fingertips so a decent print could now be retrieved. His assistant produced the metal container of ink. Wearing the skin, Gillian inked all of the fingers and thumbs and then pressed the prints onto cards. Even when family or friends had visually identified a body, prints were always taken.
"You earned the right to be here," the pathologist said, helping her slip the skin from her hand.
Gillian had felt Mary's eyes on her the entire time. Now she looked up to see that her sister appeared impressed by her coolness.
The ME's examination continued. "Broken forearm, two broken ankles."
"Postmortem?" Mary asked.
"Most likely. The injuries are consistent with a body that's been found in water. The strong current would have banged it against rocks and outcroppings. I'd expect broken bones and lacerations such as these."
"Anything that looks like an inflicted wound?" The question came from Anthony.
"No."
With a syringe, Dr. Phillips drew blood by puncturing the heart; then he filled several tubes.
Now it was time for the internal exam.
Gillian braced herself for the initial cut.
He made a long, deep, Y-shaped incision, beginning at the shoulders and ending at the pubic bone. With shears, he snipped through the rib cartilage and removed the rib cage. More blood was collected for a microorganism culture.
The dissecting continued inside the neck. He removed the trachea and esophagus. "There's your probable cause of death," Dr. Phillips said, placing them in a stainless steel tray. Asphyxiation." With a scalpel, he poked around at the trachea, separating some small pieces of foreign matter. "Regurgitated food particles." He moved to the head, examining the eyelids. "Petechial hemorrhaging. A classic sign of asphyxiation."
"She choked on her own vomit?" Mary asked.
Using his foot, the doctor clicked off the tape recorder. "It would appear so."
He moved sback to the face, touching the skin damage he'd pointed out earlier. "I would guess that she was bound and gagged, her mouth sealed with tape. During that time, she got sick and threw up. No place for the vomit to go except, of course, out the nose. The nostrils immediately became plugged, and that was that. Asphyxiation. Since the exam isn't finished, this information is off the record, and nothing is a hundred percent until I've sewn up the body, gone over the slides, and gotten the reports back from the labs."
He turned the recorder back on, then continued with the dissection, proceeding to the carotid artery and jugular veins. Half an hour later, he'd moved down to the abdomen.
"Sulfhemoglobin," Phillips noted, pointing to the green discoloration in the abdominal cavity.
A heavy, cloying, familiar odor filled the room, a smell that was as unforgettable as it was indescribable. Maybe if you put a combination of rancid gym shorts, dirty diapers, and rotten food outside in a hot, sealed car for a couple of days, then you might come close to recreating the stench. One thing for sure, it was a smell nobody ever forgot.
"What's this?"
From the vaginal cavity, Phillips pulled out a small sandwich bag with a plastic zipper. He unzipped the bag. Using a pair of tweezers, he extracted an object and deposited it on a tray. Everybody leaned closer. On the* small stainless steel tray was a single red rose petal.
"That's a first for me," Phillips said.
"Weird as hell," said one of the police officers.
The other one started humming the song "Red Roses for a Blue Lady" under his breath.
Everybody cracked up.
"News of this finding can't be released to the public." Mary glanced around the table. "Having exclusive knowledge of this kind of evidence can be used in our favor."
There was a unanimous nodding of heads and verbal agreement.
"I've seen what I need to see," Anthony said. He turned and left the room. Gillian thanked Dr. Phillips; then the sisters followed Anthony out the door. In the changing area, they removed their masks, and stripped out of their scrubs, dropping them into the biohaz-ard container.
Anthony wiped his arm across his face. "That smell will be in my sinuses for a week."
"Should have used Vicks," Mary said.
"You know how I hate that stuff."
They left the building, all three of them taking deep, cleansing breaths.
Anthony pulled out his mobile phone. "We are all pretty much in agreement that this is the same guy, right?"
"If it is, then he probably didn't intend to kill her- at least not yet," Mary said. "She was abducted. Her mouth was taped, her wrists tied. And like Phillips said, she got sick and choked to death."
"Pretty clear cut," Anthony added.
"I don't get the rose petal," Gillian said. "Is it a signature?"
"Could be a clue he left for us," Mary said. "Subconsciously he may even want to get caught before he kills someone else. And it definitely ties in with the grafting performed on the previous victim."
"He could be toying with us." Anthony checked his phone for messages. "I'm calling Wakefieldv He needs to schedule a meeting-within a few hours, if possible." He talked while entering the number. "Charlotte Henning died by accident, so everybody needs to be on high alert. I'm afraid this guy could be extremely agitated and already trolling for a replacement."



Chapter 13


In the City Hall building Mary, Anthony, and Gillian made a beeline for the caf6 on the first floor, a place called Larry's Canteen. There they were able to grab snack food and beverages from the vending machines-enough to get them through the next couple of hours.
The meeting room was on the same floor. When they arrived, Mary was relieved to see that Wakefield had been able to round up several detectives from the Minneapolis Police Department, officers from the Hennepin County Sheriffs office, plus agents from the BCA. Also present was the press liaison-quite likely the most important person in the room at the moment. Ben Collins was also there, lounging in a chair, feet crossed at the ankle, looking sheepish. Elliot hurried in at the last minute, out of breath and carrying a sack lunch.
It was good to see such diversification. In the old days, lack of organization, competition, and jealousy, made for little exchange of information among bureaus. Over the last several years there had been a deliberate movement toward sharing on all levels, with the various departments agreeing that they were after the same thing: capturing the criminal.
Chairs were lined up in rows schoolroom fashion.
People grabbed and rearranged them until they were U-shaped.
"I want to thank all of you for getting here on such short notice," Wakefield said, perching on the corner of a full-size desk at the front of the room. "We don't have an official autopsy report on the latest victim- who's turned out to be the missing Canary Falls girl- but we do have information that could be crucial to the safety of our citizens. I also have lab results to pass along, but we'll get to those later. Right now I'll let Agents Spence and Cantrell explain their immediate concerns."
Remaining seated, Anthony detailed what had occurred during the autopsy. His voice was low but clear.
"Is it your belief that the same person committed all of the homicides?" one of the female detectives asked.
"We can't say about the badly decomposed body," Anthony related, "but the last three were killed by the same person."
"I don't get it. What about the eyes? If it's the same person, why didn't he remove the eyes? Why didn't he stick branches in her fingers?"
"Because the girl died too soon," Mary explained. "She never had a chance to fail or disappoint him. There was no reason for him to remove her eyes or try to graft her, because she was still an enigma to him."
"I've been thinking about that eye deal." Without removing his hands from his sweatshirt pockets, Ben wiggled higher in his seat. He seemed to have shaken off his earlier no-show shame. "It's like Santa Lucia."
"Lucia?" Wakefield asked, looking both annoyed and baffled.
"Yeah, you know. The saint who gouged out her own eyes."
"Not familiar with that story." Wakefield glanced at Gillian, the big reader.
"This guy liked her-a lot, especially her eyes," Ben went on. "But she didn't want anything to do with him, so she gouged them out and sent them to him. Haven't you seen that picture of her with her eyes on a plate? At first you think it's just a couple of grapes she's offering somebody, but then, when you look closer, you see they're eyeballs."
People laughed, mostly at the inappropriateness of Ben's contribution.
"Isn't Lucia a Swedish celebration?" Mary asked, willing to follow Ben down his path. "I wonder if that in some way might tie in with the blond hair. Did all the victims have similar eye color?"
Several people flipped through paperwork and reports. "All blue."
"Ben may be on to something," Anthony said. "At this point I'm not sure what, but it's good to throw all ideas out there. You never know where it might lead or what kind of connection might later be drawn."
Wakefield checked his watch. "Okay, let's move on. What about the method in which the eyes were removed? We have one done with almost surgical precision, another torn out. How do you find a correlation there?"
"The removal itself is the correlation," Mary said. "How they were removed directly reflects the killer's emotional state at the time. With one he was cool and careful. With the other, angry and sloppy."
"What about the surgical precision?" Wakefield asked. "Your profile says nothing about the guy possibly being a surgeon."
"Nothing points in that direction. Although remember that a profile is only an educated guess. He's obviously proficient with a blade, has a fondness for roses, and could even be into propagation."
"We've got Records running the profile right now, matching it to people on our extended suspect list. We should have it narrowed down in a few days. As soon as that happens, I'll get copies to everybody."
"The city and surrounding areas need to be on high alert," Anthony said. "I don't want people to panic, but this is a grave situation. He could strike again at any moment."
"The department's scheduled a press conference in two hours," Wakefield said. He got to his feet and passed out lab results. "Here's what we've got so far. They found the same navy fiber on both April Ellison and Bambi Scott.
"The dress worn by the Ellison girl is a vintage 1960s number," he added. "We figure it's something the guy had around the house-maybe belonged to his mother, aunt, grandmother-or he picked it up in one of those little shops around town. We have people looking into that prospect, but so far no results. They've hit the vintage shops; now they're working on charity places like Goodwill."
Wakefield continued. "This guy just isn't leaving much in the way of clues. And I'll tell you something-Walgreen's can't keep dark hair color on the shelves. Light-haired women all over the place are dyeing their hair." He looked around the room. "Anybody got anything else?"
Gillian opened her folder. "Unfortunately, the BCA hasn't made much progress. We've reviewed the surveillance tapes from the mall hundreds of times, but can't pull anything together. We've had our experts enhance the visuals, coming up with several faces we've finally matched to names. None of them have fit the profile, and all of them look clean. Right now, we're hoping for a tip from the public."
The group broke up, with Gillian and Ben heading back to St. Paul to report the most recent findings to the BCA. Elliot remained at City Hall. The mayor wanted to speak with him and Wakefield before the press conference. Mary and Anthony exited the building through the Fifth Street doors, moving toward the Third Avenue ramp where Anthony had parked his car.
"I've got to get something substantial to eat, how about you?" Anthony asked.
"There used to be a little pub up two streets."
They headed in that direction.
It was still there. People were getting off work, and the pub was dark, crowded, and intimate. The hostess put them at a small, highly varnished table near the front window.
They ordered sandwich baskets and iced tea.
The waitress brought their drinks, placing both glasses on small square napkins. Mary smiled at her and nodded her thanks.
"How's the arm?" Anthony asked.
"Almost normal. The anti-inflammatories seem to be working."
Mary was dressed in a dark blue suit Anthony recognized, along with a white top. Her skin was almost flawless, her mouth, even without its present touch of color, was perfectly shaped. She was lean and tall. He liked that.
She squeezed lemon into her drink. Evening light filtered in, illuminating one side of her face. Green eyes. That always surprised him about her; under most conditions her eyes looked brown.
"As one trained in the art of acute observation, I can't help but notice a certain amount of tension whenever your sister's around," Anthony said.
She gave him a pained, I'd-rather-not-talk-about-it look. "We have some unresolved issues I'm trying to put aside so I can remain focused on this case." Her voice was dismissive.
In the time they'd been partners, he couldn't recall her ever volunteering information about herself. Anything he'd picked up had been sifted through casual conversation. But then, he'd never told her much about himself either.
He sensed that Mary was struggling with something Gillian had done to her, and Anthony knew forgiving someone for past grievances wasn't easy.
"Did I ever tell you my father was a football coach?" he asked.
Mary looked up, and he could see she thought he was joking. His family's obsession with football had been the crux of his childhood. He'd been a stranger in a strange land.
"It's true," he said. "I come from a real rah-rah family. My father coached, my three brothers played football, and my mother drove them all over the country to their games."
She leaned closer, chin in her palm. "Where did you fit into this picture?"
"I didn't. One of my earliest memories is of my dad trying to teach me to throw a football. I had no interest in it. I kept tossing it down and walking away. That lack of interest only intensified with age."
"That must have been alienating."
"That's the word for it. For years my father and brothers tried to shame me into playing until I eventually refused to attend any games." He took a swallow of tea. "We lived in a small town. Only one high school. Their rejection of me was contagious. I couldn't go anywhere without some redneck saying, 'Hey, Spence. Why ain't ya' playin' football? Are you afraid of hurtin' your wrist?' That line almost always called for a dangle of the hand. Then the guy and his buddies would fall all over themselves laughing."
"Is your dad still coaching?"
"Semi-retired."
"And your brothers?"
"They went on to play college football until injuries sidelined them." He nodded at the familiarity of the story. When he was a kid, it had seemed unique. Now he knew it was a plot that had replayed itself in towns across the country. "Of course, they're all proud as hell of me now. Last time I was home for a visit, the guy who started the limp-wrist thing was practically kissing my feet."
She was watching him with sympathy and understanding. "And you resent that."
"Hell yes." He smiled even though the subject was one that still filled him with bitterness. He'd been robbed of his childhood, while the very people who should have supported him were the bullies leading the attack, condemning who he was. Had something similar happened to Mary? If so, he could understand her reluctance to work with her sister. Yet he also knew bitterness was crippling and served no purpose.
"This is all very enlightening, but I'm suspicious. Why are you telling me your life story right now?"
He shrugged. "The atmosphere seemed conducive. Two people sharing a meal in a dark pub."
She was watching him with a half-smile-she wasn't falling for it. She wasn't going to show him her scars just because he'd shown her his.
As if to signal a change of subject, Anthony banged a long metal spoon around in the tall glass. "What are you doing tonight?"
She gave him a strange look, and he could tell she was wondering if he'd just asked her out on a date.
He could see the idea develop, see the instant it was dismissed as preposterous, see her finally pick it up again only to end with lingering confusion.
He put her out of her misery. "I was wondering if you could look over the details of the Texas case I'm working on. J've run into a couple of rough spots."
She relaxed, back on secure ground. "I'm going to be busy earlier, but how does nine o'clock sound?"
"That'll work." He reached across the table and grabbed her hand, holding it lightly in his. "Cat?" He ran a finger across the angry red scratch that showed up starkly against her white skin.
"No, I was out in the woods."
He sensed her discomfort with physical contact and held her hand a little more tightly. "You've never struck me as the outdoor type. Does this sudden interest have anything to do with the current case?"
"No."
"What about Fiona Portman?"
She pulled her hand away and, to discourage any attempt to renew contact, moved it to her lap under the table. "What do you know about Fiona?"
"That she was a friend of yours who was murdered when you were seventeen. Want to talk about it?"
"No."
"Sometime?"
"It's over. It happened years ago."
The longer you were around somebody, the easier that person got to read. Mary was hiding something. "Are you sure it's over?"
"Of course I'm sure."
"Then why were you in the woods?"
She tossed down her napkin and got to her feet. "I have to go to the ladies' room."
Anthony watched her walk away. Blythe had given him a general explanation of Fiona Portman's death, but he had the feeling she'd left out some important details. He and Blythe should have another talk, he decided. After all, getting information was his specialty.



Chapter 14


"I'm going into the woods tonight," Mary announced.
She and Blythe were sitting in the warm kitchen with its terra-cotta color-washed walls, drinking a horrendous green tea her mother claimed would reduce inflammation and speed healing. A CD was playing, something ambient, mysterious, and exotic. In the corner, a small fountain flowed soothingly over layered rocks while a scented candle burned.
Mary knew what her mother was doing-trying to create a relaxing environment to boost her immune system. Earlier she'd tried to talk Mary into visiting one of her friends-a healer who worked with crystals and heated rocks. Mary declined. She wasn't going to discount the benefits of such a strategy, but she felt the subject of such healings had to have a measure of faith and mental participation-something Mary didn't have the patience for. She had too many other things on her mind.
"You're going into the woods when it's dark?" Blythe put down her mug-one she'd made years ago. It was thick and heavy, with a burnt-umber glaze. "Why not wait until daytime? Do you FBI agents always have to do everything in the dark?" She reached across the table and gave Mary's hand a gentle squeeze. "It doesn't make sense, sweetheart. And why do you want to go at all?"
"It's strange that you and Mrs. Portman have never seen anyone coming or going. That means whoever is visiting the site doesn't want to be seen, which makes me think they have to be visiting at night. And yes," she said with a smile. "FBI agents like the dark. We're a gloomy bunch."
"Don't go," Blythe pleaded. "Not where Fiona died."
"I have to."
"It can't be good for you. I don't like to think about you out there, especially by yourself." That thought seemed to make up her mind. "If you're going, I'm going with you."
"It'll be cold and possibly muddy in places," Mary warned, appreciating her mother's offer. Not that she was afraid to go by herself, but the company would be nice.
"Look at these." Blythe held out hands with square, damaged nails and skin that was dry and prematurely wrinkled from years of working with clay. "I play in the mud all day long."
"This will be your first FBI stakeout," Mary joked.
They cleared the table, blew out the candle, went to their rooms, and changed into outdoor clothes and sturdy boots. It was getting dark by the time they convened downstairs.
Mary handed her mother a miniature flashlight and another small device. "It's a thermal scanner. It can detect a temperature change from over a hundred yards away. Push this button-" She demonstrated. "The reading is seventy-one, which is the temperature of the walls. Now point it at me."
"Ninety-eight point six," Blythe said. "That's amazing. Aren't these the things used by parapsychologists?"
Leave it to her mother to ask a question like that. "Yes, but we're looking for living, breathing human beings."
Blythe looked around as if she were missing something. "What about night-vision goggles?"
"Unfortunately, I left those at home."
"I was kidding."
"I actually have a pair," Mary said, laughing. "With the scanner, we won't be able to see what it's picking up. We can only determine the location."
With their flashlights off and stashed in their pockets, they headed out the kitchen door, through the backyard and side gate. The street ended in a cul-de-sac. Where the yellow sign said dead end, they continued down a dirt path people used to cut through a ditch in order to get to the adjoining street. At the bottom of the ditch Mary swung to the left, toward the woods. She plunged ahead, into the darkness.
"No flashlights," Mary whispered as her mother collided with her from behind.
"I can't see a damn thing," Blythe whispered.
Mary pulled out a key chain with a tiny orange squeeze light. Holding it toward the ground, she pressed the soft button. It created a small glow of light around her feet. "Hang on to me."
"I feel like Nancy Drew." Blythe grabbed her arm, and they began moving slowly through the woods, Mary keeping her eyes and ears tuned for anything unusual. Darkness was almost complete when, minutes later, they reached the area where Fiona had died.
"There it is." Mary directed the small glow of light on the cross.
"I can't believe I never knew this was here," Blythe said, peering at it. "Who's taking care of it? And why?"
"That's what I want to know. People leave crosses and flowers where people have died in car wrecks, but the secretive nature of this memorial makes me suspicious."
Mary found a spot beneath the curved branches of some bushes where they could wait and see if anyone made a nighttime appearance.
Blythe switched on the thermal scanner and began monitoring the readings, turning it in different directions. The temperature hovered around fifty-five unless she pointed it at the sky. In that case, it dived below zero.
They soon discovered that fifty-five wasn't too cold for Minnesota mosquitoes. Mary tried not to slap too loudly.
Fifteen minutes into their vigil, Mary heard something moving through the leaves. Blythe trained the heat detector in the direction of the sound, where it registered a temperature above one hundred. Mary's flashlight picked up the glowing eyes of a raccoon or possum.
"People say they've seen coyotes in these woods," Blythe whispered. "Sometimes in the winter I hear them at night. It's so eerie. They sound like people- like tortured souls."
"Mom, we're going to have to be quiet."
"Oh. Sorry."
Mary patted her back. "That's okay," she whispered.
They stuck it out for two hours. By the time Mary checked her watch and announced that Anthony would soon be stopping by, their teeth were chattering and their legs were stiff.
Thinking about Anthony reminded Mary of that afternoon in the pub. Had she read him wrong? Had he been slightly flirtatious? No, she thought, quickly dismissing the idea.
Silently they got to their feet.
Blythe, who continued to keep an eye on the scanner, suddenly pulled in a tight breath and tugged Mary's sleevse. Mary looked down at the readout in her mother's hand. Pointing away from them, in the opposite direction of the cross, it read 98.6.
Human.
They dropped back to the ground and stared at the glowing green numbers. As the person came nearer, their ears began to pick up the sounds of movement- the shushing of leaves, the snagging of thorns on cloth. A beam of light cut through the branches, bouncing off tree trunks and a mist that had moved in.
Mary was aware of her own breathing, of her mother's fingers digging into her arm.
The person stopped.
A beam of light moved in front of them, illuminating the cross.
Slowly, silently, Mary reached inside her jacket pocket, her fingers wrapping around the leather flip-open case that held her ID. Afraid the person was getting ready to bolt, she straightened.
"Stop!"
She held up her ID. The beam of light shot in her direction, blinding her.
"FBI!"
The light was extinguished. The person backtracked in the direction he'd come, crashing through the underbrush.
Mary followed, turning on her high-powered FBI-issue flashlight as she ran. Behind her, Blythe shouted.
Thorns ripped at Mary's jacket. Ghost halos from the doused light blinded her. Unfamiliar with the path, she soon realized the person she was chasing had her at a disadvantage. Two minutes later, she'd lost him and was forced to give up.
With cold air burning her lungs, she turned and headed back to where she could see the light cast by her mother's flashlight.
"Look," Blythe said.
On the ground lay a bouquet of red roses.
Also illuminated in the pool of light was part of a footprint that appeared to be from a fairly large boot. Mary crouched beside it. "It looks like a man's nine or ten. Here-" She passed the flashlight to her mother. "Hold this." While her mother held the light, Mary pulled a camera from her pocket and took a quick series of photographs. Finished, she stowed the camera and picked up the bouquet of roses by a single stem.
"What are you doing with those?" Blythe sounded concerned.
"I might be able to lift prints from the cellophane."
"They don't belong to us." She was using a tone Mary remembered from childhood when most of Blythe's moralizing came by way of heavy suggestion or opinion. "I think you should leave them by the cross."
"Really?" Mary asked, hoping this didn't turn into a battle. She had no intention of putting the roses back.
"I feel bad about this. Does it matter who's visiting wanted to put dowers there. What's wrong with that?"
"He ran away."
"I'd run too if I came upon someone hiding in the woods right where a sixteen-year-old girl had been murdered."
"Come on," Mary said, heading back toward the house.
"You aren't going to leave the flowers?"
"No."
"But, darling. Think about it. Taking them is like… like grave robbing."
Mary stopped and turned around. "Do you always have to be my conscience?"
"Isn't that what a mother does?"
Mary sighed. "Okay, I'll bring them back. After I check for prints. How's that?"
"Much better."
When they reached the house Mary asked Blythe if she had any superglue. "And the heated tank I used to keep my lizard in. Do we still have that?"
She already knew the answer. Her mother never got rid of anything.
Wearing latex gloves, Mary arranged the cellophane-wrapped roses carefully in the reptile tank she'd positioned in the center of the kitchen counter. She squeezed superglue onto a small dish fashioned from aluminum foil. That she placed in the bottom of the container, which was then sealed tightly with plastic wrap and packing tape.
"Now we wait." Mary plugged in the heater cord. "Years ago somebody discovered that the heated vapors from superglue make fingerprints appear on hard-to-dust objects. And since I don't have any fingerprint powder…"
As they watched, smoke gradually filled the sealed peared on the green cellophane.
"Now I feel like MacGyver," Blythe said.
Mary carried the tank outside and unsealed it so the vapors would evaporate. Back in the kitchen, she lifted the cellophane-wrapped roses from the tank. She'd been able to capture several clear prints. "Who says I can't cook?"
The problem with the superglue method was that the prints couldn't be lifted and transferred to a slide or card without the aid of fingerprint powder. Mary ended up cutting off squares of cellophane, which she carefully taped to index cards. She was just finishing up when the doorbell rang. She checked the wall clock. Almost nine. Anthony.
Mary answered the door.
"Superglue?" he asked, stepping inside. He removed his coat and tossed it over a chair, excited at the prospect of a clue. "Did you find some prints?"
"It's nothing to do with the case," Mary quickly explained, gesturing toward a sitting area in the living room as she attempted to divert him. She didn't want him to know what she'd been up to.
But the smell of glue was overpowering, and he followed his nose into the kitchen, where Blythe was putting a bouquet of flowers in water.
"Those are the foulest roses I've ever smelled. He leaned forward to examine the prints on the index cards. "What's going on?"
"I'll let Mary tell you," Blythe said. "I'm freezing." She hugged herself and rubbed her arms. "I'm going upstairs to take a hot bath."
When she was gone, Anthony grabbed Mary's hand. "You're cold, too. What have you been doing?"
Mary pulled away to turn on the teakettle. "Would you like some hot tea?" She was wearing a bulky wool sweater, and her cheeks were bright red from the outdoors. On her feet were thick socks. She looked vibrant.
"Sure," he said.
She retrieved two cups and placed a tin of tea bags on the counter between them. "Help yourself."
He poked through the supply, passing on the florals and herbals to settle on Earl Grey. "Go on. I'm still waiting for an answer."
She hesitated, prepared to say something elusive. But then she thought about the occasions in the past when she'd evaded his questions only to later regret her silence. She didn't want to push him away anymore.
She briefly, told him about the person in the woods, and the site where a sixteen-year-old girl had lost her life years ago.
"Your friend."
"Yes."
Once she got started, she didn't stop. She told him about the birthday party. She told him about Fiona and about how she'd found her in the woods. It all came pouring out.
At the end, he said, "Jesus. You were only a kid yourself."
"It was a long time ago."
"Time doesn't always mean that much when you're dealing with something traumatic."
She began to bustle around, as if suddenly embarrassed by how much of herself she'd let him see. The teapot was ready. She focused her attention on pouring steaming water into his cup, then hers.
"I still don't understand why you're investigating a closed case," he said.
The subtle disapproval in his voice set her on guard. "I'm not investigating it. I'm just curious, that's all."
"What about the current homicides?"
"I've worked several cases at a time before. I'm not being negligent, if that's what you're implying."
"I simply think it's a waste of time, energy, and focus. And I'm not sure it's healthy."
She crossed her arms. "Earlier today you wanted to know why I'm tense when my sister's around. It's simple and easy to explain: A buddy of hers killed my friend." She looked over her shoulder, in the direction her mother had gone. Upstairs water was running. "All these years," she whispered, looking deadly serious and terribly sad. "All these years I've suspected that my sister may have put the idea in his head, however unintentionally."
Anthony wasn't impressed. "You were a child. You've dealt with enough juvenile cases to know children often create their own reality, often misread something that has happened, especially when a high degree of fear is involved."
"I know that. I realize that. But Gillian hated Fiona. She despised her. And Gavin would do anything for my sister, including killing someone he knew was making her miserable. Even if that isn't the case, her betrayal has been an ongoing saga. She visited the bastard in prison. She helped him get a job and a place to live when he got out."
"He's out?"
She lowered her mug. "Released a couple of months ago." She looked at him, waiting for a reaction.
"Shortly before the girls began disappearing," Anthony said thoughtfully.
"Handy, isn't it?"
"Do you think there's a connection?"
"I haven't found anything to substantiate that idea. But if you're asking about my gut feeling, I'd have to say I think he may have something to do with it."
The extra heat in her voice made him pause. "Emotions can skew a person's perspective."
"I know. I hate this guy, and I would like nothing more than to see him back in prison where there's no chance of his hurting anyone again. And," she admitted, "I'm afraid every piece of evidence I look at is colored by those feelings."
Anthony nodded, taking it all in. "The person in the woods. The person who put up the cross. You think it might be this-what did you say his name was?"
"Gavin Hitchcock."
"You think it might be Gavin Hitchcock?"
"Doesn't it make sense? He got out of prison two months ago. Killers often go back to the scene of the crime. He never got the chance because he was arrested right after her murder. So now he can finally return and relive that day, even put up a shrine. And what about the roses? Red roses. It makes sense to me. Does it make sense to you?"
She was looking at him with a desperation that he'd never seen in her before. She wanted to be reassured that she hadn't lost perspective the way agents sometimes did when they were too close to a case.
"The roses could very well be a coincidence," he said slowly, "but what you're saying makes sense. It's a solid theory."
She let out a relieved breath.
"But you can't allow yourself to be sidetracked by this old case. You have to follow the clues from the new homicides, then see if they intersect with this Gavin Hitchcock."
She fully agreed. She'd been trying to do that all along. "The killer's in control of the game. He hasn't left much of anything, at least nothing he doesn't want us to find. Wakefield might not understand how in control he is, but you do."
Anthony knew what she was thinking. The cases where there were no clues, and the killers had never been caught. Those were the ones that haunted them.
He had another concern. "Have you said anything to anyone about Hitchcock?"
"Only Gillian. But his name is on the suspect list, and he fits the profile."
Thank God she'd understood the dangers of mentioning his name to people like Wakefield and Elliot Senatra, Anthony thought.
"Because of the lack of clues," Mary went on, "tantalizing information about Hitchcock could turn this investigation into a witch hunt. As much as I hate Hitchcock, I don't want that to happen."
"No."
Mary's thoughts flashed to an image of Charlotte Henning tucked into a body bag.
"My worry," Anthony said, putting voice to the concern foremost in both their minds, "is that the killer is stalking a new victim at this very moment."



Chapter 15


Blondes.
He'd always had an obsession with blondes. When he was little, he used to sit behind a little blond girl who had the most amazing hair. It was so blond, it was almost white. One time he touched it. She didn't stop him, so he touched it again, continuing to get braver until she turned her head and caught him with her silken locks spilling through his fingers. She cried. That hurt. After that, he went out of his way to avoid her… but he never quit thinking about her hair…
He bought a paper and read up on the visitation and funeral of Charlotte Henning. He wanted to go. He desperately needed to see her, needed to make sure she'd completed her journey safely.
But he couldn't. He knew how these things worked. The police would be there looking for him. So he sent her a rosebush instead, one her parents could plant at the cemetery or in their yard. Whenever they saw the abundant, beautiful red blooms, they'd think of their daughter, and they'd think of him.
The funeral was scheduled for two o'clock.
At 12:30, he showered and shaved, then put on his only suit. The jacket sleeves were a little short, but if he pulled down the cuffs of his white shirt, it didn't look too bad.
At 1:30, he stepped into the basement and turned on the overhead lights.
He'd taken fifteen photos of Charlotte in the bathtub. Those he'd developed and enlarged to a variety of forty eight-by-tens. One wall was covered with her pictures-a memorial to a beautiful girl, a beautiful woman. In many of them he'd varied his developing technique, using different paper, different exposure times, filters, even some burning and dodging, so that even though many of the poses were the same, each was different.
He had several favorites, but the one he liked best was an eight-by-ten of her face-her sweet, angelic face.
He'd used a filter and fiber paper, both lending a softness to the finished product. She looked about twelve years old. She looked like an angel, with her blond, matted hair, her dark lips that had really been blue but since he worked exclusively in black-and-white, they could very well have been a lush red.
He checked the industrial clock on the wall. Five minutes.
He pulled out a chair, turning it toward the photos, and sat down, his hands clasped together on his lap.
He closed his eyes.
He imagined driving to the funeral. He imagined parking. He imagined stepping inside the church. And suddenly… he was there…
Candle flames danced behind red glass. The air smelled of flowers. He was pleased to see that the roses he'd sent were displayed prominently by the altar, next to her open coffin.
Without feeling his feet on the floor, he glided down the aisle toward her.
She was beautiful.
Her hair had been washed so it lay softly on either side of her face. Her lips were no longer blue, but a healthy pink that matched her cheeks. She wore a flowing white gown, the neckline trimmed with lace.
He looked down past her breasts and trim waist to where her hands were lying delicately, one on top of the other, her fingernails as pink as shells.
He reached inside the coffin and touched her blond hair. It was soft as silk. He touched her hands, which were warm beneath his fingers.
"You're going home," he whispered, bending closer.
Her eyes opened, and she smiled up at him.
"Forgive me." His throat was beginning to hurt, his voice getting tight.
"Come with me," she said, an imploring look on her face. She lifted a hand to him. "Come with me-"
Tears welled up in his eyes. "I can't," he choked.
"Of course you can."
"No. No, I can't. Don't ask me that."
"The world is a cruel place. You said so yourself."
"I'm afraid."
"There's nothing to be afraid of."
"Yes. Yes, there is!"
"Shhh."
The sound came from several people seated nearby. They were staring at him with cross faces and fingers pressed to their lips.
The scene changed, and suddenly he was sitting at the back of the church. The service had begun. Beautiful songs were sung, but when it came time for everyone to follow the closed coffin outside, he couldn't make himself get up.
"I'm afraid," he whispered shamefully to himself.
He couldn't make himself go to the cemetery. Couldn't make himself follow her on the last leg of her journey. He didn't like cemeteries. He tried to stay away from cemeteries.
Good-bye, Charlotte.
He opened his eyes and stood up, the chair legs scraping against the floor. Exhausted, he walked to the wall of photos and pulled down his favorite, the soft close-up of Charlotte's face.
Why had she asked him to come with her? He was ashamed because he was such a coward. There had been many times in his life when he'd thought of killing himself. He believed in God, and he knew the next world had to be better than this one. He wanted to die, wanted to join her, but he'd been told that killing himself would be a sin. A mortal sin that could send him plummeting to hell.
But maybe this was hell.
Words came to him and he spoke them aloud: "The errors that are whispered to me, enchantments, false perfumes, childish melodies."
Who had written that? Somebody's favorite author. Rimbaud. Yes. Arthur Rimbaud had written those words.
He bent his head and kissed Charlotte, sweet, sweet Charlotte, on the lips.
He put the photo aside and left the darkroom to change out of his suit so he could return to work.
He thought about the other girls. Their annoying imperfections.
Sluts.
Bitches.
Undeserving of life.
He reached into the deep front pocket of his pants, feeling for the six round objects he kept there. They were dry and much smaller now, but he loved the way they felt. He rolled them against his fingertips, around and around. Like worry stones, they brought him comfort, comfort he sorely needed in a time like this when his quest for a mate had to start all over again.

The bartender kicked them out at 1 a.m.
There was a lot of noise as the five friends shuffled out the door, of the rural Minnesota tavern.
"Comin' over, Todd?" Jerry asked as he searched through his keys. "I rented a coupla movies. Adam Sandier. You still like Adam Sandier?"
"Who doesn't?" Todd asked, not wanting to make Jerry feel bad even though he'd outgrown Sandier a while back. "I don't know. I'm a little tired."
"Come on."
"Yeah, come on. We're all going," chimed in two of the other guys.
The routine was familiar. Usually Todd dragged his feet, saying he was tired, but eventually Jerry and company convinced him to come to Jerry's place, where they would sit around drinking beer and watching movies until early morning. It had been fun when they were in high school, but they'd been out for four years now, and Todd was finding it increasingly depressing.
"I think I'll just go on home," Todd said, even though he knew once he got there he would lie in bed and stare at the ceiling and stew about his life until the sun came up. He was going through what was now being termed "quarter-life crisis," and he wasn't enjoying it.
"Sure?" Jerry asked, standing with his car door open.
"Yeah. Yeah, I'm sure."
They broke up, and Todd fumbled for his keys. Now that he was standing upright, he realized he was drunker than he'd thought. He'd just drive slow and take a back road. His truck was a piece of shit with over a hundred thousand miles on it, but it always got him home.
"Shoulda stayed in college," he said to himself as he turned onto a narrow, unmarked road that wound between a mixture of towering pines and deciduous trees. He'd gotten into a fender bender last winter, and one headlight didn't point straight anymore. Instead, it veered to the right, illuminating the trees as he passed.
The night was cold with patches of fog. Condensation settled on the windshield. The wipers were going, but they didn't help much. Todd craned his neck trying to find a clear area, the fog just dense enough to be disorienting as he tried to spot something that looked familiar, that would take him in the direction of his trailer. Why had he gone this way? Why hadn't he taken a road he was more familiar with? Had he missed the turn?
He continued on for ten minutes.
Too far.
He braked, coming to a stop in the middle of the dark, deserted road. He was about to swing the truck around using the ol' three-point turn when he caught a flash of movement out of the corner of his eye.
His scalp prickled.
Ever since he could remember, he'd heard stories about this road, about a ghost that had been seen by a lot of people. He'd never seen a ghost. Once, when he was twelve and sitting alone in his room, he thought he felt the pressure of a hand on his shoulder. But it never happened again, so as the years passed he figured he'd just imagined it.
He clicked on his brights.
Oh, shit.
Standing on the side of the road was a blurry shape.
His first instinct was to turn the truck around and haul ass out of there. He fumbled with the gearshift, intending to put it in drive. But he'd already been in drive, and he accidentally slammed it into park instead.
He looked up, the sound of his heart thundering in his head. His'eyes watered in fear.
The apparition turned to face him.
A girl.
He'd expected to see a skull for a face, or at least something withered and ugly, but it was a girl. A girl with blond hair. Wearing nothing but a red T-shirt, panties, and jogging shoes. She stood at the edge of the road, staring into the bright lights.
His fear dissolved. This was somebody real. This was somebody in trouble.
He pulled out the parking brake and stepped from the truck. "Are you okay?" he shouted to her.
She stared as if afraid of him-or as if trying to gauge whether he was friend or foe.
He began to move slowly toward her, the soles of his boots echoing hollowly and sounding unnatural on the deserted road.
"Stop!" She held up a hand, palm out.
He stopped.
"Don't come any closer!"
"Okay, okay. I won't. Look, I stopped. I'm just standing here. But I think you should get in my truck so I can take you-"
"Truck? You're driving a truck?"
"Yeah." He stepped into the headlight beam, his body cutting off the light, throwing her into darkness. "Now can you see it?"
"M-maybe." She raised her arm higher, like a person blocking the sun. "I'm not sure."
He stepped to the side so the light once again illuminated her. She was younger than he'd thought. Fifteen, sixteen, maybe. Her face was dirty and scratched, and there were tear tracks down her cheeks.
Something bad had happened to her. Something really bad.
He began blabbering, trying to gain her trust. "My name's Todd. I live around here." He scratched his head-a nervous gesture of his. "I should be going to college, but… I don't know, 1 thought it was a drag and quit. Now I wish I hadn't. It's not like it's too late, I guess. But it doesn't seem the same going when you're twenty-two." He paused, trying to pull together more of his biography. That was about it. Sad, really. "Let me help you."
He began to move again, slowly because he was afraid she might bolt.
She didn't, and soon he was close enough to touch her arm. It was like cold marble.
She spoke, and when she did her words came out a harsh, broken whisper through a throat that sounded raw. "Some guy. Some creepy, awful, creepy guy. He k-kidnapped me and p-put me in the trunk of his car. It smelled awful in there! Awful!"
"Oh, man!"
"I started gagging and couldn't breathe." She pressed madly trembling fingers to her mouth. Her eyes began to tear. "B-but t-that gave me the idea to play dead… and I got away."
Fuuuckkk! The hairs on the back of his neck shifted. He'd read about some crazy asshole who was kidnapping and killing girls. The people on the news had started calling him the Lucia Killer because the guy kept their eyes. Their fucking eyes! What kind of person did that? Nervously Todd checked up and down the road. Empty except for the fog. At least it looked empty.
He'd seen Texas Chainsaw Massacre over twenty times, and he half expected Leatherface to come crashing out of the trees, chainsaw in his hand.
"Come on! Let's get the hell out of here!" He grabbed the girl. Stumbling, they ran for the truck.



Chapter 16


The police station where Todd took Holly Lindstrom was located on the main drag in the small town of Hiawatha Springs. As soon as the officers on duty heard what had happened to her, they put in a frantic call to the country sheriff, the BCA, and the FBI. Now, in the predawn hours, Holly sat in a cramped room with two high, tiny windows and a row of buzzing fluorescent lights overhead while waiting to be interviewed by an FBI agent being sent down from the Cities.
She just wanted to go home. Go home and take a shower to wash the stink from her body, then crawl into bed and never get up. Sleep. She wanted to sleep forever.
But when she got home, would she be able to sleep? And if she did, what if he came back? What if he was lurking outside her house, outside her bedroom window, waiting for the lights to go out?
The FBI agent introduced herself as Mary something. Holly was having a hard time concentrating, and she'd never been good with names. Mary something had short dark hair and was wearing black pants, a black jacket, and white blouse. The clothes were too grown-up and businessy for Holly's taste, but there was something cool about the woman. Holly suddenly felt safer just having her in the room.
"Do you mind if I record this?" the agent asked, sitting across from her at a narrow table and pulling a small tape recorder from a brown leather briefcase.
Holly shook her head. "Somebody already explained how interviews have to be recorded." She shrugged. "And I don't care anyway."
"I know you've already answered a lot of questions." The woman flipped open a notebook and retrieved a pen. "But I specialize in abduction cases. I might ask you things the police aren't trained to ask." She looked at her and smiled in a sad, understanding way that made Holly feel better. "How about if we start with your name, age, and address?" She clicked on the recorder, entering a date, time, and location.
"Holly Lindstrom. Age seventeen." That was followed by her south Minneapolis address.
"What were you doing just before you were kidnapped?"
"I heard about the Lucia Killer-that's what everybody's calling him now. That's all people are talking about. We even had an assembly at school. They passed out flyers. Told us to be careful. Always walk with other kids. Adults, if possible. All that stuff, but it didn't seem real. I mean, we've had assemblies about other things. Drinking and driving. Drugs. AIDS. I never felt like any of them had anything to do with me. I mean, I heard that one of the girls who was killed was a runaway, and another was kind of a whore."
Her mother had warned her. Her father had warned her. "When you get off work, have the manager walk you to your car," they'd instructed. She'd promised, but only to lessen her parents' worry. She'd never had any intention of asking her boss to go with her. How uncool.
"I was at work," she explained to the FBI agent. "I work at a convenience store. Come and Get It. Stupid name, I know. My friends always tease me about it. They're always asking if I work at a pet store. Sorry." She looked down at her hands. Her knuckles were white. "I have a bad habit of getting off the subject. What did you say your name was?"
"Cantrell. Agent Mary Cantrell."
"Oh. Yeah. Sorry."
"That's okay. Take your time. We aren't in any hurry."
Holly took a deep breath and continued. "When I get off work it's usually dark. For some reason, I felt kind of creeped out and I actually thought about asking my boss to walk me to my car, but he was busy. A customer had… like… run into one of the gas pumps, and it was all crazy. It was late and I wanted to get home. I have a test tomorrow-well, today- and needed to study. My car was just a block away, around the corner. It was no big deal. Or I didn't think so, anyway."
She tugged a chunk of straight blond hair across her cheek and pulled it into her mouth. She gnawed on ends that were already wet, then let go. She was addicted to hair chewing. Also to eyebrow plucking. Not with tweezers-with her fingers.
"When I unlocked the car," she continued, "somebody grabbed me from behind. I thought it was one of my friends playing a trick on me. I yelled, mad. And then… the guy-he stuck a gun in my side and told me he'd kill me if I didn't shut up. After that I didn't say anything else. He, like… got in the backseat and told me to, like… drive away."
"Did you see him? See his face?"
"No. I was afraid to turn around. One time…when I was waiting for a light to change… I looked in the mirror, but it was dark in the backseat."
"Then what happened?"
"He made me drive to this deserted place where his car was parked."
"Did you know where you were? Did you recognize the area?"
She shook her head. "I was too scared. All I was thinking about was dying. I knew this was the guy, the Lucia guy, and I knew he was going to kill me. The only thing I remember is that we pulled up behind these huge cement things. You know, those things you see by railroad tracks."
"Grain elevators?"
"Maybe. I'm not sure. I'm a townie. I don't know anything about that stuff."
"Did you go over any railroad tracks to get there?"
"I don't remember. I think. Oh, I don't know. Sorry."
"That's okay. Then what happened?"
"He taped my mouth and hands and made me get in the trunk of his car."
"Did you see the vehicle?"
"It was dark, really dark. But the trunk was big. It wasn't any little compact thing, that's for sure."
"When he was taping your mouth, did you see him at all? Even a little bit?"
"I could kinda make out a dark shape, and maybe a lighter area that would have been his face, but that's all."
"Did you get a sense of how tall he was?"
She thought a moment. "For some reason, I thought he was taller than me. Maybe close to six feet."
"How about his voice? A lot of times we can get a sense of how large a person is by the voice. Was his voice deep? Or high-pitched?"
"I don't know. I was too scared to notice. Maybe average. I don't know."
"What about an accent? Or possibly poor grammar? Did he sound like someone who was well educated?"
She gave it some thought. "I didn't notice anything weird about the way he talked, but like I said, I was scared. And he didn't say much. A few commands like, Drive. Turn right. Pull up there. Get out of the car. I was so scared that a couple of times I didn't hear him, and he got mad and yelled it again." Holly suddenly felt like crying. "I'm sorry. I don't know why I can't remember anything when it just happened a few hours ago. I feel so stupid. I'm not helping at all, am I?"
"You're helping immensely. You've already told me that he's most likely white, fairly tall, no strong accent, and drives a large car-a car that may have left tracks near a grain elevator. Don't feel bad about not being able to answer my questions. Don't apologize for being human and responding like ninety-eight percent of the population. It's a documented fact that when a person's heart rate reaches a high level, it becomes almost impossible to hear and even more impossible to comprehend what we're hearing. I'm going to continue to ask questions, but please don't worry if you can't supply an answer. Just be proud of yourself for having the guts and initiative to get away from him. That's something no one else has been able to do, because unfortunately it's also human nature to become passive when presented with such a situation. We tend to freeze and wait when facing the unknown. You didn't allow yourself to freeze-which is why you're alive. You are an amazingly strong individual," the agent told her sincerely. "And just the fact that you got away is going to help us catch this guy."
Her words of encouragement assuaged some of Holly's tenseness and made her fear recede. She had gotten away. That was pretty damn impressive.
Agent Cantrell glanced through the notes the police had taken, then up at Holly. "I know it may be impossible to answer this, but did you get any sense of how far you may have ridden in the trunk before he stopped to check on you?"
The mental block Holly had subconsciously erected when she'd been speaking with the police evaporated. All at once she was able to put herself back there, in the trunk.
"It smelled so bad," she whispered. "Like something rotten. Like something dead." She picked at the green scrubs she was wearing. "I'd let you smell my shirt, but the crime scene people took it. They picked things out of my hair too. And cut my fingernails-in case there was any evidence under my nails."
"They're very efficient."
"It was the Lucia Killer, wasn't it?"
"We don't know. The only way to substantiate that theory would be to link him to the other crimes."
Holly knew they couldn't assume the guy was the Lucia Killer without facts. She'd already been told that. It seemed stupid, when everybody was thinking it was him. "They asked if they needed to get a rape kit, and I told them no. I don't think they believed me at first until I yelled and cried. Anyway, I started thinking that maybe there was a dead person in there with me. In the trunk. The more I thought about it, the sicker I felt. Pretty soon I started gagging and even threw up. It shot out my nose or I would have choked to death. A little later the car stopped and the trunk flew open. The guy made some weird sound, like maybe he was upset or scared or something; then he pulled the tape off my mouth and put a hand over my face. Right away I wanted to scream, but then I realized he was checking to see if I was breathing." She paused, thinking about how she'd tricked him. "I love to swim. I swim all the time. I can hold my breath, like, forever-so I held it. He slammed the trunk and took off. We drove for a long time. Or it seemed like a long time. Then he stopped and opened the trunk again. This time he cut the tape from my wrists and pulled me out."
"Then what happened?"
"He drags me through the woods, all the while I'm playing dead. It's dark. Pitch black, otherwise he would have known, but the darkness helped, I think. But I know he's going to kill me. He cuts off my jeans. Slash, slash, rip, rip, and they were off." She hesitated a moment, wondering if she wanted to mention what happened next. She hadn't told the police.
"He took pictures of me."
"Pictures?"
"Yeah. The flash went off in my face. Two, maybe three times."
"Did the camera make a sound? Or was it silent?"
"I heard something. Kinda like my 35-millimeter camera, but faster. One shot after the other."
"Then what?"
"He starts fiddling with his own clothes. I can hear the sound of a belt buckle and a zipper, and I know he's going to rape me. He thinks he's going to have sex with a corpse. What do you call those people? Who have sex with corpses?"
"Necrophiliacs."
"Yeah. I saw a movie once about a girl who worked at a morgue and had sex with the dead bodies. Anyway, that's what he was thinking was going to happen. And I knew I couldn't play dead any longer, so I jumped up and ran. I just ran…"'
Holly could still hear him behind her, panting, ripping through the underbrush. She remembered making so much noise. Too much noise! But she couldn't slow down. No way could she slow down! The sound of her own heart was drumming in her head. She heard the air being sucked into her lungs. Even though branches tore at the flesh of her bare legs, she felt no pain. All she thought about was moving, getting away. She was fast. She was young. She was scared shitless. She could beat him. She could outrun him. She just had to keep going. Keep moving.
She didn't know how far she ran, or for how long. All she knew was that she couldn't stop. There was no way she could stop. Even when she no longer heard sounds of pursuit, she kept going. He could still be back there, moving silently. Because he could move silently. He'd already proved that when he'd surprised her getting into her car. So maybe he was still behind her. Moving silently over the forest floor, silently over skeletal leaves and tiny ferns and dark earth.
Suddenly she saw lights in the distance. The night was foggy, but she was able to pick up the sound of a single car rolling down the highway.
Was it him? Had he gone back for his car, and now here he was, ready to cut her off? She voted against revealing herself, but her body moved of its own accord. Before she could stop it, she stood at the side of the highway with a pair of headlights cutting through the fog, blinding her.
This could be the end, she thought distantly. The end of my life.
She thought about her parents, about all they'd done for her. She wished she hadn't been so nasty to them the last couple of years. What was the point? What had she been trying to prove? It seemed so stupid now.
The car stopped but remained idling. Someone stepped out and began to move toward her. She could make out the shape of a man, his legs scissoring black silhouettes against the light. How would she know if it was him? His face would tell her nothing. Seeing him would do no good. This could be him and she wouldn't even know it. Pretending to be stopping to help. Hadn't she seen that trick in a movie?
Turn around.
Turn around and run back into the woods.
But his voice was young and compelling. He said he was driving a truck.
Let me see it. Step aside so I can see it!
It was a truck. A crappy, rusty, wonderful truck! And he was practically a kid! Nice, horrified, just as frightened as she was.
"Todd," Holly told Agent Cantrell. "He said his name was Todd."
"Yes, I met him in the hallway. I'm going to be talking with him shortly."
"He yelled at me to run, like he was suddenly scared to death." Now that she thought about it, it was funny. Really funny. She laughed, a hand to her stomach. "Here / was the one who'd been kidnapped, almost raped, almost killed-yet he was scared. I think he said, 'Let's get the hell out of here!' in this high-pitched voice. Yeah, that's what it was. Let's get the hell out of here! Oh, my God," she gasped. "That is so funny! Isn't that funny?" she asked, waiting for a reply.
Agent Cantrell stared at her a moment as if weighing her words. "I'm guessing you had to be there."



Chapter 17


Detective Wakefield called a private emergency meeting five hours after Mary's interview with Holly Lind-strom. Present in the first-floor room of the Minneapolis Police Department were Wakefield, Mary, Anthony, and Gillian.
"What's your opinion?" Wakefield asked the two FBI agents. He was popping antacid tablets and clutching a stained coffee mug that said wishin* i was fishin'. "Do you think this wacko who kidnapped the Lindstrom girl is the same guy who's killing women and cutting out their eyeballs?"
"Without more evidence," Anthony said, "we have nothing to tie them together."
"You're profilers. You were called in because we don't have enough evidence. Can't you just come out and say what you think? That's why I wanted only the four of us here. This is completely off the record, but I have to know what you're really thinking, and I have to know it now. Not tomorrow. Not in a week or ten days, or whenever the hell you can get those guys at Quantico to sign off on another profile. Let's quit beating around the bush about this. Let's cut through that FBI red tape and tell me what you think."
Mary looked at Anthony. To anyone else his expression may not have seemed to change, but Mary understood he was agreeing to go against protocol. She turned back to Wakefield. "Off the record," she said, "we think it's the same guy."
Wakefield let out a deep breath. "Thank you. That's all I wanted to know. Now let's proceed. We've got people out combing the woods where the Lindstrom girl was picked up. They found some footprints they're making casts of as we speak. They've also found some strands of hair caught on branches. But so far no torn clothing and no tire tracks."
"Holly said he took photos of her." Mary sat down in an unforgiving plastic chair. Anthony stood nearby, a hip against the window ledge, feet crossed at the ankles. "I doubt he'd want to take his film in to get it developed, which means he's probably processing it himself."
"Sebastian Tate's taking darkroom classes," Gillian offered, contributing for the first time.
Wakefield took a sip of coffee, then grimaced as if he knew it was going to hurt when it hit his stomach. "Tate's still on the suspect list. With the earlier profile we've been able to narrow the names down to roughly twenty. Have detectives out interviewing all twenty right now."
"We can't concentrate exclusively on the list," Mary said. "The killer might not be on it. I think we need to broaden the net."
"I agree," Anthony said.
Wakefield let out a groan. "You know how many people are into photography in the Twin Cities area? How many people have their own darkroom? We'll have Research go through data from places that sell darkroom equipment, but there are probably thousands. Still," he added reluctantly, "at this point, the photography angle seems to be all we got."
"Anthony and I have discussed this, and our opinion is that he'll try to come after Holly," Mary said. "She represents the one who got away. Not only physically but romantically as well."
"That's my feeling too," Wakefield agreed. "He's going to be pissed off. This girl has to be watched. She has to.be protected."
"Have you explained the danger she's in?" Anthony asked.
"I thought I'd give her until this afternoon to equalize, then hit her with the bad news. Unfair as hell, but there it is. She's a target."
"Right now it looks as if our best chance of catching the killer is Holly Lindstrom," Mary said. "But the problem I foresee is high visibility. He's not going to try anything if he knows he's being watched."
"What we need is somebody who isn't so visible," Gillian said with enthusiasm. Until that point she'd been basically ignored. "I want to propose an idea. What if I move in with the Lindstroms?" Anticipating protests, she held up her hands. "Hear me out. What if I move in with them and go to school with Holly? Spend every second with her? That way she'd be better protected," Gillian reasoned. The plan appeared to be taking shape as she spoke. "And by being with her at all times, I would see everybody she sees throughout the entire day. We could say I'm a cousin or something. Somebody who is maybe having trouble at home and could use a change of scene while also keeping Holly company."
"You mean work undercover?" Mary asked skeptically. She suspected Gillian's proposal was based on the desire to put an idea, any idea, on the table. "Pose as a high school student?"
"Why not? People always think I'm younger than I am. A little change in wardrobe, hair, and makeup, and I could pass for seventeen."
Mary's heart pounded in alarm at the thought of her sister exposing herself to the Lucia Killer. Gillian was a master at getting her way, and Mary hadn't missed the father-daughter relationship between her sister and Wakefield. In one more minute he would be agreeing to the scheme. "A visiting relative might raise the killer's suspicion," Mary said, hoping to effectively halt the direction of the conversation before it began.
"Possible benefits could certainly outweigh the risks of a blown cover," Anthony interjected. "The idea is sound."
Why was he siding with Gillian? Mary wondered. "Even if we consider it, I don't think the visiting teenybopper should be Gillian."
Had Anthony forgotten about Gavin? If the kidnapper was Gavin Hitchcock, what good would Gillian's presence do? And if he wasn't Gavin-well, she didn't think her sister had worked in the field long enough to carry out such a deceptive and dangerous operation.
She got to her feet and grabbed Gillian by the arm. "Can I speak with you in the hallway?"
Once out of earshot of Anthony and Wakefield, Mary said what she had to say. "It's a bad idea. Period."
"I knew you'd be against it," Gillian said, clearly annoyed. "You know what your problem is? You'll never think of me as an adult. No matter how old I get, I will always be your silly little sister. When I'm ninety and you're ninety-three, you'll think of me as the kid who used to follow you around, who used to do everything you said. Well, I no longer operate on blind faith."
"I'd say that's all you operate on. At the moment you're working under the assumption that the killer isn't Gavin Hitchcock."
Gillian gave her a surprised look. "You're working under the assumption that it is."
"You won't be exactly undercover if it is Gavin."
"It's not Gavin. Get him out of your head."
This was how all of their arguments used to start, with Gillian jumping on whatever Mary said as soon as she said it. Until today, Mary had been impressed with Gillian's work. Now she could see she was showing a grave lack of experience.
"How in the hell did you get a job with the BCA?" Mary asked, fighting a rising tide of panic. What her sister was proposing was dangerous. She wasn't going to stand by and let Gillian get herself killed.
"You're too jaded," Gillian retorted. "I have an idea. Why don't we go back in there and you pretend you don't even know me? Then maybe you might treat me with some respect."
"Gillian, it's dangerous," Mary said, her every nerve screaming.
"And your job isn't?"
"You fit the victimology."
"Are you pretending to be worried about me?" Gillian asked in sarcastic disbelief. "Give me a break! I'm not that naive."
"This isn't a game!" Mary said. "Young women are being murdered."
"Stop treating me like a child! I know women are being murdered. Why do you think I want to be a part of this?"
"Maybe because you have some misplaced notion that it's romantic? So you can be a hero? Or does it have some deeper meaning? Is it possible you're subconsciously trying to right something that happened years ago? Subconsciously trying to save another girl,, a different girl?"
"What are you getting at?"
"Fiona's dead. Nothing you do now can ever change that."
"I think you've got the Cantrell sisters mixed up. Mary's the one suffering from post-traumatic stress, not me."
Why had she ever thought Gillian would feel bad about Fiona's death? Mary wondered bleakly.
"I'm perfect for the job," Gillian said. "Why can't you admit it?"
"I want you to know that I completely disapprove of your idea."
"I'm not asking for your approval."
There had been a time when Mary's approval had meant everything to Gillian, but that had been years ago.
Gillian lifted her chin, her nose high.
"The princess is in a snit," their grandfather would have said.
Mary stared, suddenly having trouble separating the old Gillian from the new. But then, maybe the two weren't so different. "If Wakefield gives you the go-ahead," Mary said, knowing fighting was useless, "I don't think you'll have any trouble passing for seventeen."
"Does that nasty comment mean I have your reluctant vote?"
"You won't get even that much from me."

It was happening again.
The sensation came over Gavin like a tidal wave, knocking him to the floor, kneecaps meeting solid wood, jarring him all the way to his fillings.
Talk yourself out of it. You can talk yourself out of it.
Crippling poison rushed through his artedes, pushing out to his extremities, curling his fingers and toes, locking them.
Don't let it get you. Don't let it control you.
He was weak, so weak, and it was so strong. Getting stronger every day.
I'm scared.
Don't be scared, sweetie. It won't hurt you. If you can't beat it, then relax and let it take you. Let it take you away. Grandma will hold you. Grandma will be here for you.
Grandma, grandma. Grand mal, grand mal.
He couldn't win.
It overtook him, tightening his muscles until it seemed like his bones would snap.
Somehow he managed to twist his head enough to look at the clock above the sink. 6:45 p.m.
When he was little, the seizures never lasted over thirty seconds. Now they went on for much longer. Writhing, he managed to grab the dish towel from the refrigerator handle. He jammed it in his mouth before losing control…
The return to consciousness was slow and seductive. Bones and muscles that had been stretched to the limit were now weak and limp as a newborn's. The feeling wasn't unpleasant-druggy, like a heroin high. He drifted, enjoying the sensation, the lack of pain. He finally managed to open his eyes long enough to read the clock. 7:05.
What time had it been before he blacked out? 6:45? Could that be right? That meant he'd lost… He tried to figure it out, but he'd always been bad at math. Arid his head was so fucked up and fuzzy.
Almost twenty minutes. He'd lost almost twenty minutes.
His attacks were getting more frequent, and he was noticing that afterward it was getting harder and harder to remember what he'd been doing when they started.
He heard a sound and held his breath. Lying on his back on the floor, he listened.
Knocking.
Nobody ever knocked on his door, not even people trying to sell things.
He pulled the towel from his mouth and rolled to his knees. With trembling muscles, he shoved himself to his feet. He looked down to see if he was dressed. Jeans. No shirt. Barefoot. He ran a hand over his face. His fingers came away stained with blood.
Bloody nose.
Knock, knock, knock.
Whoever was out there was persistent. Why did people always knock three times? He never knocked three times.
At the sink, he washed his face, then dried it with the kitchen towel he'd dropped on the floor. On weak legs, he went to the door.
It was Gillian.
He was suddenly aware of how shitty he looked. He needed to shave, and he wished he'd put on a shirt before answering. But how could he have known Gillian would be there? She'd come to his house only once, right after he got out of prison. She'd brought him a basket of fruit and cheese-along with some white flowers, because she knew he liked flowers. He and his grandmother used to plant them together.
"Hi, Gavin." She was looking as sweet as ever. "Can I come in?"
"Oh. Yeah." He opened the door wide and stepped back. After she was inside and the door was closed, he started moving around the living room, picking up dirty clothes and empty food wrappers. "I wish I'd known you were coming," he said, unable to make eye contact, ashamed of the way his house looked, the way he looked.
"You don't have to straighten up for me," she said, taking a seat on the couch.
Right beside her lay a girlie magazine. He swooped down and grabbed it, turning it over on the table he'd made from a door. On the back of the magazine was a garish ad for a phone sex line. He grabbed the magazine again, dropped it to the floor, and shoved it under the couch with his bare foot. "Can I get you something to drink?" he asked, wondering if he had anything other than beer. But then, maybe she'd want a beer. That would be nice, if they drank a beer together.
"No, thanks." She smiled up at him.
Most people were either afraid of him or suspicious of him. Gillian was the only person he knew who looked at him in a completely open way that seemed to mean she was genuinely glad to see him.
"I came to tell you that I'm going to be out of town for a while."
"For your job?"
"I can't go into any detail about it. I just wanted you to know in case you stopped by my place."
"What about your bird?"
"My mother's going to take care of him-are you feeling okay?"
He scratched his head and pretended to yawn. "I was asleep when you knocked." He hadn't told her about the recent attacks. She knew about his epilepsy. She was one of the first people he ever told. But he didn't want her to know it had gotten worse since getting out of prison. He had enough things to be ashamed of.
"Since I'm going to be gone, I wanted to give you my mobile phone number in case you need to get in touch with me. I won't have my phone on much, but I'll check it once or twice a day so you can leave a message on my voice mail and I'll call you back when I can. I'll also leave my pager number."
She was going undercover. "This is about the Lucia Killer, isn't it?" he asked, his heart beginning to thunder. He could feel it in his chest and in his head.
"I can't tell you what I'm doing."
That's what it was.
"Don't go. Don't do it."
"I've already made plans. Don't worry. It won't be any big deal."
When he was little, his grandmother used to tell him that the seizures brought him closer to God. Sometimes when he came back she'd say, "How was your visit with God, sweet pea?"
Now that his seizures were more severe, he figured he spent a lot more time with God, a lot more time letting him whisper in his ear. But was it really God?
His seizure seemed to have opened a direct path to Gillian's brain, and he suddenly felt as if she were made of transparent glass. He could see through her skull to the gray matter beneath. On a threadlike rope were sentences that exposed her to him. It was her slanted handwriting, written in little snippets of information.
I'll be working on the murder case.
Something secret.
Something I can't tell.
I love you.
What?
He stared at her brain.I love you. That's what it said.
He continued to stare at the lettering, wishing he could save it somehow. As he stared, she continued to talk as she dug into her purse and pulled out a piece of paper and a pencil. She jotted something down, then pushed the paper across the door table. He saw her mouth move, saw her smile up at him.
She got to her feet.
I love you.
Why hadn't she ever told him how she felt about him? Why had she been hiding it, playing this game?
I wanted you to discover it for yourself.
Had she spoken those words out loud? Yes. He was sure she had. And now his heart was singing with happiness.
At last certain of her feelings for him, he stepped forward and boldly grabbed her by both arms. He pulled her to him and pressed his mouth to hers. Her lips blossomed under his, all soft and welcoming and warm. He pushed her backward on the couch and fell on top of her, his mouth never leaving hers. He released her arm to shove a hand up her shirt, immediately working his way under her bra, her breast filling his hand.
He breathed in her intoxicating scent, his head full of her, his blood pounding, roaring through his veins. I love you, I love you!
He felt her hands on his back, pulling him close, tugging at him, pushing slapping, shoving, shoving, shoving- He broke away in surprise.
"What the hell are you doing?" she screamed.
Stunned, he jumped to his feet, away from her.
She was lying on the couch, her shirt twisted under her armpits, her bra above one breast, her eyes large and angry and frightened.
"I thought, I didn't mean-"
She sat up, dropping her blouse to cover her nakedness.
"Gillian, don't be afraid of me. Please don't be afraid of me. You're the only friend I have. Please-"
"This is how you treat your friends? You try to rape them?"
Rape? "No." He raised an imploring hand to her. "No-"
"If it is, then fuck you, Gavin Hitchcock. Fuck you."
He heard the front door slam shutand her stomping footsteps, followed by her car squealing away from the curb.
And he realized it hadn't been God whispering in his ear at all-it had been the devil.



Chapter 18


Three days after her abduction and subsequent escape, Holly Lindstrom checked the peephole and then answered her front door. Standing on the step was a seventeen- or eighteen-year-old girl. She had blond hair with lighter streaks, cut very cool, curving in under a small, pointed chin. She wore a white crop top and beige hip-huggers with jogging shoes. Her flat stomach was tan, and her belly button was pierced.
Holly had secretly gotten her belly button pierced once, but it ended up getting infected and she'd had to tell her parents. The stud was taken out, the site cleaned, and she'd been put on antibiotics. The whole episode had been gross, but whenever she saw someone with a cool navel ring, she still wanted one.
"Yeah?" Holly asked.
"Don't you recognize me?" the girl asked, smiling broadly. "I'm your cousin, Gillian."
Gillian? Oh, shit! Holly thought in disbelief. Gillian? This was the cop who was supposed to be living with them?
Holly was standing there with her mouth hanging open when Gillian let out an excited squeal, wrapped her arms around her, and gave her a huge hug, the screen door hitting her in the ass.
"I can't believe I'm going to be living here with you," Gillian said. "Come help me get my stuff."
Holly followed her outside. "This is your car?" Holly asked, staring at the Mustang convertible.
"Isn't it great? It's a '65. Dad restored it for me." Gillian put down a huge suitcase and then made a face. "That was last year. Before I started getting into trouble."
Holly felt a little dizzy, trying to sort out what was real and what was acting. She'd been told the cop, when she came, would remain in character most of the time. Holly was already believing the crap she was telling her, even though she knew it was made up.
She helped carry her things inside, locking the door behind them. "Mom! Dad!" she shouted. "Gillian's here!"
Her parents appeared from around the corner. Their mouths dropped open, and Holly giggled. She could tell they were still trying to figure it all out when Gillian reached into her backpack and pulled out her badge. Now that she was inside the house, she must have thought it would be okay to come clean.
"I'm Agent Cantrell," Gillian said, her voice lower and smoother than it had been before. "We spoke on the phone."
Holly's father shook her extended hand, a perplexed expression on his face. "How old are you?"
"Twenty-three." She flipped her-hair with one hand. "The stylist did an excellent job. I cut a picture out of Seventeen magazine, took it in, and told her I wanted to look like that."
"You could be seventeen," Holly said.
"I've always looked young for my age. You should see my mom. She's fifty and looks thirty."
"The FBI agent who interviewed me-her name was Cantrell."
"She's my sister."
"Cool." But Holly was really thinking about school. She'd spent the last two days moving through classes in a cloud, like nothing was quite real. Her friends didn't know how to act, so they avoided her. She would have been hurt, but it was like there was a fuzzy glass between her and everybody else. Now, at the thought of Gillian coming along, she felt a surge of excitement. "You're going to have the guys at school going crazy!" she said, laughing.
Gillian sat down with the Lindstroms at the kitchen table.
They talked about the detectives that were watching the house. They talked about being hypervigilant. They rechecked phone numbers in order of importance. Gillian told them what to watch out for and what to do in any given situation. "It's extremely important that you treat me like a seventeen-year-old relative, and not a BCA agent," she told them once all the pertinent details had been discussed.
Holly's parents nodded in agreement. The unforgiving ceiling light cast shadows, accentuating the exhaustion in both of their faces. "We want this guy caught and our daughter safe again," Mrs. Lindstrom said.
"That's what we all want," Gillian agreed.
Holly's father stretched his arms above his head. "You know, I might actually be able to sleep a little tonight."
His vote of confidence should have made Gillian feel good. Instead, she found it unsettling. They were counting on her. They had faith in her. Suddenly she began to wonder if Mary had been right. Was she ready for a step of this magnitude? Or had she jumped into a situation above her skill level just to prove herself to Mary, with no thought of the possible consequences? Now, with the victim and her family looking at her as if she were their salvation, Gillian was confused and a little scared-a reaction she was careful to hide.
Holly jumped to her feet. "Come on." She waved her hand, motioning for Gillian to follow. "I'll show you where you're going to sleep and put your stuff."
Holly's room was small, with a single window facing the street. The walls were papered with pink flowers- a design probably left over from early childhood. The rest of the room had been updated with funky lights, fake-fur-covered pillows, band posters, and candles. And, of course, stuffed animals.
"We brought a bed in here for you," Holly said, pointing to a twin bed covered with a purple spread.
Holly slid open the closet door. "I moved my clothes over so you can have this side."
"Thanks."
Holly plopped down on her bed, sitting on her hands. "I was so pissed when my parents told me you were coming. It sounded like such a lame idea. I was expecting some goofy older person in a wig or something. But this is going to be so cool." She bounced up and down. "This is going to be so much fun."
Gillian had spent the last two days pulling together a wardrobe, getting her hair cut and lightened, and talking the department into letting her lease the Mustang rather than a Fiesta. At first they were going to allow her only a hundred dollars for clothes. She finally convinced them that she would need at least five hundred. She'd looked into the school Holly attended and knew that even though Holly's parents were both teachers and weren't in the upper income bracket, most of the kids at the school came from wealthy families. The idea was for Gillian to blend, not stick out.
"You can't tell anybody about me," Gillian warned. "Not your best friend, not anybody."
"I'm good at keeping secrets, and this is one I won't have to feel guilty about. That's why it's so cool."
"I'm your cousin who's been having trouble at home, so I've come to live with you and keep you company. Period."
Holly nodded. "Right."
They went over various scenarios that might pop up, such as where Gillian was from, how well she and Holly knew each other. They decided to say they had met only a couple of times. That way there would be less chance of messing up their stories.
"Do you have a gun?" Holly asked out of the blue.
Gillian sat down on her bed and pulled up the hem of her flared pants. Strapped to her ankle was a little five-shot Smith amp; Wesson backup. "You can't as much as touch it."
"Don't worry."
Gillian didn't like guns. She wasn't comfortable with them. As a BCA agent she didn't wear one all that often, and she hadn't thought a gun would be appropriate to bring into a high school, but Wakefield felt it was necessary and had cleared it with the few school authorities who knew her true identity.
"Part of the reason you're there is to protect Holly," he'd pointed out.
Now Holly shrugged. "I've seen guns before."
"Your dad's?"
"No, kids at school."
Holy shit. "Kids have guns at school?"
"Well, not in the building, but in their cars. One guy had me come out and look, and he had three guns in his trunk." Gillian must have appeared dismayed, because Holly made a shooing motion with her hand. "Don't worry. He got kicked out last semester."
"If you ever see anyone with a gun, you have to report it right away," Gillian said. "You know that, don't you?"
"I don't like to squeal on people, but yeah, I know."
The room grew dim, and Holly lighted some candles and incense. They settled back on their beds and talked, Holly hugging a stuffed animal.
This was the part of childhood that Gillian had missed out on. She'd been fourteen when Fiona was murdered. At that point, her world had changed, had lost its brilliance. At that point, she'd finally understood that life was real, and the things you said, every word you spoke, mattered. She had screwed up, and in the process Mary, Gavin, Fiona, and herself had been robbed of their youth. So lying in the candlelit bedroom, talking and confiding in soft whispers was bittersweet for Gillian because she'd spent her own years in silence, in shame, guilt, and fear.
They chatted lightly for a while; then Gillian asked, "What about the guy who kidnapped you? Do you mind if we talk about him?"
Holly looked up sharply. "I'd like to. Nobody here has even mentioned what happened. Like it's going to set me off or something. Like it's not something I'm thinking about every second anyway. Do you think he'll try to kidnap me again?" she asked, poking the eye of the stuffed bear she was holding. "Detective Wakefield said that's why you're here."
"It's a possibility. Are you afraid?"
"No. Worried, but not afraid. I got away from him once. I can do it again." Holly was quiet for a minute, thinking through the question. Then she said softly, "Have you ever killed anybody?"
Nobody had ever asked Gillian that before. "No." She couldn't imagine any other answer.
"If you had to, would you?"
Point a gun at someone and pull the trigger? Could she do it? "Yes. If I had to. If someone's life was in danger."
Had Mary ever shot anybody? Gillian wondered. Had she ever killed anybody?
"But isn't that why you're here? To kill him if you have to?",
"Catch him, not kill him."
A knock sounded on the closed door; then Mrs. Lindstrom said, "Better get to sleep, girls. School tomorrow."
Gillian raised her eyebrows in surprise, and Holly pressed her face against the bear to stifle a giggle.
Once they were in bed and the candles were blown out, Holly had another question to ask: "Why did you become a cop?"
Gillian wondered how much she should divulge and decided upon a watered-down version of the truth. "When I was a little younger than you, something happened to me that made me question who I was and what I really wanted out of life. I had a friend who was put in prison for something he may not have done, or something that may not have been his fault. That led to my interest in crime investigation."
"What did your friend do?"
Gillian hesitated, then decided to be forthright. "He was found guilty of murder."
Holly gasped. "But you don't think he did it?"
"I never used to feel that he was capable of murder. But now… lately, I'm not so sure… I always thought I knew him so well, but I'm beginning to wonder if I was just fooling myself. My sister says I see things the way I want them to be, not the way they really are, and maybe that's true."
Holly was quiet for so long that Gillian thought she was asleep.
"I lied," Holly suddenly said, the confession coming out of the darkness. "When I said I wasn't afraid, I lied. I'm always afraid now. 1 think about him all the time. I can't think about anything else." Her words came in a panicked rush. "You'll catch him, won't you? You'll kill him or put him in prison so I can quit thinking about him, won't you?"

Mary headed for the U of M campus and the fraternity where Sebastian Tate lived. They'd uncovered some new incriminating information about him, and she wanted to get her own interview.
Three days had passed since Gillian had gone undercover, and Mary wasn't feeling any better about it now than she had that afternoon in Wakefield's office. The thought of her sister exposing herself to a warped killer scared the hell out of her. But Gillian was a grown-up, and Mary couldn't do a thing if Gillian decided to act like an idiot. Not that she'd ever listened to Mary before-not even when they were kids. Gillian may have been the youngest, but she'd always had a mind of her own.
Mary spotted the address Wakefield had given her and parked her rental car. It wasn't fair that obnoxious, partying frat guys got the coolest houses, but there it was. Sebastian Tate lived in a massive three-story stone building with an equally impressive wraparound porch and defaced cement lions guarding the front steps.
Dave Matthews was blasting from a radio somewhere, and two guys on the roof of the porch were rolling out sod. The temperature was in the low fifties, but that didn't keep them from going shirtless while they worked.
She shaded her eyes and shouted up at them. "Does Sebastian Tate live here?"
One of them straightened. He wore khaki shorts and a curled cap with a band logo on the front. "Tate? Yeah, most of the time. Go on in."
"What's the grass for?" she asked, curious.
"Homecoming. We're having a kegger, and we're gonna put lawn furniture out here. You aren't a cop, are you?" he asked, laughing.
She pulled out the leather case that held her photo ID and flipped it open.
"Oh, shit."
The other guy stopped working. "Nice going, Carver."
"Hey," he called down to her, "nobody here will be under twenty-one."
"I'm sure they won't," Mary said dryly, slipping the badge back into her pocket. She had zero interest in their drinking habits. "Where'd you say Tate is?"
"His room's on the third floor. Go on in."
"Thanks."
The place reeked of stale beer. As she took the stairs, she met two students on their way down, laughing and struggling to transport a half-finished keg.
She found Tate in a room that may once have been a library. Sunlight managed to filter through windows that looked as if they hadn't been washed in years. Two unmade double beds were shoved against opposite walls. Clothes littered the hardwood floor, and the room smelled like sweat and dirty socks. The radio she'd heard outside was blaring, the DJ shouting nonsensical patter.
Tate sat at a table, deeply engrossed in something she couldn't see.
She knocked on the molding of the open door.
He didn't hear her.
She walked over to the radio and turned it off.
"Hey!" He looked up. "Who the hell are you?"
She introduced herself, flashed her ID, and said she wanted to talk to him.
In his hand was an X-Acto knife he was using to cut out mat board for photos.
"You're pretty good at that," she said, noting the precise lines. Shewmsmbnrt trying tv cut mat board and knew it was excruciatingly hard to do. In the right hands, an X-Acto knife could do as much damage as a scalpel.
"I've already been downtown." He leaned back, one hand braced on the table in front of him. He was shirtless. Didn't anybody wear shirts around there?
"I'd really like to talk to you myself." She found a chair and pulled it close, sitting down. "You don't mind, do you?"
"Cantrell… You aren't related to Gillian, are you?"
"You mean Officer Cantrell? She's my sister."
He gave her a big, predatory smile. "I'd rather talk to her."
Of course he would. "What kind of photography are you interested in?"
"Black-and-white."
"Nature?"
"People." He tossed down the knife. "I like taking pictures of people."
She fished around in her coat pocket and pulled out a page torn from City Pages, the Twin Cities free weekly entertainment paper. "Is this your ad?"
He glanced at the clipping, but couldn't have looked closely enough to see anything. When he didn't answer, she read it aloud.
"Models. Female. Eighteen to twenty-five. Blond. Some nudity required." She read the ten-digit number. "According to the phone company, that number belongs to you."
"So?"
She sensed his restrained rage, and maybe an urge to hit her.
"That's not against the law, is it?" he asked, his face taking on an angry flush.
"No. Not as long as they're willing participants."
"Oh, they're willing. If they answer the ad and find out it's not up their alley, they don't do it. Simple as that." '
She wasn't letting this creep off so easily. "Would you mind showing me some of your photos?"
"I've got buddies in law school. I know I don't have to show you anything without a search warrant. And there's no way a judge or DA's going to give you one."
He was absolutely right. They didn't have anything to justify a search warrant. "How about names?" she persisted. "Do you have names of the girls you've photographed? I'd like to talk to them. Just to put my mind at ease. Just to confirm what you're saying."
He shoved himself to his feet, rummaged through a pile of papers in the corner of the room, and finally came back with two phone numbers written on a scrap of paper. "There," he said, angrily thrusting it into her hand. "Call them. They'll tell you I was a perfect gentleman."
"Thanks," she said, pocketing the numbers.
Outside in her car, Mary was able to reach one of the women, a girl named Poppy Adams, and arranged to meet with her at a bar in Brooklyn Park. She left a message at the second number.
Poppy was bottle blonde, about twenty-one, wearing a black tank top, hip-hugger jeans, and hemp chokers. She had several tattoos and piercings.
"I'm trying to get into acting," she told Mary, "and needed some publicity photos. Those cost like hell, so I told him I'd pose if he'd print up some extra shots for me."
"How did he behave when you did the photo shoot? Was he professional?"
"Do you mean, did he try anything? No, he just took the pictures. Then he gave me a few of his cards and said if I knew anybody else who might want photos to let them know about him."
"Have you passed his cards on to anybody else?"
"Yeah. A couple of girls."
"You wouldn't happen to have their numbers, would you?"
She had to think about it for a second. "One of them doesn't have a phone, but I can tell you where she lives. Her name's Jennifer." She gave her directions to an apartment building in Uptown. "The other girl… I don't even know her name. She used to come in here quite a bit, but I haven't seen her recently."
Mary pulled out four-by-six head shots of all the murder victims. "Do any of these look familiar?"
Poppy examined them, shook her head, and gave them back.
"If you do see the girl you told me about, will you ask her to give me a call?" Mary handed Poppy her card. "And if you think of anything else, please get in touch with me."
From Brooklyn Park, Mary drove directly to Uptown. The loft apartment Poppy had described was above a coffee shop. Uptown wasn't the cheapest place to live, but it was considered the hippest. In order to achieve that hip status, about a dozen people were occupying an apartment that looked more suited to two or three. Jennifer didn't ask her in. Instead, she stepped out into the dark hallway and shut the door behind her.
"Yeah, I got photos taken," she said, arms crossed below her breasts, shoulder blades sharp. She looked and sounded as if she had a bad cold. "But I got the idea I wasn't.what he had in mind."
Jennifer had light brown dreadlocks, tattoos, and more piercings than Poppy.
"What type of girl do you think he was looking for?"
She shrugged. "I don't know. He's a frat guy. Frat guys don't go for girls like me. He'd want somebody more conservative. Somebody more Minnesota."
"Minnesota?"
"Yeah, you know those blond blue-eyed girls with white teeth and perfect skin? One of those."
"Did he not take pictures of you?"
"Oh, he took pictures. Even though I wasn't perfect, he didn't seem to mind seeing me naked." She stiffened at the memory. "I thought I was going to get paid. That's the only reason I did it. I needed the money. But he takes the photos, and when I ask for cash he gets mad."
"How mad? Did he threaten you? Hurt you?"
"No, but he was really pissed. He said he was an artist. That I should be honored that he took my picture at all. I asked for the negatives, and he unrolls them, then tosses them at me. I just left them there. It ends up they weren't even the right ones, because… well… a couple weeks later I get this nude photo of me in the mail that says 'Ha, ha, ha' written across the bottom in black Magic Marker."
"Do you still have it?"
She shook her head. "I burned it."
"Did you contact the police?"
"What for? It was my fault, you know? My own stupid fault. But now I'm worried that when I get famous-" She sniffled and wiped her nose with the back of her hand. "-he'll, like, sell the pictures to Playboy."



Chapter 19


Gavin cashed his check and headed for the nearest bar.
He loved alcohol.
During his time in prison, he'd forgotten how much he loved it. Its warm embrace. Its many moods, every high as different as a fingerprint. There were so many variables, so many small chemical factors that could tip the high one way or another-like the contents of a person's stomach, or how much sleep he'd gotten. The kind of alcohol. Wine was different from beer. Tequila, different from vodka. But most of all, his state of mind on any given night determined the path the evening would take.
Sitting at a bar where thousands of elbows had worn the wood smooth, Gavin looked around. Most of the patrons were working on the same project-becoming anesthetized as quickly as possible. Why was it cool to get wasted when you were a kid, and so pathetic once a guy passed thirty? Gavin had the answer. When a kid got drunk, he did it for sheer fun. An adult, on the other hand, did it to escape, to find oblivion.
Trouble was, oblivion never lasted, and you had to do it over again, enduring hangovers, humiliation, and shame for those few blessed hours of numbness.
Sometimes the alcohol turned on you. Instead of being a friend, it became the enemy. Instead of having a good time, you spent the evening sinking deeper and deeper into despair. When that happened, a guy had to go searching for another kind of drug to shut it off, to bring on that feeling of being satisfied in your own skin. And block out the things he didn't want to remember.
Kissing Gillian.
Attacking Gillian.
Almost raping Gillian.
The replay was like watching a movie, watching actors. Certainly the main character didn't seem like him at all. The attack wasn't something he would do or could do.
But he had done it.
Oh, God.
He squeezed his eyes shut and pressed his fingers against the lids. He'd killed a girl once, but didn't remember it. Some people said he killed his grandmother too. His grandmother, the only person who'd loved him.
Why? Why did I do such a thing?
Then there was Gillian's sister, the FBI agent. She'd been to see him again, nagging at him like an annoying gnat. She thought he'd killed those girls, and sometimes he wondered if she was right. Maybe he had killed them. Even if he couldn't remember.
He heard a sound and lifted his head to see the bartender placing a shot of tequila in front of him. "From the lady at the end of the bar," the man said, pointing.
Gavin looked through the smoky haze to see a woman with blond hair seated at the other end of the L-shaped bar. She gave him a prissy wave. He nodded, lifted the shot glass-cheers-and downed the burning liquid.
His mother died of a heroin overdose when he was three. He couldn't remember much about his father except for the beatings. The one that gave him epilepsy had put him in the hospital. After that he was sent to Minneapolis to live with his grandmother-his mother's mother. He was young, maybe six, and he used to think that everybody lost time, had gaps they couldn't fill. Later it was explained to him that the gaps had something to do with his epilepsy, courtesy of dear old Dad.
"Hi," said a soft voice in his ear.
He looked up from the empty shot glass to see the woman who'd bought the drink standing next to him, an elbow on the bar. She was about thirty, too much makeup, too much sun. One of those women who fried herself on the beach all summer and cooked herself in a tanning bed all winter.
She wanted sex.
But what kind of sex? he wondered. That was sometimes hard to tell. Was she a whore? Or just horny?
"Hi," he said. "What're you drinkin'?"
She slid onto the bar stool. "Gin and tonic."
He bought her a drink, and another for himself.
She began talking about being in town for a convention, something about selling digital cameras or cleaning products or something. He didn't care. He didn't give a shit. He'd already shut her out. The company she was with had to be shaky, because she was hanging out in one of the seediest parts of town. Or it could be she was just feeding him a line of bullshit, wanting him to think she was alone and unfamiliar with the area. Whores, the kind that robbed you once you passed out, liked to do that. The world was a great place. Yessirree.
Whatever she was selling, he wasn't interested.
He worked his billfold from the back pocket of his jeans, flipped it open, and pulled out a piece of folded newspaper.
"What's that?" the woman asked, hanging over his shoulder.
"Something I saved."
He'd been closely following the Lucia Killer-which was what one of the local papers was now calling the guy. The other major paper, in a lame attempt to be original, had decided to call him the Scarlet Pimpernel since it was rumored that his signature had something to do with red roses. Gavin had read the killer's profile in the paper, trying to find some kind of connection, trying to find something that might spark a memory. It seemed familiar. But maybe that was because he'd read it so many times…
How was a guy to know?
He unfolded the paper; it was soft and creased. And even though he'd read it a million times, he read it again.
It could be him. Almost everything about the profile sounded like him.
"That an article about the Lucia Killer?" the woman asked. "I'm getting sick of hearing about him, aren't you? Every time I turn on the TV, they're talking about it."
For a moment he'd forgotten about her, forgotten he was in a public place. She didn't fit the victim profile. She was blond, but she was too old. – "Yeah." He refolded the clipping and put it back in his billfold.
Gavin was tired of the place. He shoved himself to his feet and pocketed the pile of wadded-up bills from the counter, tucking them deep into the front pocket of his jeans. Without another word, he left.
It was a Friday night. Campus bars would be packed with much more interesting possibilities.
He took University Avenue west, to the U of M campus, in search of music and alcohol and young blondes. He would find some and see what happened. See if he got the urge to do anything weird, then maybe he would have the answer everybody was seeking, then maybe he would know.
Gavin wasn't a great-Jooking guy, but he'd been told there was something dangerous about him that appealed to the opposite sex. It must have been true, because within ten minutes of stepping into the first club, girls began hitting on him. College girls who were drunk and horny-and not shy about letting a guy know it.
He bought drinks and had drinks bought for him. He even danced, mostly slow dances that involved rubbing and making out. At one point, a bouncer came out to the floor and told him and the chick he was dancing with to cool it or he'd throw them out.
That's when Gavin looked at the girl he was holding tightly to his crotch. She was young and tan and blond. Perfect. He asked her if she wanted to come home with him, and she said yes.
This is easy, he thought. Like picking dandelions.
Maybe I am the killer.
On the way to his place he stopped at a coffee shop where, if the right question was asked, a guy could buy his drug of choice. Gavin's drugs were pot and heroin. After the purchase, he slipped them into his pocket and made his way back outside, where the girl was waiting in the passenger seat of his car.
"You didn't get me anything to drink?" she whined, pouting.
"You want something?"
She stuck out her chest and cocked her head to one side. "Yeah."
He went around the block and pulled into the parking lot of a liquor store, where he grabbed a fifth of cheap whiskey. "I'll take one of these too," he said, pulling a red rose from a container next to the cash register. He tossed a ten-dollar bill on the counter.
The rose sure made up for any slacking off on his part. She sniffed it, and stroked it against her cheek, then against his face. She began to get so hot for him that he could barely drive. She had her hands all over him. When she started fiddling with the zipper on his pants, he pushed her away.
"Ten more minutes," he said. "We'll be there in ten minutes."
They stumbled into his house. He poured whiskey into glasses and handed her one. She dropped the rose on the table next to the portable phone, took a long swallow, and then began pulling off her clothes. He did the same, and pretty soon they were lying naked on the couch where he'd attacked Gillian, except that this girl was digging the hell out of him, screaming and clawing and biting. When it was over, they were both sweating and panting like two wild animals.
"Wanna do some smack?" he asked.
She shook her head and reached for the whiskey. She drank straight from the bottle, her head tilted back. When she straightened, the brown-tinged liquid ran down her chin, onto her bare breasts. Her eyes were glazed, her lips swollen, her blond hair hanging wet in front of her face.
He grew hard and took the bottle from her. He helped her to her feet and led her into his bedroom, where they fucked again. This time she didn't seem to enjoy it. This time she was almost comatose.
And he thought in amazement and disgust-for him, for her, for both?-This wasted chick whose name I don't even know is somebody's daughter. Somebody's little girl.
He left her passed out on the bed, tugged on his jeans, and went to the living room to smoke some pot and drink the rest of the whiskey. Time became weird. He forgot the girl was in his house. Then, a little later, he remembered her.
I'll bet it's me. I'll bet I'm the one.
The idea of being a famous murderer suddenly appealed to him. It made sense.
He got to his feet and stood there swaying for a few moments before spotting the wilted rose on the floor. Smiling, he picked it up and staggered to the bedroom. The girl was where he'd left her-naked and passed out. She was disgusting. She made him sick. He couldn't believe he'd fucked her.
He rummaged around and found some rope. He tied her hands to the headboard, then took the rose and rubbed it between his palms, the petals breaking and falling across her body. He got out his camera and took some pictures.
She slept through it all.
Killing her.
That's what came next.
He found a knife in the kitchen. He turned it in his hand, admiring it. The size and shape were remarkably similar to the knife left on the floor next to his murdered grandmother.
Kill her, he told himself. Kill her now.
He stood at the foot of the bed for a long time, clutching the knife in his hand, staring at the blond chick, feeling nothing for her. In his mind, he pictured Fiona Portman lying on the ground, blood pouring from a gash in her head. He could see his own hands on a massive rock, holding it high…
The heroin.
He hadn't done the heroin yet.
He returned to the living room to snort the heroin he'd bought. He hadn't done any in a long time, but the rush, when it came, was well remembered. Well appreciated.
Nice. So nice.
Why didn't bdo this before?
Niiiicccceeee…
He toppled headfirst across the table he'd made out of a door and cement blocks. He and the door crashed to the floor. He lay there for a long, long moment, staring, his gaze finally moving along the floor, under the couch, falling upon the piece of paper Gillian had left the day he'd attacked her.
He stretched out his arm, trying to reach it, his fingers finally coming into contact with the scrap of paper.
In case you need to get in touch with me, she'd said.
The paper felt weird. Thin and dry as moth wings.
It seemed to take days, weeks, months, but he finally rolled onto his back and unfolded the paper.
Gillian's phone number.
Gillian's pager number.
He should give her a call. Gillian, sweet Gillian.
Sinking. He was sinking, melting into the floor.
Find the phone. Find the phone and call Gillian.
It was like fighting a fit, holding it back as long as he could before finally allowing.it to overtake him. Lying on his back, he twisted his head, looking around. There was the portable phone beside him.
He tried to pick it up-it slipped from his fingers. It took three tries, but he finally got it in front of him. He lifted the paper to his face. The numbers weren't in a line. Instead, they looked like they'd been thrown down in no order at all. He blinked. He blinked again. The numbers straightened. Before they began marching around again, he punched in the phone number, then waited through four rings to end up getting Gillian's voice mail.
"Fu-uck." The word came out funny, with a kind of "whoa, dude" cadence that reminded him of his high school days. He would have laughed if he'd had the strength.
He lay there with the phone to his ear, breathing, listening to the silence. "Fu-uck," he repeated, and then hung up. The hand with the phone dropped to his stomach. He was drifting away when he remembered that Gillian had left her pager number too.



Chapter 20


Gillian's beeper went off.
Automatically, she reached out and silenced it. Pressing the button, she checked the caller's illuminated number.
Gavin.
The digital display read 3:46.
Not wanting to wake up Holly, she fumbled in the dark for her mobile phone. On her back, head against the pillow, she flipped it open and pressed the button to check her voice mail. There was one message, sent at 3:41. She punched in her PIN code, then listened to a long silence followed by a mumbled "Fu-uck."
According to the caller ID, the message was also from Gavin. No surprise there. He was known for his eloquence.
But had that fuck sounded strange? Thick? Groggy?
She sat up cross-legged in bed and punched his number. He didn't have voice mail or an answering machine, so she listened to endless ringing. She hung up and tried again. "Come on, you idiot. You just paged me."
No answer.
She sat there, trying to figure out what to do.
She could call the police and request that someone check up on him, but it could be nothing, just another one of the weird things Gavin did. Or he could be smoking p6t. If that were the case, he'd be sent back to prison.
With a resigned sigh, she got out of bed and searched for the clothes she'd worn earlier.
After getting dressed and strapping her Smith amp; Wesson to her ankle, she gave Holly a gentle shake. That was followed by a much harder shake when the girl failed to respond.
"Huh?" Holly said groggily.
Gillian leaned close and whispered, "I have to go look in on a friend." She mentally calculated how long it would take to get to Gavin's. "I should be back within two hours. If not, I'll be here before school starts."
Holly didn't answer.
Gillian shook her again. "Holly? Did you hear me? Don't leave the house without me."
"Uh? Oh, yeah. Back before school starts. Gotcha. Ten-four, Eleanor."
Gillian grabbed her coat and hurried from the room. Outside, she spotted the detectives parked halfway down the block. The night was cold and silent, and she could see her breath as she hurried to her car.
On the way to Gavin's, she pulled out her phone and tried his number again. Two miles later, when she didn't get an answer, she disconnected.
At least the traffic wasn't bad. She made it to Gavin's in under fifteen minutes.
She pulled to an abrupt halt next to the curb. All of the houses in the block were dark except for Gavin's. She hurried to the door and knocked. She hadn't expected an answer and didn't get one. She tried the doorknob.
Unlocked.
"Gavin?" She opened the door-and let out a startled gasp.
Lying on his back in the middle of a broken table was Gavin. Dressed in nothing but a pair of tattered jeans, he was unconscious, his face white, his lips blue. Beside him was an empty whiskey bottle. In the air hung the earthy, cloying scent of pot.
She ran to his side and dropped down next to him, grabbing him by the arm. His skin was ice-cold. "You idiot!" she shouted. She examined his hands: his fingertips were blue. Trembling, she felt for a pulse and thought she detected a weak flutter. She lifted his lids and checked his pupils. Pinpoints.
She pulled out her phone and dialed 911.
"This is Agent Cantrell of the BCA," she said when the operator answered. "I have an overdose victim with me. Request immediate transport."
"Do you know what the victim has taken?" the operator asked.
"No." She looked around and spotted a square of tinfoil in the litter surrounding him. Inside was a white powder residue. "Cocaine, maybe. Or heroin."
The operator double-checked the name and address and dispatched an ambulance.
Gillian disconnected. It could be too late by the time they got there. It could be too late already.
She punched number three on her speed dial: Mary's mobile phone.
Fortunately Mary slept with her cell phone on; she answered before the second ring.
"I'm at Gavin's house," Gillian said, shaky and breathless. "He's overdosed."
"Have you called 911?" Mary's voice sounded sleep-tinged but alert.
"They're on their way."
"I'll be right there."

***

Mary disconnected and quickly slipped into some clothes. She was heading out the bedroom door when Blythe met her in the hallway. "What's wrong?" With a white-knuckled hand, she clutched her robe together at her throat. "Is it Gillian?"
"Gillian's fine," Mary reassured her. "But Gavin Hitchcock overdosed. Gillian's at his house waiting for the ambulance, and she needs somebody there with her."
"I'll come too. Let me throw on some clothes." Blythe had started to turn back to her bedroom when Mary stopped her.
"Mom, stay here. You don't want to see this." Mary experienced a sudden, sweet ache that was the love of a daughter for her mother. Such things came at the strangest of times. She smiled softly. "You don't always have to be the mom."
Blythe's arms dropped to her sides. "You're right," she said in relief. "I'll wait here. Call me when you know something."
Mary kept the speedometer between seventy and seventy-five the entire way. She took 35W to 94, then 94 to Snelling, quickly cutting over to Midway. She reached Gavin's house just as the paramedics were wheeling him out the door, Gillian following. Mary ran across the lawn. "Is he still alive?" One of the attendants held an IV drip while two others loaded him into the back of the ambulance.
"Barely," Gillian said. "They gave him an injection of naloxone. I told them about his epilepsy, but that's the least of their concerns at the moment." She pressed a hand to her mouth. "It's my fault. I know it's my fault."
Mary wasn't going to stand there and watch Gillian flog herself. "Do you have to take responsibility for every idiot who comes along? This is nobody's fault but Gavin's."
Gillian wouldn't listen. She shook her head, saying, "You don't understand."
The ambulance was ready to leave. "What hospital?" Mary shouted at the attendant.
"Holy Cross."
"We'll meet you there."
The ambulance took off.
"I have to get my coat and phone."
Mary was waiting in the yard when she heard a high-pitched scream come from deep within the house. She pulled her gun and ran into the building, almost colliding with Gillian, who stood in the living room, her fuzzy teenybopper coat held limply in one hand, her gaze directed down the dark hallway.
"Did you scream?" Mary asked.
"Please. I haven't screamed since I was twelve." Gillian pointed. "It came from back there." She dropped her coat and hurried down the hall. Mary followed. At the bathroom door, Gillian paused and looked inside. Empty. She continued to the bedroom, coming to a halt in the open doorway.
"Oh my God."
Mary looked over her sister's shoulder.
In the muted light cast by a gauze-covered lamp, she was able to make out the nude body of a young girl tied to the bed by her wrists. Scattered across her body and the stained, sheetless mattress were red rose petals.
As soon as the girl saw them standing in the doorway, she began screaming and flailing against her bonds.
"Get me out of here!" she shrieked. "That madman did this! He tied me up and raped me! He's crazy! Get me out of here!"
Gillian seemed frozen to the floor. Mary slid her gun back into the shoulder holster and pushed her sister forward. Gillian took a few halting steps, then stopped again.
"Find a knife," Mary told her. "Scissors, anything to cut her loose."
Gillian nodded and left the room.
Mary pulled out her mobile phone and punched number one on her speed dial. Anthony answered and she quickly explained the situation, asking him to call Wakefield and Elliot Senatra. Then she hung up to concentrate on the victim.
Gillian reappeared with a steak knife. "This is all I could find."
"I wish we had latex gloves," Mary said. "This is a crime scene, and the less we mess it up the better."
"Get me out of here!" The girl was hysterical.
"I'm an FBI agent," Mary explained calmly. "And this is Officer Cantrell, from the Bureau of Criminal Apprehension. We're going to free you, but we have to be careful not to destroy any evidence."
"Evidence? Why do you need evidence? I know who did this to me!"
"We'll still need evidence to back up your story. You want him to pay for this, don't you? You don't want him to get away with it, do you?"
"Fuck no!"
"Hold still, and when you're free, try not to touch anything."
"I want my clothes!"
"I'll get them," Gillian said, handing Mary the knife.
She'd been bound with clothesline cord. Mary cut through the bindings and the girl came shooting off the bed, grabbing her clothes from Gillian. Now that she was on her feet, it quickly became evident that she was drunk.
"I wanna cab," she said, staggering around, trying to get into her clothes, giving up on the panties, which she tossed on the floor along with her top.
"We have to wait for the police to come and take your statement," Mary explained, picking up the top and turning the triangle of fabric this way and that, trying to figure out what was what. "Then you're going to have to go to the emergency room so you can be processed with a rape kit."
"No."
The girl had managed to get into her shorts-tiny little things that her butt hung out of. Mary helped her with the crop top, tying it in back with strings as big around as pieces of spaghetti.
"Don't you want to see this guy convicted?" Mary asked.
"They'll check my blood alcohol. I'm under twenty-one. My parents'll kill me."
"Let's get out of here. We should wait where there's no risk of evidence contamination. Is there a room you haven't been in?"
"The kitchen."
Mary wanted to question her, but knew it would be best to wait for the police so the information wouldn't become diluted by repetition.
Everybody showed up at the same time. The police. Anthony. Elliot.
"I met him at a bar," said the girl, whose name turned out to be Cammie Curtis. "He asked me if I wanted to ride around and I said, Yeah, sure. Why not? He brought me here instead. I'm not the kind of girl who has sex with a guy she's just met, so he got mad and raped me. He tied me up!" She began to cry, and one of the female officers put an arm around her.
"We're going to have to ask you to come to the hospital so we can run some tests," she said quietly.
Seemingly subdued by the appearance of officers in uniform, Cammie sniffled and nodded. "Okay."
"After that, we'll take you down to police headquarters to get a more in-depth statement."
Again, the girl nodded.
Cammie lived in Wisconsin and was attending school at the U of M. "You're going to have to stay in town," Mary said, willing to play unpopular again. "At least for a couple more days." She knew Cam-mie's instinct would be to run for home and security.
"Fax us a copy of everything, will you?" Elliot asked.
The female officer nodded, then led Cammie from the house to the patrol car. Two officers remained to secure the scene and wait for the crime lab. Another officer took Mary and Gillian's statements.
When the crime technicians arrived, it was almost five o'clock.
Cammie had said that the first assault took place in the living room. Then he moved her to the bedroom to rape her a second time. The technicians went over everything inch by inch, bagging up fibers, body secretions, hairs. They dusted for fingerprints, coming up with what looked to be three sets-a small number of prints to find in one person's house, but then Gavin didn't know many people.
A butcher knife was found on the floor near the couch.
At that point, Mary realized she hadn't seen Gillian in a while. She searched the house and finally found her sitting outside on the front steps. The sky was beginning to lighten.
"I can't believe it," Gillian said, elbow on her knee, forehead to her palm. "He must have really killed Fiona."
Mary sat down beside her. She could feel the cold of the cement through her jeans. She put her arm around her sister and gave her a gentle shake. "Don't feel bad about trusting him." Mary had spent years trying to convince Gillian that Gavin was bad news, but now she experienced no satisfaction in knowing that her sister finally saw him for what he was. Instead, Mary felt incredibly sorry for Gillian. "There's nothing wrong with having faith in people."
Gillian lifted both hands as if cupping a huge bowl. "But he was right there in front of me the whole time. I'm supposed to be a cop. How could I have been so blind?" She grabbed a fistful of her hair and tugged at it-something she used to do years ago when she was frustrated.
"I came to visit him the other day," Gillian saidl "I wanted him to know I wasn't going to be around for a while…"
Mary waited, but Gillian stopped in midsentence, swallowing her next words.
"What happened when you came to see him?" Mary prodded.
Gillian seemed to change her mind, as if she immediately regretted mentioning her visit. "Nothing. Not really. You know Gavin." She let out a tense, false laugh and motioned toward the inside of the house and the evidence of what had recently taken place in there. "You know how weird he can be."
The door slammed behind them as Anthony stepped outside. "There's one more person we need to talk to," he said. "If he's still alive."
Nobody had to ask who he was talking about.
Gillian had been staring at her hands. Now she looked up. Mary couldn't recall ever seeing that expression on her sister's face-a mixture of fear and revulsion. What had happened between her and Gavin? What had he done to her?
"There's no reason for you to go," Mary said. "You don't have to see him."
Gillian got to her feet. "I'm going. I know him better than anybody else. He'll talk to me. I may be the only one who's able to get a confession out of him."



Chapter 21


"He's breathing on his own."
The emergency room doctor made the announcement to the group of police and agents in the waiting room. Then he succinctly filled them in on details. "The patient rated a fourteen on the Glasgow Coma Scale. He was lucky-at twelve we usually intubate. Unfortunately, we had to give him another injection of naloxone, which has been associated with seizures. With Mr. Hitchcock's history of epilepsy, we'll have to monitor him closely for the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours."
"Can we speak with him?" Anthony asked.
"Two people for not more than ten minutes. And I mean speak to him. No interrogation."
It was decided that Gillian and Detective Wakefield would conduct the brief interview, even though Mary offered to go in Gillian's place. They followed the doctor down a long hallway with mint green walls and a cracked linoleum floor that had turned yellow. The fluorescent lights were unnaturally bright, and no one cast a shadow.
Gavin had been put in a private room. Outside, two policemen, a man and woman, stood guard.
Gavin was lying on a gurney, an IV drip in his arm and oxygen tubes in his nostrils. A heart monitor beeped near his head. His eyes were closed, and his lips were still blue.
Gillian slowly approached the bed. She felt a wave of heat wash over her. Her ears started to ring. She was angry. Angry with herself for not seeing Gavin for what he was, angry with Gavin for tricking her for so many years.
Be professional, she told herself. Be a cop.
Wakefield moved to the opposite side of the bed, facing the door. He nodded at her to proceed.
"Gavin?" Gillian said.
Gavin heard Gillian's voice and relief washed over him. After a bleary struggle, he opened his eyes.
"Gillian?…" He lifted a hand to reach for her. She remained beyond his grasp.
"C-mere," he said thickly.
She didn't move any closer. "Gavin, this is Detective Wakefield of the Minneapolis Police Department. We're here to ask you some questions."
The curt tone of her voice made him retreat. "Sleep," he mumbled. "Wanna sleep." His eyes drifted shut.
"You can sleep later. We want to talk to you now."
He opened his eyes again.
The detective turned on a microcassette recorder and spoke into it, listing stuff like the date and time, location. Then he started with the questions, asking Gavin where he'd been last night.
Gavin wouldn't have answered-he was so fucking tired and his head hurt like hell-but Gillian was there, watching him. He wanted to be good for her. He'd always wanted to be good for her. So he told the guy about his evening, about how he'd ended up running into the chick they were asking him about. Guess he finally knew her name. Cammie.
"Where did you meet Cammie Curtis?" Wakefield asked.
"A bar. A bar on the U campus."
"Did you approach her, or did she approach you?"
"D-don't remember."
"Did you ask her if she wanted to go for a ride?"
"I asked her… if she wanted to come home with me," Gavin said. "She said yes."
"And you took her to your house?" Wakefield asked.
"Yeah."
"Did you have sex with her?"
Gavin looked at Gillian. Shit. Why was he asking those kinds of questions in front of her? He should know better than that.
"Answer the question," she said sternly.
So he answered the question. What else could he do? "Yeah."
"Consensual?" the detective asked.
"Huh?"
"Did she also want to have sex with you?"
Oh, consensual. They thought he was dumb, but he just hadn't heard right. "I think so."
"She claims that you raped her. Did you rape Cammie Curtis?"
Rape? Had he raped her? "I'm not sure."
"Did you tie her to your bed?"
Again, he looked at Gillian. Tell the truth, her body language seemed to say.
"She sure as hell didn't do it herself."
"Is that a yes?" the guy asked. "Are you saying you tied her to the bed?"
"Yeah."
"Why?"
"The occasion just seemed to call for it."
"Did you rape her?"
He was confused.
His brain was mush.
Were they supposed to be asking him questions when his brain was mush? Should he wait for a lawyer? Did it matter?
"Gavin?" Gillian prodded.
If she thought he needed a lawyer, she would have said so.
"Answer the question. Did you rape Cammie Curtis?"
Had he raped her? She'd wanted it, hadn't she? At least he thought she'd wanted it, but then he'd thought Gillian had wanted it too. "I don't know about the rape stuff." He thought about the knife-a knife that looked like the knife that had killed his grandmother. He thought about the huge rock that had crushed Fiona Portman's skull. "Is she dead?"
"Who?" the detective asked.
"That Cammie chick. 'Cause all I remember is that I was gonna kill her."
That shut them both up. Gillian and the detective looked at each other; then they looked at Gavin.
"Gavin, listen to me," Gillian said with insistence.
He complied, the way he always complied.
"Did you abduct Charlotte Henning?"
There was something odd about Gillian. She seemed like somebody else. "You're different," he stated.
She put a hand to her hair.
"Not your hair," he said. "You. You're different."
"Answer the question, Gavin." That command came from Wakefield.
Gavin continued to stare at her. "What was the question?" His mind had floated away.
"Did you abduct Charlotte Henning?"
He could see that Gillian wanted him to say yes.
He could see that she believed he'd done it, and if she believed it, then it must be true. His head hurt, and he wanted to sleep. "Yes," he said.
"Did you smother her-on purpose or by accident?"
"Yes."
Wakefield moved his palm-size recorder nearer, while Gavin continued to stare at Gillian.
"Did you throw her body in the river?" Gillian asked.
"Yes."
"Did you abduct Holly Lindstrom?"
"Yes."
The door opened. "Time's up," a male voice said. "No more questions."
"We've got enough for now." The detective sounded pretty damn satisfied. "Gavin Hitchcock, you're under arrest for the rape of Cammie Curtis, the murder of Charlotte Henning, and the abduction of Holly Lindstrom." He read him his rights, then shut off the recorder.
The detective and Gillian were stepping out the door when Gavin called her name.
She stopped and turned.
"Why didn't you let me die?"
For a moment he caught a flash of the old Gillian, the Gillian who had liked him and believed in him.
"Couldn't you see I wanted to die?" His voice was a rough, aching whisper.
Her only response was to leave the room.
Gavin heard the click of the closing door, heard the detective telling the officers that the patient was under arrest and would be transported to jail as soon as medically possible.
He'd be going back to prison. That was okay. Things were better in prison.
He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to forget the way Gillian had looked at him. Everything was so hard, too hard.
She was all he'd ever had, all he'd ever wanted, and now she hated him. His fault. Completely his fault. He was bad. Very bad.
He wanted to tell her he was sorry, tell her how much she meant to him, tell her he was glad she'd been a part of his life.
He pulled out the oxygen tubes, ripped out his IV, shoved himself to his feet, and staggered to the door, pulling it open.
"GILLIAN!" he shouted before the guards grabbed him and dragged him back into the room. "GILLIAN!" It didn't matter. She was gone. His body stiffened. His head flew back. "He's seizing!" somebody shouted before oblivion came.

Holly was putting on makeup when Gillian returned to the house.
Upon leaving the hospital, Gillian had had to fight the urge to drive straight home. She wanted to be alone, but Holly was waiting. In the hospital hallway Mary had tried to stop her, concern on her face, but Gillian had barged past, afraid that any weakening, any personal contact-especially from her sister-would cause her to fall apart.
Why didn't you let me die?
She had to be tough; she had to be strong. And the only way to do that was to shut herself off, at least temporarily. Not like Mary, not for a lifetime, but for a few hours, maybe even a few days.
"Let her go," Wakefield had told Mary, his voice seeming to come from another dimension.
"What's wrong? What happened?" Mary had asked, worried.
"We got a confession."
We got a confession.
"Did you find your friend?" Holly asked, leaning close to the vanity mirror, a mascara wand in her hand, her mouth open as she concentrated on her reflection.
"Yeah. Yeah, I did." Gillian paced. She picked up a stuffed animal. She put it down. "I need to talk to you."
Holly swung around, her expression going from bored distraction to frightened in less than a second. "What happened?"
"The guy who abducted you-he's been arrested."
"Oh my God! Is it the Lucia Killer?"
"So far he's confessed to one of the murders. I'm sure the others will follow."
There was a long pause as Holly absorbed the information. She plopped down on her bed, as if suddenly too weak to stand. "Does this mean you're going to leave?"
Instead of being relieved, as Gillian would have expected, Holly sounded upset. "We have him in custody," Gillian explained. "There's no reason for me to continue to work undercover."
Holly hung her head and stared intently at the floor. "W-what should I tell the kids at school?"
"Tell them I patched things up with my parents and went back home."
Gillian heard a sniffle, followed by another-and realized it was the news of her departure that Holly was finding difficult to deal with. Poor thing. She'd been through so much. Her emotions were brittle right now, the shift too abrupt. She'd just gotten used to the idea of Gillian spending almost every moment with her; now she was leaving.
The mental distance Gillian had been trying to maintain fell away. "Don't cry," she pleaded, sitting down and putting an arm around her. "We'll still see each other."
"It won't be the same. You won't be my cousin. I know you haven't even been here a whole week, but it was starting to be so much fun,"
Gillian held her as her shoulders quaked. "We can still have fun together. I'm not really that much older than you. Look-" She jumped up, grabbed pen and paper, and wrote down her address and home number. Holly already had her pager number. "Call me anytime you feel like it. In the middle of the night-if you need to talk to somebody-call me." She tucked the paper in the frame of the vanity mirror. "Maybe you can stay over sometime. We can rent movies and make popcorn."
Finally Holly raised her head and looked at Gillian, her face wet with tears. "What will happen to him?"
"He'll go to prison."
"For how long?"
"He's already done time, so he'll get a severe sentence," Gillian said sadly. "Probably life." An hour ago, she'd hated Gavin. Now she felt like crying for him.
Couldn't you see I wanted to die?
"I'm still afraid," Holly confessed, sounding surprised. "I thought when he was caught, I wouldn't be afraid anymore. But I don't feel any different. I still have this knot right here." She pressed a hand to her stomach.
"I'm sorry." Gillian wished she could assure her that the fear would subside quickly, but she would be lying.
"What was he in for before?" "I don't think you need to know. Not right now." "It'll be in the papers and on TV. Tell me." "Killing a sixteen-year-old girl." For the first time, Gillian spoke the words without a shadow of doubt.



Chapter 22


Three hours after Gavin's confession, the Minneapolis Police Department, along with the FBI, held a press conference in which information about Hitchcock's confession was released to the media.
"The main purpose of this meeting is to inform the public that the killer terrorizing our young women has been apprehended," Detective Wakefield announced.
A cheer went up, and the relief in the room was palpable.
When questioned about the physical evidence, Detective Wakefield admitted that they didn't yet have much to back up the case. "But I'm confident more will surface." He knew a lack of physical evidence could severely undermine the prosecution, and Hitchcock's confession, especially taken as it was in the emergency room, could be withdrawn or considered inadmissible in court.
Immediately following the conference, Mary and Anthony headed to Gavin Hitchcock's home, where a crime lab team was combing the house and yard.
The living room was littered with bent yellow numbers used to mark areas of evidence. Fiber and hair samples had been collected from the couch, rugs, blankets, and bedding. Beyond the perimeter of the labeled area, technicians had methodically removed and examined the framed images that hung on the wall. They took the drawers from dressers, looking for secret hiding places.
"Find anything interesting?" Anthony asked a young technician in a navy-blue sweatshirt with the letters csi across the back.
"We came across a box of black-and-white photographs," the young man said, "but there wasn't anything that looked suspicious."
"I'd like to see them."
The technician pointed to a cardboard box on the kitchen counter. "Be my guest."
Anthony pulled two pairs of latex gloves from a container on the floor and handed a pair to Mary.
The cardboard box was about twelve inches deep and full of black-and-white photos. Mary pulled out a handful and began sifting through them. Most were eight-by-tens, taken of different locations in the Twin Cities. St. Paul Cathedral. The Warehouse District in Minneapolis. Stone Arch Bridge. The Witch's Hat. There were several close-ups of flowers, some in various stages of decay.
"I don't know anything about photography," she said, "but these look pretty good."
"Nice contrast." Anthony turned a photo over and examined the back. "He must have developed them himself."
"Here's one of an old woman." She handed it to Anthony.
"I'd guess this was done from a color negative. It has that look to it."
"It could be his grandmother," Mary said. "I don't remember exactly how the story goes, but when he was in grade school, he was living with her and came home one day to find her dead. Burglary was the motive, but the perpetrator was never found, and some people believe Hitchcock killed her himself."
"His first kill, maybe?"
"Possibly."
"That's how some of these people start. They get rid of an annoying family member-out of anger or simple curiosity-then they move on past their immediate comfort zone."
Mary turned to the crime scene technician. "Have you come across any darkroom or developing supplies?"
"Nope. Those photographs are the only thing we've found that has anything to do with photography. Except for a camera. We found that in the bedroom closet."
"Any film in it?" Anthony asked.
"A half-finished roll. It's already been sent to the lab." The man looked at his watch. "That was two hours ago. It should be developed by now."
Mary pulled out her cell phone, called the lab, introduced herself, and got the scoop on the developed photos. "All architecture," Mary said, hanging up and slipping the phone back into her jacket pocket. "Except for four of Cammie Curtis. Taken in bed when she was unconscious."
"The pieces are falling into place," Anthony said. "It fits his MO."
"The lab already sent copies to Homicide, the BCA, and the local FBI."
They left the house. The day had turned out sunny and relatively warm for the end of October. In the front yard, two men were methodically going over the ground with metal detectors and a device that could determine whether or not the soil had recently been disturbed. So far they'd found a couple of quarters, a gum wrapper, and a cat-food lid. Gavin's car, a 1984 Oldsmobile, had been taken to the BCA lab, where it had been vacuumed with high-powered equipment. Every piece of lint sucked from every crevice would be examined.
"I'm heading out tomorrow morning." Anthony shoved his hands deep in the pockets of his black, knee-length coat. "I've got a couple of cases I need to get back to, and things are getting close to being wrapped up here."
Mary experienced a pang, and realized she would miss him. "My mom's having a sort of celebratory dinner tonight because the case is solved, and she'd like you to come if you can make it," she told him as they walked to their individual cars.
"What about you?" Anthony stopped and squinted against the sunlight. "Are you part of this invitation?" he asked with a nonchalance that seemed forced.
"Of course I am. What's that supposed to mean?"
"Do you really want me to come, or are you just being polite?"
The bluntness of his question took her by surprise. "Insecurity doesn't become you," she told him. "Have you ever known me to be anything other than straightforward?''
He thought about that. "Never. And just for the record, it wasn't insecurity that made me question your involvement in the invitation. My therapist suggested I be more honest and open in my dealings with people."
"Therapist? I didn't know you were seeing a therapist. Because of your divorce?"
He looked at her with an unreadable expression, then said, "No. Not because of the divorce." He paused, as if reluctant to continue. "Because of the shooting."
His words left her momentarily breathless. "My shooting?" she finally asked, needing clarification even though she knew the answer.
"You almost died because of me." His voice tightened. "That's a hard thing for a guy to live with."
She hadn't known the shooting had bothered him so much. He'd seemed more annoyed than anything else, an annoyance she'd attributed to wounded male pride. "Why didn't you say anything before this?"
He glanced around, hands deep in the pockets of his trench coat. There were people everywhere. He finally looked at her in a way that was direct and almost intimate. "I thought you'd been through enough already."
Her throat burned; she suddenly felt close to tears. She wanted to touch him, to offer him some gesture of compassion, but such an action seemed so alien to her that she couldn't bring herself to make it. "You should have told me," she said softly. "I'm telling you now."
For years she'd felt so alone. Now, standing there with Anthony, she suddenly realized she hadn't been as alone as she'd thought.
"I have to go," he said, flashing her a smile that was lacking its usual touch of cynicism. "See you tonight." "Yeah," she said, distracted by his behavior. "Tonight."
As he drove away, Mary stood on the sidewalk staring at nothing, lost in her own thoughts as she tried to decipher what had just occurred. In the years she'd known Anthony, he'd had a tendency to occasionally reveal the quirky side of his nature, but it had always been a subtle flash, so subtle that any small revelation left her wondering if she'd imagined it. Like a glimpse caught out of the corner of her eye. Turn-and it's gone. But this Anthony… this Anthony was front and center.
Her phone rang, redirecting her thoughts to another puzzle. The call was from the fingerprint expert at Quantico.
"You know,, those prints from the cellophane you sent?" he asked. "Couldn't find a match in the database."
So, the prints from the roses left in the woods weren't Gavin's. Gavin's would have been on file. They probably belonged to the florist. Or the delivery person. Mary thanked him and hung up. After slipping into her car, she made a quick U-turn in the middle of the road and headed for Gillian's apartment.
Gillian's place was in Dinkytown, an area of Minneapolis Mary remembered with fondness. Located just north of the university, Dinkytown was populated by students, and rife with pizza joints and cafes.
The house where Gillian lived turned out to be a two-story monstrosity built when wood was cheap and plentiful. White paint was chipping away, and the porch slanted toward a tiny lawn that was worn to dirt where college students had cut corners on the way to and from class. The building had been divided into two living spaces, with Gillian's on the right.
Mary wasn't sure her sister had moved back home after being at Holly's, but after the third round of knocking Gillian answered the door and let Mary in. "Hi," she said, obviously wondering what Mary was doing there.
"I just came from Gavin's house," Mary said, dropping her coat on a nearby futon.
Gillian had her mother's artistic eye. Her apartment was warm and inviting, with antique furniture, rugs, and shelves overflowing with books. Gillian had always been an obsessive reader, devouring all genres and periods. Mary recalled that in high school she'd developed a particular fondness for French authors.
"There's Birdie." Mary walked over to the massive cage in the corner to say hello. The parrot let out a soft protest, ruffled his white feathers, and then tucked his face under his wing.
"Poor guy's getting old," Gillian said. "He sleeps more than he used to."
Another wounded soul to take care of. Mary turned to her with a smile. "Remember that time he got away?"
Gillian smiled back. "You totally panicked."
"I found a white feather on the neighbor's porch and thought their awful Siamese cat had eaten him. Remember that cat? Dogs trembled in fear when he came around."
Gillian laughed. "Didn't we pry his mouth open looking for Birdie?"
"I think that was your idea. I was just trying to reassure you that he wasn't in there. Poor Birdie." Mary addressed the bird in a soft, teasing voice. "We didn't want you to end up being the cat's meow, did we?"
For the first time in weeks, Mary felt relaxed. Gillian was safe, and the source of their estrangement would soon be put behind bars, probably for good.
"Have they come up with anything else?" Gillian asked.
Mary turned from the bird. "Some fibers they're hoping to match to ones found on the earlier victims." She told her about the eight-by-tens and the photos that had been developed from Gavin's camera. "But no darkroom equipment was found at his house. Do you know where he might develop his film?"
Gillian had to think about that one. "There are places around town where you can pay a fee-something like ten bucks for the day-to use their darkrooms. There are also places where you can get yearly memberships. Then there's the university. I'm not sure how that works. I don't know if a person could just drop in and develop photos without attracting attention and suspicion. Or it could be he knows somebody who has a darkroom."
Mary put in a call to Elliot. "Have you seen the photos the crime lab sent over?"
"Yeah. We're trying to figure out where Hitchcock's getting his developing done."
"Have some people check out all the local darkrooms where you pay by the day. Also ones where you can buy a membership. They might check with the university to see if someone could just walk into a darkroom there. Call me if you find anything."
She ended the conversation and tossed the phone down on top of her coat. "Mom's having a dinner party tonight," she announced. "I know you probably don't feel like celebrating, but you know Mom. She's big on recognizing accomplishments."
"Will there be a lot of people there?" Gillian made a face. "You know how crazy her parties can be. I always end up getting dragged around, being introduced to so-and-so who used to live next door to so-and-so, who knew Uncle Jack when he lived in Phoenix but before he moved to Philly."
Mary jumped in, "It always starts like, 'You remember John Doe, don't you? His father went to church with Jane Doe, who used to be married to Fill in the Blank, but is now married to Joe Smith.' "
They both laughed.
"Don't worry," Mary said. "It'll just be the three of us, plus Anthony-and of course anybody you might feel like inviting."
Gillian's head tilted. "As in, am I dating anyone? The answer to that is no."
"What about Ben?"
"Please. He's a kid."
"About your age, I'd say." Gillian wasn't biting, and Mary dropped the idea. "Do you mind if I get a drink of water?"
"Let me find a clean glass."
Gillian was still dressed in her hip-hugging pants and short top. When she reached for a glass, Mary saw that she had a tattoo on her lower spine. It was a delicate, circular design in black.
"Is that real?" she asked. "Or part of the costume?"
Gillian glanced over her shoulder. "Another remnant of my rebellious youth. Ice?"
Mary shook her head, accepted the glass, and walked to the sink. She filled it and took a long drink. "What I could never figure out," she said, holding up the glass for inspection, "is why Minneapolis water is so good, and St. Paul water so bad. I mean, the two cities are right next to each other."
Gillian smiled and settled herself on the arm of the old green couch. "It's one of life's mysteries." Her feet were bare, her face free of makeup. She looked about seventeen. "You know, I have another tattoo here-" She pulled down the neckline of her top to reveal a small red rose on the curve of her breast. "Isn't that funny?" She laughed again, but this time the sound was broken, frightened, and confused. "A rose. Can you believe it? It feels like a brand, like I've been branded by Gavin. Branded by a rapist and murderer. He was with me when I got it."
She ran her fingers through her hair, pulling the blond locks from her forehead and then dropping them where they fell back into their perfect cut. "It's so weird to think of the threads that tie everything together, threads that connect through layers and layers of time. When I got this tattoo, I was ignorant of the future and how a rose would figure into it. But the connection was already there, even though I couldn't see it. Nothing is freestanding."
"This might be hard for you to believe, but I'm sorry the killer turned out to be Gavin," Mary said. "And I'm sorry for everything that bastard has put you through."
"He always wanted me, and now I wonder if that's what this was all about. Was he pretending those girls were me? Is that where the rose came into play? You were right about him all along. I just refused to see it. I was clinging to my youth, and the memories of that youth-the youth before he killed Fiona. I just don't think I wanted to face it, or didn't want to believe that Gavin murdered her, because if he did… then I was also responsible."
"Why do you think that?" Mary asked cautiously, not sure she wanted to hear Gillian's answer.
"I was jealous of Fiona. You know that. I complained about her to Gavin." She bit her lip, looked up at the ceiling, then down at the floor. "I even said I wanted to kill her. That Gavin and I should kill her."
It was what Mary had always suspected. But now that Gillian had finally come clean, her confession didn't hurt the way Mary had expected it to hurt. It no longer carried with it the weight of a horrendous betrayal. Instead, it signified the loss of childhood innocence.
"The only person responsible for Gavin is Gavin," Mary told her.
"No. He was so impressionable. And he was infatuated with me. I should have known he would do whatever it took to make me happy. Even kill somebody."
"Gillian, you were a child. A child."
She shook her head. "We talked about it just once, but I should have known."
Everybody had spiteful feelings at one time or another. How could Gillian know that those feelings, planted in the wrong mind, could be transformed so horribly? For her sister's sake, Mary moved on to another subject, one that had been bothering her ever since Gillian had brought it up. "Are you going to tell me what Gavin did to you the other day?"
"What? Oh, that." Gillian had apparently already dismissed it. "He kissed me. Not a nice kiss. A mauling kind of kiss."
"That bastard," Mary said, even though she was relieved to find it had been just a kiss. It could have been much worse.
"It doesn't matter. It seems irrelevant now. The mauling is nothing compared to everything else he's done. I feel like such a fool. You were on target when you said I wanted to be a cop because I thought I could somehow make things right."
"You have to accept the past and move on."
Gillian looked at her in disbelief. "I can't believe you're saying that. I can't believe you, of all people, are telling me that."
"I'm being a hypocrite, I know, but it's the best advice to give. I'm not saying I took it myself. I tried, but for some reason I've never been able to let it go. I'm just like Mrs. Portman, who sits in that dark tomb of a house, that shrine to a daughter who's never coming back."
She must have sounded pretty forlorn, because Gillian-always the demonstrative one-got to her feet and put an arm around her, her head on her shoulder. Mary stiffened, then relaxed. The contact was comforting. "We're a bit of a mess, aren't we?" Gillian said.
"I didn't realize how much of one until I came back here." After a moment's hesitation, Mary put her hand over Gillian's. "The past has hooks that reach into infinity, into yesterday and today and the future."
"Like a fucking rose tattoo," Gillian said.
"Yeah. Like a fucking rose tattoo."
In the cage in the corner of the room, Birdie woke up. "Hel-lo, hel-lo," he said, bobbing his head.



Chapter 23


Blythe loved parties. When the girls were little, she baked cakes and lit candles, and was sure to commemorate every occasion that presented itself. Because life was to be celebrated, and you never knew how long the good times would last so you had to embrace them.
After Fiona was killed, Blythe tried not to think about the young girl's death too deeply. Though she ached for Mary and saw her daughter change, she tried not to allow it to darken her own aura. After all, someone had to remain optimistic. They couldn't all drag themselves through the days, bemoaning the unfairness and ugliness of life. With hindsight, she realized now that ignoring what had been going on around her hadn't helped-it had only made things worse.
But Mary was home, and her daughters were speaking to each other again, and maybe they would be able to spend Christmas together for the first time in years. True, Gillian was suffering, but Blythe would be there for her. She would help her get past the pain.
It was time to celebrate.
She made a sinfully chocolate cake from a prize-winning recipe she'd gotten from a little cafe in St. Paul. It was moist and full of gooey layers, just the kind of decadence required for the ultimate party.
She'd baked bread and prepared a tossed salad. Her special lasagna was in the oven. Wine waited to be opened. Lights were turned down, and candlelight reflected off glass.
The doorbell rang.
"Mary!" she shouted. "Will you get it?"
She heard Mary's footsteps on the stairs. It made her think of the old days, when they were a family.
They could be a family again. Couldn't they?
She heard a male voice. Anthony? Such a nice man. And so good-looking. One voice was joined by another, announcing the arrival of Gillian.
In a flurry of cold air, they burst into the kitchen. Anthony handed her a bottle of wine. Gillian inhaled, praising the odors coming from the oven.
Nothing about Blythe's place was formal. They ate in the dining area connected to the kitchen. Wine and conversation flowed, along with laughter. As if by unspoken agreement, they didn't mention the recent case or Gavin Hitchcock.
When Blythe brought out her masterpiece of a cake, everyone applauded, then sighed. Mary and Gillian, both chocolate addicts, closed their eyes and almost purred. The meal had lasted over an hour, but it was done with much too quickly.
"I have something else planned," Blythe said as Anthony and Mary cleared the table.
Mary put a hand to her stomach. "No more food-please."
"Pot throwing."
At Blythe's announcement, Mary and Gillian exchanged a conspiratorial look. They'd been getting along extremely well all evening, Anthony had noticed. "Pot throwing?" he asked, drawing a blank.
"As in pottery and a potter's wheel." Gillian got to her feet and rubbed her hands together. "This will be fun."
Anthony quickly made up an excuse, horrified at the thought of an artistic endeavor, especially one that involved clay. "I'm going to have to get back to the hotel. I haven't packed."
"Packing won't take you all night," Mary said, immediately seeing through his ruse. He was surprised she was encouraging such a leap. But then he noticed the way she was smiling at him-obviously amused by the idea of putting him in an uncomfortable situation. Or could it be that she'd simply had too much to drink?
He rather liked the idea of witnessing this more relaxed side of his partner. He smiled back. "Sounds like fun."
Blythe's shop was located off the kitchen in what used to be the garage. Shelves were lined with bowls and pots in various stages of production. Some were drying. Some had recently been removed from the kiln and were awaiting glaze. Others were ready to be fired, and many had already been glazed, fired, and were now cooling.
Blythe had two electric wheels and one manual treadle machine. "I propose a contest," Mary said. "The best pot wins."
"I'd have to guess that you've done this before," Anthony said. "So a contest hardly seems fair."
"Mary has done it before," Gillian declared, "but she's horrible at it."
Mary couldn't get mad, especially when Gillian looked so adorable in a pair of snug red plaid pants and a fuzzy black top. Earlier she'd claimed she was going to at least get some good out of her new clothes. "I am pretty bad," Mary admitted.
Anthony eyed his partner with a slight smile. "In that case, I'll accept the challenge."
Mary was drunk. She'd realized it as soon as she'd gotten up from the table. She'd been mildly drunk only a few times in her life, and hadn't enjoyed it at all. She liked being in control. But now she was thinking that being a little out of control was more fun than she'd remembered.
She sat down at the wheel with her piece of clay. Was she going to make a total idiot out of herself? She didn't even care.
"Ten minutes," Gillian said. "Let's see what you can both make in ten minutes."
"I don't even know what in the hell I'm doing," Anthony said as Blythe put a canvas apron over his head.
"I'll show you." She gave him a quick five-minute lesson; then they were off.
Mary's glob of clay immediately got off balance and she had to start over. She shot a quick look at Anthony. He had his wheel on low, meticulously working the clay.
"More water," Blythe said.
"Mom! Don't coach him!"
"I can coach him if I want to. He's never done it before."
"Your daughter can't stand to lose," Anthony said.
"I can't stand to lose? What about you?"
When the time was up, Mary's small bowl was thin and distorted on one side, thick on the other. "Another minute and it would have gone flying across the room," she said wryly. Anthony's, on the other hand, while unfinished and unexceptional, was on its way to becoming an actual coffee cup.
Then it was Gillian's turn.
At one time Gillian had been fairly adept at the wheel, but apparently she was out of practice. She immediately began having such a hard time that Mary started laughing and couldn't stop.
"Oh, Gillian!" she gasped.
Mary looked up to catch Anthony watching her with a disconcerting expression on his face. When he retained eye contact, she broke away, confused.
Ten minutes later, Gillian was slapping her rejected piece of clay, starting over again for the third time.
"Anthony wins, hands down," Blythe said.
Anthony and Gillian decided they needed more practice and played around a little longer, Blythe and Mary gathering close, coaching them and laughing. Finally Blythe took the seat and they watched as she quickly created a beautiful vase, removed it from the wheel, and put it aside to dry.
"That's why you're the artist and I'm an FBI agent," Anthony said, smiling.
"You're too sweet."
Was her mother flirting with Anthony? Mary wondered. No, surely not. Or was Anthony flirting with her mother? She'd called him sweet and he hadn't batted an eye.
The party didn't break up until almost midnight.
"Do you need a ride to the airport tomorrow?" Mary asked Anthony.
"No, thanks. I have to drop off my rental car there anyway. Can I talk to you a minute?"
"I'll grab my coat and join you outside. I could use some fresh air."
"I'll glaze your coffee cup so Mary can give it to you," Blythe promised.
Anthony shook hands with Gillian, then surprised Mary by giving Blythe a quick kiss on the cheek. "Thanks for dinner. I had a good time."
Mary walked with him to the street where his car was parked. "Your mother's nice," he said, pausing near the curb.
She crossed her arms at her waist. "You didn't have to kiss her."
"Jealous? She called me sweet. That deserved a kiss."
"Deserved? That makes you sound awfully special."
"Why bring it up?"
"It just seemed… I don't know." She paused. "Out of character."
"Really? Then I guess you don't know me very well."
His delivery was teasing, but the truth behind his words stung. In some ways she knew him intimately. She could read every nuance of his expression, and often knew what he was going to say before he said it. When he wasn't around, she could hear his voice in her head, calmly offering theories. But in other ways, he was more of a mystery to her than he'd ever been.
She managed to shrug off his comment, not wanting it to spoil a wonderful evening. "I'm glad you came to Minneapolis."
"What about you? How's it been for you, being here?"
"I'm glad I came too."
"It looks as if you and Gillian are getting along. Maybe it'll be easier for you to come back now."
His insight surprised her. "I think it will." Cold air blew down her collar. She pulled her jacket tighter. "What did you want to talk to me about?"
He leaned against the car in what she read as feigned unconcern. "You are coming back, aren't you? To Virginia?"
"Of course I am. How could you think otherwise?"
"I don't know. I thought you might be starting to like it here. And I know Elliot is in the market for a profiler."
She tipped her head. "Now I'm beginning to wonder if you're jealous."
"Do you think that's possible?" he asked slowly, his voice smooth.
"Of course not," she said, suddenly flustered. "I don't know why I said it."
"Maybe you're a little drunk."
"Maybe."
He pushed away from the car and took her gently by both arms. He leaned close… And then his lips touched hers-just a brush before veering to the right to plant a soft kiss on her cheek.
That millisecond of contact sent an electrical sensation along her skin, down her jaw, up to her scalp. Her breath caught, and heat suffused her body.
"That's so you don't feel slighted." And then he was pulling away, casually telling her good-bye.
She had to stop him. He couldn't leave just yet. "Anthony-wait.''
He paused, his hand on the car door. Light from the Victorian-style street lamp fell over him, lending a film noir quality to the moment. As she looked at the contrasting shadows that made up his face, she suddenly became aware of the passage of time. Of weeks and months and years. She thought about all the unspokens, and how important it was to let the people you care about know how you felt… But how could you do that when you weren't sure yourself?
"Mary?" Anthony asked. In his face, she saw a hint of the same pain and panic she'd witnessed in those slow-motion minutes after she'd been shot. "Is it your arm?"
"No. No, I'm fine," she said slowly.
Mary had been so sure of herself for so many years.
The ground she'd stood on had seemed so solid. Now it was shifting under her, slipping away, taking Anthony with it. Was he seeing someone new? she wondered.
"I wanted to tell you to be careful," she said. "And that I'll see you soon."
His worry vanished. He flashed her a smile and got in his car. She stood on the curb and watched as he drove away, watched as the red taillights disappeared around the corner.
"He likes you." Gillian had silently appeared on the sidewalk, just beyond Mary's shoulder.
"Anthony?"
"Who else?"
"I think he sometimes finds me amusing."
"He likes you. More than likes you."
Was Gillian right? Was that what Anthony's hot-cold and sometimes unreadable behavior was rooted in? The very idea of Anthony liking her was foreign and exotic and made Mary's heart hammer in a strangely frightening and exhilarating way. A case of arrested development? "What would make you say something like that?"
"I saw the way he was looking at you when you weren't watching."
Mary tried to wave off the idea. "He's constantly criticizing me and pointing out my faults." This was like something Gillian would have started when they were younger: "Remember that time you told me the cute boy down the block had a crush on me?" Mary asked. "So I wrote him some embarrassingly mushy note and had you give it to him. Do you remember how that turned out? He didn't even know who I was."
Gillian clapped her hands together, then threw back her head and laughed in delight-showing a flash of the charming brat Mary used to know. And in that outfit, with that hair, she looked like a teenager. "I completely forgot about that stupid note!" She doubled over. "That was so funny!"
Mary laughed along with her, and when she finally stopped her stomach muscles hurt from the unfamiliar workout. It's the alcohol, she told herself. There was a good reason she never drank-it skewed her perspective. Laughing her ass off, brought to her knees by a kiss and some wine. And it hadn't even been a real kiss. What would a real kiss have done? she wondered as she took Gillian's arm. "Come on. Let's go harass Mom."
Together they returned to the house.



Chapter 24


Two days later, Mary was in the bedroom of her mother's house, typing up the final pages of her report, when her mobile phone rang. It was Elliot.
"Just got a call from Homicide," he said in a breathless, excited voice. "One of their guys is at a darkroom in Seward. Guess whose name is in their guest book?"
"Hitchcock?"
"Right. The date would fit too. He was there in late October."
She grabbed a pen and a piece of paper. "What's the address?"
"Take 35 West north, get off on Cedar, east on Franklin. It's two blocks south of the co-op. I'll meet you there."
She hung up and turned off her laptop. She slipped on her gun, grabbed her phone and coat, and ran down the stairs and out the door.
Seward was a neighborhood of Minneapolis located north of Powderhorn and just south of the West Bank campus of U of M. It was one of those places like Frogtown in St. Paul, where the crime rate was still higher than city officials and police liked, but was improving.
Mary didn't have any trouble finding the photo lab.
Three police cars were out front, plus Elliot's silver Taurus. She turned onto a side street and parked near a two-story Victorian with a chain-link fence and a yard that had been run bald by the German shepherd that was barking at her.
She locked her car with the remote, then hurried around the block to the photo lab. Inside the door and to the right was a coffee shop. Directly in front of her, curved cement steps led upstairs to a counter where Elliot stood talking to a young man of about eighteen. Elliot made introductions-the kid was a volunteer who worked there in exchange for free lab time.
On the counter in front of them was the sign-in book, open to the page with Hitchcock's name, date, and time of arrival and departure. "I wanted you to see it before we bagged it up," Elliot explained. "We'll send a photocopy to our handwriting expert. The rest will be checked for fingerprints."
"I doubt there will be anything left of Hitchcock's," Mary said.
"I doubt it too." Elliot slid the book into an evidence bag, stuck on a chain of evidence sticker, then signed and dated it. "Now for the fun part."
He led the way down a hall and through a narrow red door to a myriad of rooms and a winding, haunted-house-type maze that was meant to keep light from the developing and enlargement areas without the hassle of doors.
The overhead white lights were on, and police personnel were sifting through boxes of poor-quality photos that had been abandoned by patrons. With gloved hands, two women held strips of developed negatives to the light. Others went through trash containers.
"Ever taken a darkroom class?" Elliot asked.
"No."
"When it's dark in here, and there's nothing on but the red lights, it can be hard to keep track of all your prints and negatives. Especially if there are a lot of people using the lab at one time. It was a full house the day Hitchcock was here. One person for every enlarger."
"But wouldn't the others in the room have noticed his photos?"
"Not necessarily. He may have only made a contact sheet. The photos would have been too small for anyone to see. Or he could have kept his paper upside-down in the developing bath. And if he was only taking pictures of half-nude girls, maybe nobody would think anything of it anyway. You know how artists are. The body is a work of art and all that."
Mary nodded, thinking darkly of Sebastian Tate. "What about fingerprints?"
"Crime lab says it's been too long and too much traffic through here to bother."
"Okay, where do you need me?"
One of the women working with the negatives offered her a strip. "This is the most tedious job," she said apologetically. "Here-" She handed her a small magnifier. "This helps."
Mary took a seat near a lamp, turned it on, and got busy. "Family vacation to Disney World." She groaned. "Why would somebody want black-and-whites of a vacation to Disney World?"
"People do weird things," Elliot said. "As you well know."
"Right."
It didn't take her long to go through the strip of thirty-six. There was the castle. There was the ever annoying It's a Small World.
"What are you smiling about?" Elliot asked, sitting across from her, a negative strip in his hand.
"I was thinking about a trip we took to Disney World. Gillian must have gone on Mr. Toad's Wild Ride six times."
"I heard they closed that," Elliot said, his voice distracted as he concentrated on his own negatives.
"No!" Mary couldn't believe it.
"Not exciting enough or something."
"Closed Mr. Toad's Wild Ride? That's sacrilegious!"
Others got into the conversation, the way people do when working on something monotonous. One person admitted she thought it was past time for the ride to go, and two others agreed.
"Gillian will be devastated." Mary marked the negative strip with a small piece of white tape to show it had been examined. She hung it back up in the drying closet and pulled out another strip.
"I think I may have found something," said one of the investigators who'd been sifting through the trash. He held up a piece of a negative with a pair of tweezers. He moved closer to the light. "It's a woman, anyway. At least partially nude."
"Let's get a print."
They shut off the white lights and turned on the red overheads. Elliot set the negative up in the enlarger. "Anybody see any paper around?" he asked, opening drawers.
"Here-" Someone handed him a black package. "Feels like glossy."
"That'll be fine. Just so it's not fiber, or something that takes too long to develop." He opened the light-safe sleeve, slid out a contact sheet and placed it in the holder, glass on top. "I'm just going to guess on the time. Six seconds is middle of the road and should give us a readable image." He flipped the toggle switch on the timed light. When it automatically clicked off, he lifted the glass, carried the blank white paper to the solution area, and slid it into the developing tray. The group crowded around as the image slowly materialized.
It turned out to be a close-up of a woman from her navel to her 'thighs, nude, pubic hair exposed. After waiting a minute and a half, Elliot picked up the eight-by-ten with wooden tongs, dropped it into the adjoining stop bath, and then followed with the rinse.
"Turn the lights back on, and let's keep looking," he said. "Maybe we can find the other pieces."
Four hours later, they'd gone through the trash in the entire building, plus the Dumpster in the alley. Elliot called the research department and explained the situation. "I need you to find the name of the landfill where Gabe's Garbage takes their trash. Then get some people out there to go through it if it's in any way feasible."
The person on the other end must not have liked the sound of that.
"I don't know," Elliot said with obvious irritation. "Get some protective gear from the toxic waste crew or something. Listen, on NPR I heard about a guy who flew back home, found out where his trash had been taken, went to the landfill, and rescued his son's teddy bear, so I know it can be done." With that, he hung up.
"What about a trip to Holly Lindstrom's?" Mary asked. "She should be home from school by now."
"You read my mind. And what about your sister? It sounds like she and Holly got along pretty well. Maybe we should pick her up on the way."
"I'll give her a call."
"You can leave your car here," Elliot said as they left the building. "We'll get it later."
Mary got in touch with Gillian, catching her at home. Since her apartment was only a few miles away, they swung by and picked her up.
Gillian was waiting at the door. As soon as Elliot pulled into the driveway, she locked her house and hurried to the car, quickly sliding into the backseat. "I called Holly," she said breathlessly, slamming the door as Elliot backed up. "She's home. I told her we'd be there in a half an hour. Where's the photo?"
Mary passed it over the seat, and Gillian settled back to examine it. After a few moments, she said, "There's no way of knowing if it's her, is there?"
"That's why we're hoping Holly can shed some light on the mystery," Mary said. "I know she said he took photos of her."
"We can get a specialist to blow up the print," Elliot said. "If you look closely at the top and bottom edge, you can see a sliver of fabric. Maybe we can find a match."
"I sent the negative to the lab. They're going to do everything they can to it."
"You said Hitchcock's name was on the sign-in book?" Gillian asked.
"Late October," Elliot told her, stopping at the me-tered light on the access ramp to 35W. "Rush hour," he moaned.
They had to wait through four cars; then he was accessing the freeway, heading to the south Minneapolis neighborhood where Holly lived.
"Do you mind if I speak to her by myself?" Gillian asked. "Poor kid. She was pretty upset when I called her. She's trying to put this behind her, and now I'm going to show her a nude picture that might be of her."
"We were thinking it would be better if you talked to her alone," Mary said. "It will be embarrassing enough for her without having an audience. Put it in here." Mary handed her a large manila envelope. Gillian slid the print inside.
Traffic was stop and go. Because of rush hour, it took them longer to reach Holly's than Gillian had thought. They were ten minutes late by the time she knocked on the* door.
Holly answered. She and Gillian embraced; then Gillian took a step back, her hands on Holly's arms. "Are your parents home from work?"
Holly shook her head. "Not yet."
"Would you like to wait until they get back?"
"No! I was all worried they'd get home before you got here. I don't want them to see it. Not now, anyway. And what if it's not even me? Then they wouldn't have to see it at all."
"Okay. Are you ready? Here-let's go sit down on the couch."
They moved over to the couch, sitting side by side. Gillian handed Holly the envelope.
Holly opened the package and slipped the photo out, leaving one end still inside the envelope in case she had to quickly hide it.
She stared at it for a long time.
"Well?" Gillian asked.
"I don't know."
"Is there a chance that it could be you?"
"Well… yeah. Yeah, it could be. But I don't know. I mean, it's somebody's crotch. It could be anybody's crotch."
"Look at it carefully and ask yourself if there's anything about it that tells you it can't be you."
She continued to stare at it, then finally shoved it back inside the envelope. "No."
"Okay," Gillian said. "That's all we wanted to know."
Holly handed the photo over. "I suppose that's going to be passed around all over the place," she said uneasily.
"It's evidence. Some experts are going to enlarge it so they can compare the fabric in the photo to the clothes you were wearing the night you were found."
"Enlarge it? Oh my God. Do they have to?" Holly began to nervously jiggle her knee.
"They aren't going to be looking at you-or whoever it is. And it might not be you at all. They're going to be looking at the fabric. That's all they'll care about."
"Most of them, sure. But there's always going to be somebody in the bunch who'll make a joke out of it."
Unfortunately, that was true.
Her knee moved faster. "They'll blow it up to the size of a billboard and slap it on a wall. Or it will end up on one of those games where you guess what the enlarged object is. Is this a Brillo pad magnified a hundred times? Is it an extreme close up of a moon rock? No, it's Holly Lindstrom's crotch!"
Gillian laughed, and a moment later Holly joined her, a little manic at first, but then she began to calm down. "Hey-how would you like to come to my place this weekend?" Gillian asked.
"You mean, stay over?"
"Yeah. We can rent some comedies or whatever. We can hang out and talk."
"Yeah, cool!"
They quickly made their plans, and then Gillian was joining Elliot and Mary in the car.
"Well?" Elliot asked as he backed out of the driveway.
"She doesn't know," Gillian said. "But there's nothing about the photo that ruled her out either. And believe me, she was looking because she didn't want it to have anything to do with her."
"That's all we could have expected," Mary said. "Either a no, or a it's possible. I had an idea while we were sitting here. Take me back to my car and the photo lab. I want to talk to the kid at the check-in desk. I started thinking about a woman I used to know who hated to pay for trash pickup, so she would bag up her garbage and drive behind grocery and discount stores and toss it in their Dumpsters."
"But the photo lab has a Dumpster," Elliot said, weaving in and out of traffic.
"Yeah, but did you notice how much garbage they had?"
School was "out, and people had gotten off work. There weren't any empty parking spaces near the building, so Elliot dropped Mary off; then he and Gillian circled the block in search of parking.
Mary found the same young man inside at the counter.
"Does anybody ever take any trash away from here to dispose of somewhere else?" she asked.
"We have a Dumpster in back."
"Suppose it was full. Would anyone take a few bags home to throw away in their own waste container? Or maybe even throw it away in another store's container in order to save an extra pickup fee?"
She must have hit on something, because he looked a little worried.
"Can you get in a lot of trouble for that?" he asked.
She held his gaze. "We aren't concerned with trash being dumped in the wrong place. We want to find something that may have ended up in that trash and we need your help."
He shifted uncomfortably, looking away. "We used to leave the extra stuff bagged up beside the Dumpster, but we got in trouble for that. And we used to just not take it out, but we got in trouble for that too.
The owner told us to make it fit no matter what, but that's a hassle, and sometimes it just won't fit, you know?" "Where would it have been taken?"
He gave her a weak shrug. "There's a bar about two blocks from here. And a grocery store on Oak Street. Oh, and a school. I forgot about the school."
"What about this week and last week?"
"Hey, lemme call somebody."
He hunched over the phone and dialed a number, hiding the buttons so she couldn't see. "It's me," he said into the receiver. "You know that trash you took out a few days ago? Where'd you dump it? Okay. No, just somebody looking for something." He hung up. "The bar," he said.
"Thanks."
Mary was leaving the building when she met Elliot and Gillian heading in. "Some trash was dumped at the bar down the street," she said.
They piled in Elliot's car and headed down the block. The place the kid had told them about turned out to be a little neighborhood bar called Catfish. Behind the building, in the alley, was a Dumpster overflowing with trash.
"Luckily we don't need a search warrant," Elliot said, standing in front of the huge metal container with his hands on his hips. "Once garbage hits the alley, it's public property."
Mary eyed the black bags. "I'm going to go in and tell the bartender all the same."
When she stepped into the dark building, several of the men at the bar looked boldly at her. One flash of her badge had them all staring straight back down into their drinks.
"You can have all the trash you want," the bartender said.
They didn't have to go far to find the two bags that belonged to the photo lab. But they continued through the refuse, digging all the way to the bottom to make sure they had everything. Then, since it was getting dark, they took their booty back to the lab to examine it in the light. The investigative team had dispersed, leaving two members to finish up. Those two, a man and a woman, helped sift through the bags of trash.
Gillian found three pieces of a negative. She held them to the light and was able to make out a female form.
"I have something," she announced.
Everyone rushed to her side.
"Rather than trying to hold the negative together," Elliot said, excited again, "let's enlarge each piece separately, then put those pieces together."
"I'll do one while you do one," Gillian said, taking a section over to an enlarger. "Could somebody get the lights?"
"I'll do the third piece," the man from the investigative team said.
Mary headed for the door. "I'll get the photo from the car."
"You'll need these." Elliot tossed her his keys.
All three sections went into the developing bath at the same time. As everyone watched, the broken images slowly appeared, each eight-by-ten sheet blank except for a strip that was the image left by the torn negative. After the final rinse, the lights were turned on and the pieces were cut with scissors, then put together like a puzzle along with the original photo.
It was of a woman, or girl, lying on the ground, panties around her knees. Gillian pressed a hand to her mouth. Even though the girl's face was turned away, she could see it was Holly.
This should get Gavin a life sentence.
She didn't know how long she stared at it before she heard the dead silence of the room. She looked up. Mary was watching her with compassion in her eyes, and the sympathy and understanding she saw there had her suddenly feeling dangerously close to tears. Slowly, she nodded.
"Okay," Elliot said quietly to everybody in the room. "We've got what we were looking for."



Chapter 25


He was tired of being lonely. That's all.
He wanted somebody to take care of. He wanted somebody to adore.
That evening, as he'd done so many evenings, he drove to Holly Lindstrom's house and parked a block away. The street was crowded and narrow, with vehicles wedged tightly down both sides. Good. That way his car wasn't conspicuous.
The media had a knack for leaking information the cops didn't want reaching public ears, and one of the things going around was that investigators were looking for more physical evidence. What kind of evidence? He heard they were hoping to find photos that had been taken of Holly Lindstrom, so he'd supplied them. He'd gone to a photo lab, found a line that had been left empty in the sign-up book, written in Hitchcock's name, and then left the torn negative for someone to find. And they'd found it. Just like he'd hoped they would, and now nobody was looking for him, and nobody was watching Holly anymore.
He perked up as a little red car pulled into her driveway. Mazda? he wondered. It was hard to tell. So many cars looked alike nowadays.
Someone got out and hurried to the door.
She was back!
What happened to her Mustang? Oh, it didn't matter. She was back! Back!
The front door opened, and he saw Holly's blond head. He heard a feminine laugh. Then the two of them scampered from the house, got in the little red car, and drove away.
He turned the ignition key, put his car in gear, and followed.

At Intercontinental Video, Gillian and Holly discovered they both had an affinity for old movies. They ended up renting four because there was a special going on, and they loaded up on popcorn, soda, and black licorice. At Gillian's apartment, Holly carried in her pillow and backpack while Gillian grabbed the supplies.
"Oh, wow! You have a bird!" Holly dropped her things and ran to the cage.
"Hello," she said.
Birdie stared at her.
"Does he talk?" Holly asked, glancing over her shoulder, then back at the bird.
"Once he starts he doesn't shut up. He's just getting used to you right now."
"He's so cool."
Gillian walked over and poked her finger at the bird. "I've had him since I was eight. We guessed he was about twelve then, but parrots can live eighty years or more."
"Oh, man. I don't know if I'd want to spend eighty years in a cage. Do you ever let him out?"
"Quite a bit, but he seems to prefer the cage. I think he feels safe in there. Maybe because I lost him once. I let him loose in the house and he got out a window I'd forgotten to close. He was gone about twenty-four hours, and when my sister and I found him and brought him home, he wouldn't leave his cage for two weeks."
They made microwave popcorn and poured cola over ice. Gillian grabbed some blankets and a pillow from upstairs. "Knowing Holly's penchant for darkness, she lit a couple of candles, turned off the lights, and settled in front of the TV.
Holly had already popped in Sabrina. It was the original, with Audrey Hepburn. They discussed Audrey Hepburn's clothes and style and long neck, and temporarily forgot about Gavin Hitchcock.
When the movie was over, they got into their pajamas and opened the futon for Holly. Gillian covered Birdie's cage, then stretched out on the couch and hit the play button on the remote to watch movie number two.
"This is one of my favorites," she said as the opening credits for Harvey began to roll.
"Jimmy Stewart was so cool."
"Did you see Rear Window?"
"I love that movie! Did you see the digitally remastered version when it was at Oak Street Cinema?"
"Yeah!"
"No way! Me too! And even though I'd seen it maybe five times on TV, I swear my mouth was hanging open, it was so awesome to finally see it on a movie screen. Wouldn't it have been cool to have lived then, and dressed like Grace Kelly? When she came in with that net thing on her hat, and she raised her arms like this and folded it back away from her face. That was too cool."
The opening scene began. They fell silent and directed their attention to the TV screen.
Even though the movie was one she loved, Gillian began to drift off. The last three nights-nights in which she'd been unable to sleep-were catching up with her.
One time she woke to see that Holly was watching the third movie. It was a more recent release, something Gillian didn't think looked very good. The candles had burned down and gone out by themselves, and the room was dark except for a blue glow coming from the television.
Holly glanced over at her and smiled. "Go to sleep, silly!" she said, seeing how hard it was for Gillian to stay awake. Gillian let out a sleep-drugged laugh and closed her eyes.
Holly turned back to the movie. It was boring and hard to follow, but she finished watching it anyway. That's how she was. She could never stop reading a book halfway through, no matter how bad it was, and she could never stop watching a movie.
When it was over, she rewound the tape and put it back in the case. Leaving the television tuned to MTV, she turned down the volume and settled back on the futon, pulling the blanket to her chin. She always liked to have something on when she was going to sleep- the radio or TV. It didn't matter. Just sound to fill the silence.
As soon as she fell asleep, she began to dream. And the dreams were all mixed up. Gillian and Jimmy Stewart were there, and a rabbit in a birdcage. Suddenly Gillian turned into Grace Kelly. Over her face was black netting. "You look like a movie star," Holly told her in the dream.
Gillian was walking toward her, her footsteps light. Holly felt pressure on her shoulder, turning her around, turning her over.
She smelled adhesive.
Suddenly a hand pressed a wide band of tape across her lips, extending from cheek to cheek, almost to her ears. She felt hot breath on her skin while something cold and metallic was shoved into her neck.
Gillian came awake with a start to see a silhouetted figure backlit by the flickering glow of the TV. The man wore a* dark, bulky jacket and a ski mask over his face. Standing, his arm clamped around her stomach, was Holly. Her mouth was sealed, her eyes large and terrified.
She made a sound deep in her throat-a scream halted by the tape.
"Please-" Gillian slowly sat up, swinging her feet to the floor, struggling to keep her voice calm. "Don't hurt her."
How is this happening?
He shifted slightly. Something caught in the flickering light. A gun. Her own gun was upstairs. Too far away.
"Lie down on the floor," he told her. "Hurry. Now! Or I'll kill her." His voice was neither deep nor high-pitched, and he didn't sound especially agitated-not a good sign. Some of the most horrendous killers in history remained calm and emotionally detached throughout their attacks of violence.
Gillian dropped to her knees. He lashed out with a booted foot, kicking her in the back of the head. The impact sent her sprawling, her chin smacking wood. She didn't feel anything. He shoved Holly facedown into the futon. "Stay there. Don't move."
He knelt above Gillian, wrenched her arms behind her, and wrapped her wrists with duct tape. He tore off another piece. Before he could silence her with it, knowing this was her last chance, she rolled to her back, her arms and hands crushed beneath her.
Two thoughts raced through her mind simultaneously.
This is the Lucia Killer.
Gavin is in jail.
She tried to remember everything she'd learned about the killer, his likes and dislikes and what he wanted in a victim. Her sister's words came back to her. You fit the victimology.
"Take me," she said, looking up at him, adrenaline and fear pumping through her veins. "Don't take her, take me."
The shabby ski mask stared at her.
"That's what you're here for, isn't it?" Gillian asked. "You've come for Holly?"
Inside the oval holes, eyes blinked. Seemingly curious, he reached down and fiddled with her hair, rubbing it between his gloved fingers.
On TV, a psychic was telling people to call for a free reading: "I know you're lonely," the psychic said. "I can help you find your perfect soul mate."
The psychic's words seemed to be Gillian's cue. "Holly isn't right for you. And the others-they weren't right for you either." Don't lay it on too thick. He might not believe you. You might make him mad. "But I've studied you-enough to know we're a lot alike. We're both-"
"Stop talking."
He slapped the tape over Gillian's mouth, then jerked her to her feet, pulling her against him. His next words were a startling revelation. "I came for you," he whispered against her cheek, the wool of his mask rubbing her skin, his breath lifting her hair in puffs. "You're the one I've been watching. You're the one I want."
Tate? she wondered. Was the Lucia Killer Sebastian Tate after all? The height was right. Was the voice? She didn't know. Couldn't remember.
He shoved her away from him, then pressed the tip of the gun to the back of Holly's head.
Even though her mouth was sealed, Gillian let out an anguished cry. NO!
He paused and looked at her.
NO! Don't do it! she begged him with her eyes. Please. Don't do it!
Inside the ski mask, he didn't seem fully human. Still, he pulled the gun away from Holly's head, turning it on Gillian.
He shoved Holly's face against the pillow until she began to struggle. He let her up long enough to take a breath, then forced her down again. "Stay there for fifteen minutes," he commanded. "You hear me?"
She nodded. Her entire body trembled, muffled whimpers coming from her throat.
"A full fifteen minutes."
She nodded again.
He hustled Gillian in front of him, shoving her out the door into the dark night and down the sidewalk. For a moment, she thought of making a run for it, but discarded the idea. With her hands behind her back and her mouth covered, he'd quickly overtake her. And in his anger, what would he do? Kill her and abduct Holly? Kill them both?
He opened the trunk of his car. Gillian stared in horror at the dark, gaping hole. No. She couldn't get in there. She could already smell it-a cloying, rotten corpse odor. This was not a trunk but the death pit that had held the bodies of the murdered girls. Of Bambi, April, Justine, and Charlotte.
Reason vanished. She was a terrified animal fighting for her life. She tensed, struggling to keep her feet on the ground, pushing against him, a panic-filled keening coming from her throat.
In one smooth motion, he lifted and pushed her forward, slamming the trunk lid behind her.



Chapter 26


Gillian struggled for breath, fear sending her heart rate several notches higher, her chest rising and falling in accelerated panic.
Had Holly gotten up as soon as they left and called the police? If so, cops would be swarming all over looking for her right now.
And the guy. The guy driving the car. Not Gavin. Definitely not Gavin. Was it Tate? What the hell was going on?
Bile rose in her throat. She thought about Charlotte Henning choking to death on her own vomit.
Calm down.
She forced her muscles to relax and started counting to regulate her breathing.
Don't think. Don't think about anything but staying calm.

Holly waited until she was sure fifteen minutes had passed.
Then she waited another ten.
With her mouth and wrists taped, she struggled to her feet, shoving her forehead against the couch as she pushed herself upright.
After repeated tries, using her elbow and the side of her bound arm, she was finally able to get the doorknob unlocked and turned. In her socks and sleep T-shirt, she ran across the frost-covered yard into the street.
Every part, of her wanted to scream at the top of her lungs, but the only sound that came out was a muffled roar from deep in her throat.
The street was deserted. Two blocks away were some college hangouts-Chinese restaurants, cafes, bars, and bookstores. Even though it was early morning and nothing would be open, she ran in that direction, unmindful of the near-freezing temperatures.
She heard a car in the distance, heard it slow, heard it turn.
Was it him, coming back?
She wanted to jump behind a mailbox and hide. But Gillian was in trouble. She forced herself to remain in the center of the street. The car came at her, then, at the last minute swerved, honking the horn as it disappeared into the darkness.
She turned and hurried back in the direction she'd come, running to the porch of the first house she saw, using her elbow to ring the doorbell. She rang it and rang it and rang it until an angry man jerked the door open.
"What the hell's going-?" He stopped. "Oh my God. Judy. Come here!" he shouted behind him. "Judy!"
Holly jumped up and down and shook her head. Take off the tape. Take off the tape!
"Hold still," he said, "an' I'll pull that off. This'll hurt."
I don't care! Just do it! Do it!
He ripped off the tape. At first she felt no pain; then fire spread across her face. She began shouting. "Call the police! Call the police!"
By that time his wife had shown up and joined her husband in his horrified reaction. "Oh, you poor dear. You poor thing." She pulled her into the warmth of the house. "Her hands are taped, John. Get a knife. Hurry!"
"No! Call the police!" Holly shouted. "You have to call the police-NOW!"
"Okay, honey. We will. Let's get you loose first."
She was about ready to kick somebody when the husband handed his wife a knife. "You cut her loose. I'll call."
While the guy dialed 911, his wife worked on Holly's hands. As soon as the tape dropped away, Holly pounced for the phone. She tried to grab it from the man, but her fingers were numb. He held it to her ear while she composed herself enough to tell the dispatcher what had happened.

Gillian lost all sense of time. It seemed that she'd been in the trunk for at least an hour and a half, but she was in no state to confirm such an opinion. That didn't keep her from trying to figure out how far from Minneapolis a ninety-minute drive could take her. Going south, they could be all the way to Iowa. Going east, into Wisconsin, past Eau Claire.
The last thirty minutes had been spent bouncing over a rough road made of gravel or dirt, judging from the dust drifting in the cracks. There had been several turns, several times when she thought they were at their destination, only to feel the weight of the car shift as they rounded another corner before accelerating again.
They went up a steep hill to eventually level out, slow, then stop.
The engine was shut off.
She heard a car door.
She listened to footfalls approach. Heard the key in the lock.
The trunk opened.

Mary had been in the business long enough to know a call that came before sunrise was never good. But having a case that was all but settled left her thinking the ringing phone had to be Anthony, calling too early from the East Coast, maybe with a new case that required her immediate attention. When she realized it was Elliot Senatra on the other end of the line, she was doubly puzzled.
"I have some bad news."
He sounded upset. She immediately ran through a short list of the people she cared most about: her mother, who was in the house with her; Gillian; and Anthony. She latched on to the last name. Had something happened to Anthony?
"Gillian has been abducted."
She pushed herself up in bed, thinking she must have misunderstood. "Say that again."
"Gillian's been abducted." He told her that Holly had spent the night with her sister, and someone had broken into the apartment. "Holly swears it's the same guy who kidnapped her."
"Where are you now?"
"I'm on my way to your sister's. Wakefield's already on the scene."
"Where's Holly?"
"She's been taken down to the station to get her statement."
"I'll be there as quickly as I can."
She hung up.
Shit. Oh, shit.
She opened her mobile phone and punched number one. As soon as Anthony answered, she began blathering, trying to tell him what she knew in one sentence. She stopped and took a breath, realizing she was close to tears, close to flipping out. "I'm not thinking straight," she said, her throat tight. "Christ. This is bad, Anthony. Really bad." The phone call had taken her back to another time when she'd felt hopeless, the time Fiona had been killed. She pressed her lips together, then asked, "Will you come?"
"I'm on my way."
She fought off a fresh wave of tears. "When?"
"Soon. Today. This afternoon, if possible."
"Thanks."
She disconnected, then went to give her mother the news.
Blythe was already standing in the hallway. "I heard," she said before Mary could say anything. "Where? When?"
Blythe followed her back to the bedroom.
"Someone broke into her apartment." Mary began throwing on clothes-a pair of jeans. A shirt. A sweater. "About an hour ago. Holly Lindstrom was there. She thinks it's the same guy who abducted her."
"I don't understand. I thought Gavin Hitchcock did it. Isn't he in custody?" She covered her mouth with one hand, eyes large with shock and disbelief. "What about the photo? What about the girl he tied to his bed?"
"I don't know." Mary strapped on her gun. "Maybe I was too anxious to find Hitchcock guilty," she said miserably.
"Where are you going?"
"Gillian's apartment. After that, I'm going to talk to Holly."
"I'm coming with you."
Mary didn't like the thought of her mother being at the scene of the crime, but she also knew she had every right to be there. "The police will probably want to take our statements."
Mary drove too fast through streets that* were beginning to show signs of life even though the sun wasn't yet up. They rode in silence until Blythe broke down.
"I can't believe this is happening again. What's wrong with this world?" she said, her voice choked with tears. She shook her head. "After Fiona died, I should have moved. I thought about it, but I didn't want to leave here. And the law of averages was on our side. It's like when I know you're going to be flying, and I worry about the plane crashing, then I hear about a crash somewhere else, I think, Okay, there's the one plane crash. Now I can relax because I know your plane isn't going to crash. And then I feel guilty. Because of all the people on the plane, but I can't help feeling a little less worried for you. Oh God. I'm babbling."
"That's okay."
Mary turned down the street that led to Gillian's apartment. As she spotted the crime van, her stomach dropped. Blythe was right. This couldn't be happening.
They had to park two blocks away. Yellow crime-scene tape was strung around the front yard, all the way out past the sidewalk.
"It looks like somebody's been murdered here," Blythe said.
"Nobody's been murdered," Mary reassured her. "They've cordoned everything off so no evidence is destroyed."
A police officer stopped them before they got to the yellow tape. Mary flashed her ID. "We're also the mother and sister of the victim."
They were allowed to pass.
Wakefield met them at the door. The loss of Gillian had left its mark on him too. "He cut the window with a glass cutter, removed the glass, and unlocked the lock."
"Any leads?"
"We're working on fingerprints, but so far the ones we've lifted are all small. Women's, most likely. This asshole's too smart to go without gloves."
"Anybody see or hear anything?"
"We have officers canvassing the neighborhood, but so far nothing. People aren't too cooperative this time of the morning."
"What about Sebastian Tate?"
"His roommates don't know where he is. Say he hasn't been home in two days, but we've got every cop in the state looking for him."
Inside the apartment, technicians were dusting for prints and collecting evidence. A couple of detectives stood with tablets in hand, making notes and taking the statements of the first officers on the scene.
Senatra separated himself long enough to give Mary's arm a comforting squeeze and tell Blythe how sorry he was. Then he got back to work.
"What about Holly?" Mary asked Wakefield. "You said she thinks it's the same guy."
"She seemed sure of it. If it is, it means he followed her here. Then, for some reason he took Gillian instead. Holly claims she ran for help as soon as the kidnapper left with your sister. The first officers on the scene were here within two minutes of the 911 call. At that time, six patrol units surrounded the area, but didn't find anybody."
"Did Holly have a description of the car?"
He shook his head. "Which makes me wonder how quickly she really went for help."
"Is she still at the station?"
"Let me check." He called the police station, then nodded to Mary. "Don't let her go," he said into the phone. "I have an FBI agent here who wants to talk to her."
Leaving Blythe with Wakefield and Senatra, Mary hurried back to her car and headed downtown to City Hall and the police station.
She immetliately found inconsistencies in Holly's story. Sometimes in cases in which somebody was left behind, or someone escaped uninjured, guilt played a part in their account of what happened. Mary suspected that's what was going on with Holly. Mary also suspected that the time between the kidnapper's departure and the time Holly actually went for help was longer than the "minute at the most" Holly was describing.
"Would you mind if I spoke to her alone?" Mary asked Holly's parents.
"Our daughter's been through an awful lot," Mrs. Lindstrom said. "We'd really like to take her home now."
"It's okay," Holly said, looking up. She was dressed in jeans and a yellow sweatshirt. Her eyes were swollen from crying, and there were raw areas on her cheeks where the tape she was bound with had ripped the skin away.
When they were alone, Mary said, "I know this is hard for you, but you need to tell me exactly what happened in just the way you remember. You may have information you think isn't important, but sometimes it's the things that seem unimportant that help solve a case," she added gently. "And sometimes it's the little things that don't seem important-things like time-that can send investigators in the wrong direction. Gillian is my sister. I want her back as quickly as possible."
Mary pulled out a chair and sat down on the same side of the table with Holly. "Do you know that most victims of home invasion don't call the police as soon as their assailant leaves? In most cases, the assailant will tell them not to call-and they don't. They might be in shock, and most of them are afraid he'll come back, or afraid that he hasn't really left. It's impossible to think straight in that kind of situation. You're running strictly on survival mode, and that mode is telling you to lie low and not make a sound. So, Holly… if you didn't go for help right away, nobody will blame you. Nobody will think poorly of you for doing what your natural instincts were telling you to do."
Holly stared at her pop can, turning it in her hands.
"You waited to go for help, didn't you?"
"He told me to wait fifteen minutes."
"I'll bet you waited longer, just to be sure."
Holly continued to stare at the can, as if finding it the most interesting thing in the room. "I think maybe I did."
"How much longer, would you say?"
"Five minutes. Maybe ten."
"Thanks, Holly. I appreciate your honesty." Mary called Wakefield and updated him on the time element.
"No need to have these guys beating the bushes around here," he said. "Sorry, Mary. That means he's gone."



Chapter 27


He'd blindfolded her-something Gillian knew killers did to depersonalize, disorient, and control their victims.
Fear heightened her senses as the trunk lid groaned open.
She smelled his nervous sweat, heard his rapid breathing; she smelled the rubber of the spare tire beside her, and the heavy dark stench of burnt engine oil. She felt his fingers wrap around her arm.
He pulled her from the trunk. Her legs, unprotected in cotton pajama pants, dragged across the metal latch, scraping her shinbone.
He shoved her forward, a hand to her back, one on her arm. She turned her head, listening to the echoes of his steps, feeling cold cement under her bare feet.
They were inside a building.
A garage?
Without warning, she was lifted into the air. She felt the thud of her weight against his chest, heard him strain as he carried her up a short series of steps. The way she was being held compressed her lungs, making it hard to breathe.
Had they parked in a garage attached to a house?
If so, that would explain how he got his victims inside without being noticed.
He shoved her down on something hard-a wooden chair. Deftly, he taped her legs to the chair legs, the sound of ripping tape as big in her head as a tree being hit by lightning.
Even though she couldn't see anything, she had the oddest feeling that she was viewing the scene from a distance, from a safe location far away. And suddenly it struck her as funny, hysterical. She almost expected her abductor to start saying things like, "I been lookin' fer a gal like you. Pa's gonna be mighty happy."
Instead he said, "I'm going to remove the tape from your mouth, but if you scream, if you make any kind of noise at all, I'll hit you-then I'll put the tape back on your mouth. Do you hear me?"
Had she heard a hint of a drawl, or was it just her imagination?
The hysteria was building. She couldn't get the hillbilly movie out of her head. If he removed the tape, she was afraid she might laugh.
"Do you understand?"
Frantically, Gillian shook her head. Don't take off the tape. I might laugh. I don't think you'll like it if I laugh.
He repeated his earlier warning, then removed the tape in one swift jerk. The stinging pain halted the initial threat of laughter, but then bubbles started to rebuild.
She'd once heard about an innocent woman who'd been convicted of a crime because she couldn't stop laughing on the witness stand. The jurors had mistaken her hysteria for delight over what she'd done.
Gillian held it as long as she could, but finally the laughter exploded. She felt as if she were watching herself from far away, watching as she threw back her head, sucking in lungfuls of air as she laughed, unable to stop herself. She was like one of those ridiculous laughing boxes.
"What are you doing?"
She'd hoped to be more mature and professional about this. She'd hoped, when the time was right, to say intelligent, understanding, sympathetic things that would weaken his defenses so he would see her as a person, maybe see her as someone he could talk to, eventually confide in. In one scenario, she'd imagined talking him into turning himself in. Instead, she was laughing her ass off.
The blow came out of the darkness, striking her in the side of the face, knocking her and the chair to the floor. She tasted blood.
She heard the tear of tape, smelled the glue as he slapped a fresh piece over her mouth. Leaving her lying on the floor, he kicked the chair once, twice. Behind the blindfold, she squeezed her eyes shut, bracing herself for another blow. It didn't come. Instead, she heard his heavy footsteps as he walked away.

She'd laughed at him. Laughed at him.
The stairs were narrow, and his shoulders barely fit as he took the winding flight to the second story. Years ago, the small wooden steps had been painted mint green. They were still in good shape. The wallpaper, with its huge red flowers, had yellowed, though. Near the ceiling were drip marks where winter ice dams had caused water damage.
He loved the house. He felt safe in the house.
But at the moment it gave him no comfort. He felt sick to his stomach, sick and confused.
He'd thought she was the one until she laughed at him.
Upstairs, the hallway floor was made of thin strips of varnished oak that had also yellowed over the years. In the center of the floor was a tacked-down runner of wool carpet. The walls were covered with the same wallpaper as the narrow stairway. Flowers everywhere.
Four empty bedrooms lined the hall. There were another two downstairs. His sister told him that the house had been a stagecoach stop, and she'd even pointed to a couple of holes in the wall where she said somebody had been shot and killed. She knew the entire story, even the names of the people involved, and she used to tell it to him whenever he asked.
Historians referred to it as the Poplar Grove Massacre. He never knew how it could be a massacre when only two people got killed, but that's what they called it.
He went to the last bedroom, the floorboards creaking under his boots. The door always stuck. As he pushed, it made a shimmying sound, then creaked open.
The room looked the way it had the day his sister left. The bed was covered with a white chenille spread. Next to it was a matching walnut dresser and mirror. There was floral wallpaper here too, and bowls of dried rosebuds. At the vanity was her brush, comb, and mirror set lying neatly at an angle. What would she think when she came home and saw everything unchanged? Would she laugh and say he was foolishly sentimental?
If she laughed, it would be a tender, loving laugh, not the laugh of the girl downstairs, not a cruel laugh.
In the closet, he slid hangers along the large wooden dowel, going through the dresses she'd left behind. "All terribly outdated, I'm afraid," she'd told him once. "I don't know why I keep them."
But she kept everything. That's how she was. He'd once read an article about a woman who never threw anything out. Her house was so full of junk that you couldn't get through it without crawling. He'd shown the article to his sister, telling her that's what was going to happen to her if she didn't watch out. But he really hadn't minded. He loved her idiosyncrasies.
Some of the dresses were really costumes, left over from the days when she'd been part of a vaudevillian-type act that spent summers traveling from one small town to another.
He was searching for something sedate, because after all, clothes made the woman. He found a pink dress. The top looked almost like a man's shirt, but the bottom half was full and long. He pulled it out, then found an apron to go over it.
He wasn't anxious to see the girl again-she'd been mean to him. But he didn't have time to waste hiding upstairs. He had to make things happen. Before leaving the room, he debated about undergarments, finally deciding on a slip and pair of hose. Downstairs, he found the girl where he'd left her-lying on her side, unable to move.
He lifted her upright, settling the chair legs firmly on the floor.
She was going to be the one, he told himself. She had to be the one, even if he had to shove her into the mold. But still he hesitated when it came time to take off her blindfold so he could dress her. At the last minute, he pulled his ski mask over his head.
He didn't want her to see his face yet. That way their relationship would remain impersonal.
He removed her blindfold.
For a moment, she kept her eyes squeezed tightly shut, as if expecting him to hit her again.
"I'll hit you only when you do something wrong," he explained. "If you disobey, you get punished."
She opened her eyes.
It was the first time he'd gotten a really close look at her.
She was perfect.
Small-boned and delicate, with eyes as blue as delphiniums. Of course, right now those eyes were bloodshot and red-rimmed, but that was understandable. He was sure she would look much better when she was cleaned up and rested.
"Let's try the tape again. What do you think?"
She nodded.
He jerked off the tape.
She flinched and gasped, then pressed her lips together.
It seemed she could be trained.
He was sorry to see that the tape left red marks on her skin. He was sorrier to see that her mouth was swollen, her cheek discolored from his blow, chin bruised. He brushed away the guilt, turned and filled a glass with water. With his back to her, he opened a brown prescription bottle and added a few drops of liquid to the Water. It was a cocktail of his own invention, pentobarbital mixed with morphine. To that he added three green drops of mint flavoring. He returned to the girl and lifted the water to her lips.
Gillian took two small swallows before noticing the bitterness. She pulled back, remembered the drugs that had been found in the blood of two of the victims. "I have to go to the bathroom," she told him. Maybe she could make herself throw up.
He led her down a hall into a small, windowless room. "I really shouldn't undo your hands," he said, "because you haven't earned my trust. But let's say this will be another test."
He pulled a pocketknife from his brown canvas pants, flicked open a blade, and sliced the tape, freeing her hands. Then he shoved her into the bathroom and locked the door from the outside.
She used the toilet, then looked at her reflection in the mirror above the sink. Her face was bruised, her lip swollen. She kept staring. She was trying to recall something important she'd planned to do when the room began to move and the floor began to slant. She grabbed the edge of the white porcelain sink. It dissolved under her hands, and she collapsed.
The key turned in the lock. The door opened. She felt his hands under her armpits. With her feet and legs trailing behind like dead weight, he dragged her across the floor.

Six hours after receiving Mary's call, Anthony arrived at the Minneapolis-St. Paul International Airport. Luckily a couple of rookie NCAVC agents had been eager to do the fieldwork on his newly assigned Utah infant abduction case. They would stay in contact, faxing him information as they received it.
Immediately upon landing, he called Mary to let her know he was in town. "Where are you now?" he asked, heading down the escalator to pick up his checked luggage.
"At Gillian's house." She gave him the address and directions.
"I'll be there as soon as I can." He folded his phone and slipped it into the pocket of his black trench coat, retrieved his luggage from the carousel, and cut over to the car rental counter.
The heavy afternoon traffic hadn't yet hit. He was able to get on 35W without any trouble. He headed north, toward downtown Minneapolis, the U of M, and Dinkytown.
He had a problem with the one-way streets and ended up finding the address after two wrong turns.
Cars were parked in front of the house. The yard was surrounded by yellow crime-scene tape. Beyond the tape were clusters of people, reporters, video camera technicians, some just hanging around, taking in the sights.
The day was brilliantly sunny, about fifty degrees. When he stepped into the street, the crisp air was welcome after the stuffiness of the car. His stomach growled, but he ignored it as he edged through the mob of people, flashing his ID when necessary.
"Ooh, FBI," a black girl said, pausing between each letter and batting her eyes in mock admiration. She had a hundred-dollar braided hairdo and fifty-dollar, mile-long, curved red fingernails. "Lookie. FBI."
Her lack of respect didn't make him mad. Quite the contrary. He admired her don't-take-shit attitude. She would never be a victim.
"Excuse me, ladies." He squeezed past while they continued to check him out.
In the yard, a team of workers had established a string grid and were going over every square inch, raking and vacuuming the grass for anything that may have dropped from the kidnapper. Another officer was crouched on the ground, making a cast of a footprint.
Anthony found Mary inside. She was wearing jeans, a white shirt with untucked tails, and a gray sweater. Her hair hadn't been brushed, and she wasn't wearing any makeup. As soon as she saw him, she hurried over.
He grasped both her cold hands and rubbed them between his.
"Anthony-thank you so much for coming."
It was unsettling, seeing her in the role of the victim's family member. A battle was going on inside her between professional FBI agent and hurt, bewildered sister. The bewildered sister was winning. He wanted to put his arms around her. Instead, he released her hands and asked, "Have they found anything?"
"Fibers that they've taken to the lab. They were navy blue, like the others. Officers are going door to door, conducting interviews. A couple of witnesses identified a photo of Tate, saying they saw him hanging around on more than one occasion. They found some minute bits of mud on the carpet that they're sending to the University of Minnesota's agricultural campus to see if anyone there can determine where the mud came from."
"Fingerprints?"
"All over the place. They lifted one set that didn't match anybody we know of who's been here. Those are being fed to databases right now."
"What about the footprint outside?"
"Left by a work boot. They think it might belong to a man. Any man. Maybe our man. You know how that is. This house is next to a college campus. A lot of traffic goes through the yard."
"Where's your mom?"
"Home. Agents and police are there tapping the phone and setting up recording equipment in case he tries to call."
"He won't."
"I told them that, but we have to do something. They're also going to tap Gillian's phone."
Exhaustion was written on her pale, drawn face, and he asked, "When did you last eat?"
"I don't know. Yesterday, I guess. I haven't even thought about it."
"Let's go down the street and get something. You can fill me in at the same time."
"I don't think I even brushed my hair."
He smoothed out a couple of strands. "You look fine."
They were leaving when Ben came bursting in. "Is it true? Did he take Gillian?"
"Yes," Mary told him.
"Oh, man!" Ben put both hands to his head. "I can't believe it! I fucking can't believe it! This can't be happening! Shit! Oh, shit!"
"Calm down," Anthony told him.
"Calm down! How can you say that? How can you both stand there looking so… so not busy? When you know as well as I do what is happening right now! She's being tortured! Her fucking eyes are being cut out! Do something! You have to do something!"
Mary's face turned ashen, and Anthony thought she might pass out. Before Ben could do any more damage, Anthony grabbed him roughly by the arm and steered him out the door, practically throwing him down the steps. "In your present mental state, you have no business being here," he said coldly. "You aren't helping anybody."
"Neither are you! How could this happen? You said the guy was in jail! You said everybody was safe. That Gillian was safe. Well, you were wrong! Wrong!"
"Hitchcock confessed," Anthony said. "He fit the profile. Evidence pointed to him."
"You people are supposed to know more than the rest of us!"
"You're overreacting."
"Overreacting? You're underreacting." He began to cry. "She's dead! You know it and I know it! She's already dead!" Sobbing, he turned and ran.
The door slammed, and Mary came to stand beside Anthony on the porch. "Should somebody go after him?" Her voice sounded tight, as if she might fall apart any second. He'd never seen Mary cry. He didn't want to.
In the distance, two blocks away, Ben was still running. "Let him go," Anthony said angrily. "Let him run himself into exhaustion."
"He was just saying what everybody else is thinking."
"Well, he's wrong." Anthony turned so he could see her face. Don't cry. Please don't cry. "About Gillian. You know that, don't you?"
Mary pressed trembling fingers to her mouth. Tears filled her eyes.
Anthony put his arms around her and pulled her close. He wanted to say they would find her, and when they did she would be okay. But that would be a foolish promise to make. Mary, more than anybody, knew things could get bad. Really bad.
He pressed his lips against her hair, against her head. She was almost his height, but she was so frail, so vulnerable. "Come on." With his arm around her, they walked down the sidewalk.
The cafe wasn't crowded, and Anthony ordered sandwiches for both of them. As they waited for their food to arrive, Mary composed herself enough to fill him in on what she knew.
"Gillian was able to talk him out of killing Holly," Anthony said. "Which means she has some influence and control over him."
"I know. I keep telling myself that."
When her food arrived, she grimaced. She wasn't sure if she could get any of it down, and even less sure she could keep it down.
"What we have working for us is Gillian," Anthony said. "She read the profile. She studied him. She knows him. She also knows who he wants her to be. She can be his ideal woman. She can be perfect for him. She's going into this armed with knowledge the other giris didn't have, and I think her chances of coming away are good."
"That's what I've been thinking, but I needed to hear you say it."
Anthony waited until she looked up and met his gaze. "You probably still see her as your little sister, but I saw a young, capable, smart woman who can stand up to this guy."
Mary nodded, her expression strained. Then she pulled out her phone and entered a speed-dial number. "Mom? Anthony's here with me. He has something to tell you." She handed the phone to him. "Tell her what you just told me."



Chapter 28


The whir of a shutter woke her.
The man in the ski mask loomed above her, a camera in his hand while the lamp beside the bed cast tepid light into the room. As she watched, he adjusted the aperture and took another shot. There was no flash-he must have been using fast film and a slow shutter speed.
Gillian's head throbbed. A rotten taste rilled her mouth. She shifted her weight-and realized she was tied to the bed by her wrists. A second ago she'd been in the bathroom… How had she gotten from there to here?
Confused, she looked down… and the feeling was one of total disconnection-like looking at someone else's body.
She was decked out in a pink shirtwaist dress with a flowered apron-the kind of apron she remembered old ladies wearing when she was little, the kind that crossed and tied in back. On her legs were thick black hose, on her feet a pair of clunky black shoes.
A sound escaped her-a sound she couldn't believe she'd made. It was a whimper, coming from deep in her chest.
He looked over the camera. From behind the ski mask, two cold eyes watched her. He was tall-probably over six feet. He wore a plaid shirt with tails that hung out. On his legs were brown canvas pants. The ski mask was gray with a red stripe-ratty, stretched out, and snagged.
He continued taking pictures, posing her, turning her in different directions.
Finally he untied her. "Put your hands like this." He demonstrated.
Her arms were asleep. She couldn't lift them.
He sighed and placed her hands on her hips, then stepped back and took a shot. Apparently finished for the time being, he put down the camera and asked, "Are you hungry?"
The thought of food made her stomach lurch, but she nodded. Anything to move to another scenario.
"Come into the kitchen." He motioned for her to follow.
She swung her legs over the side of the bed, then sat and waited for the room to stop spinning. When it did, she got to her feet.
The shoes Were too small. Her toes were crushed, but she managed to wobble to the kitchen, dropping into the chair he pulled out.
The table had been intimately set for two. Place mats and cloth napkins had been arrayed, along with a single tapered candle and a red rose. So that no one could see in, the windows had been covered with floral wallpaper.
In front of her was a bowl of tomato soup and a glass of milk. His setting was empty.
Slowly, she pulled her napkin to her lap, unfolding it. She reached for the spoon. Fingers still wooden, she accidentally dropped it on the floor, where it landed with a clatter. She flinched, afraid he would hit her.
So this is how it happens, she thought It's easy.
Without conscious thought, she was already doing all she could to keep from making him angry, all she could to keep from being punished. In a few short hours, the person known as Gillian had vanished, replaced by someone who existed on an instinctual level.
He picked up the spoon and placed it next to her bowl. He reached for her, and she drew away. But he merely caught her arm and began rubbing it. His palms were as rough as sandpaper, those of someone who worked outside. She'd never felt Tate's hands, but she couldn't imagine that he'd done much physical labor in his life. He grabbed her other arm and did the same. "Better?" he asked.
She nodded.
"Good."
He sat down across from her. She picked up the spoon again, and this time didn't drop it.
The salty soup stung her lips and the inside of her mouth. She forced herself to swallow, forced herself to take another bite.
"My name is Mason."
What's that rattling sound? Like dice?
While he talked, he kept one hand buried deep in the pocket of his pants.
Dice. He has dice in his pocket. Dice that he kept nervously fiddling with as he watched her eat.
"What's your name?" he asked.
Was this a test? she wondered. Was she supposed to answer or keep quiet?
"You can speak."
She was at a disadvantage since she couldn't read his face, but he sounded pleased.
"I give you permission."
"Gillian." Her voice came out a rough croak. She cleared her throat and tried once more. "My name is Gillian."
"Gillian."
That rattling again.
"Mason and Gillian. I like that."
Wouldn't he already have known her name? Wouldn't he have heard it on the news? Yes, he was testing her to see if she told the truth.
Blythe must be out of her mind with worry. And Mary. What was Mary doing? She'd be pissed at her for getting herself into such a mess. What would Mary do if she were here? Gillian wondered. If she were sitting across the table from a killer?
"Eat some more," Mason demanded.
It was hard to think of him as someone with a name. The mask over his face made him seem inhuman.
While he watched, she ate a little more soup and drank some of the milk. The numb, thick-lipped feeling started coming over her once more. She was staring into her bowl, watching the tiny bubbles of orange oil gather at the edges, when he said something.
Hmm? She lifted her head. It was heavy. Her whole body was heavy, and she realized she'd been drugged again.
"Are you finished?"
She nodded, her eyelids weighted.
"Would you like to dance?"
She suddenly imagined him doing the twist in the middle of the kitchen. She started to giggle, but at the last moment was able to turn it into a hiccup.
Her feet were bound in the crippling shoes, and she stumbled as he led her to the adjoining living room. He left her standing in the middle of a round, floral, latch-hook rug. Beam me up, Scotty.
He fiddled around in the corner, then came back and put one hand at her lower spine, her right around his waist. With the other, he grasped her free hand, poised in what she guessed was going to become a waltz.
The music started.
It was Britney Spears singing, "Oops!… I Did It Again."
Maybe the drugs were a good thing. She might have laughed for real if she weren't so fucked up. And it certainly took the edge off her fear.
He dragged her around in the cramped shoes, her head lolling from side to side.
Oops, I did it again.
She wasn't a very good dancer, he thought, looking down at her through the annoying edge of the ski mask. And at the moment, she wasn't very pretty. Her eyes were half-closed, and her mouth was hanging open. But he liked her. At least he thought so. It was hard to tell because she hadn't really said much, but at least she hadn't lied to him. She hadn't tried to tell him she was somebody else.
He knew who she was: Gillian Cantrell. He knew she was a cop assigned to the case-a BCA agent. The media had let that slip last night. The police department and the FBI had been hoping to keep her occupation a secret. They must have been afraid he'd panic and kill her if he found out who she was. On one channel, a Minneapolis detective named John Wakefield had been interviewed, and he'd berated the news people for not being able to keep their mouths shut. He'd waved his arm at the camera, saying, "All for a story. You're nothing but a bunch of sharks."
The song ended, and he stopped.
"Mason?"
The s was slurred. Her eyes were closed. He'd given her too much dope. It was hard to know how much to give a person. She ate more of the soup than he'd thought she would, and the drugs seemed to hit her harder than they had the other girls.
"I gotta sit down."
He dragged her to the couch and propped her in the corner. He should have carried her into the bedroom, but he wanted her to sit with him awhile. He pulled up a chair so he was close to her.
"Do you have a boyfriend?" he asked.
She shook her head.
"That's good."
"Would you like a boyfriend?"
"Not… r-really."
He laughed at her honesty.
"What do you do for a living?"
She frowned. "Huh?"
Playing for time, he noted. "What do you do?"
She pretended to be sleeping. That made him mad. He grabbed her arm and squeezed. "Do you want me to hit you again?"
"N… no."
"I have a place where I take girls who are bad. It's a special place I've made. Do you want me to take you there?"
"No."
"Then tell me what you do."
Her eyes opened. Beyond the drug-laden haze was lucidity and the core of who she was. "W-why are you… askin' me somethin'… you already know?"
He was caught off guard. Was she talking back? Was this something she should be punished for? She hadn't lied to him. He decided it was funny, and he laughed. "I like you!" he said, delighted. She was fading again. He shook her arm, not wanting their conversation to end. "Don't go to sleep. Let's talk some more."
She was lolling in the corner of the couch. Her posture was bad, but he felt this wasn't the time to scold her for it. "I want to talk," he repeated. "Those other girls were stupid. They weren't interesting to talk to at all. But I think you might be. Do you like to read?"
Gillian struggled to stay awake. She'd been a reader her entire life. There had even been a time when she'd tried her hand at writing. "Blake," she said, not expecting to produce the right answer, but hoping it would open up the conversation.
"Blake? You read Blake? He's overrated."
"Joyce," was her next offer. This was like playing the child's game of hotter and colder.
"Well…" Warmer.
Then "Proust."
She heard him inhale and knew she was hot.
"You've read Proust?"
"Not everything. I read Swann's Way and In a Budding Grove."
"Really? I've never met anybody who's read Proust."
He'd apparently been hanging around with the wrong people. She used to belong to a Proust group that met every other Thursday at a coffee shop on the U campus.
"I've read the entire seven volumes," he announced proudly.
A diehard. Even in her exalted group, she didn't know of many who'd read all seven. "That's… amazing."
"More than once. Maybe five or six times."
Five or six times? She felt a black wave of sorrow wash over her. Once was admirable; five or six times was impossible to fathom. It was an obsession beyond obsession and a total lack of social interaction rolled into one. It spoke of delusion and a life that existed completely within the boundaries of fiction.
"This is fantastic! We were meant for each other!"
Mason was ecstatic. "I must do something. Share something of myself with you."
He was already sharing enough, she thought, shoving herself up a little higher, her hand sinking into the plush couch.
All at once, he pulled off the ski mask.
There was nothing monstrous about him. Nor was he handsome in the way the witness from Canary Falls had stated. Something she would later notice was that he had a face that, when you really examined it, seemed unfinished. There was a haziness to his features, an undefined quality, as if he'd been erased a little. He was the last copy before the printer decided too much quality was being lost. He was one of her mother's pots before the detail and glaze were added.
He was no one she knew. None of the suspects on the police department's list. No one they were watching or looking for.

"This is something rare."
Mary, Anthony, and Elliot stood in the lab of Dr. Henry Joseph ling, Professor of Horticulture at the University of Minnesota. He was a leading authority on roses, and held patents on many varieties that were currently being tested at the Minnesota Landscape Arboretum. "This rose petal, the one found with the raped college student, is a garden-variety rose. But this one-" He pointed to the microscope. "This is something unique."
Anthony bent and looked through the lens.
"Unique? How?" Mary asked.
"The coloring. The veining. The ruffled edge. It's a hybrid that I've never seen before, and I thought I was familiar with all the work being done by hybridizers in the Midwest."
"Are you saying it can't be purchased at a floral shop?"
"I'm not sure it can be purchased anywhere, period."
"Would you care to speculate as to where this may have come from?" Anthony asked.
"A private collection, perhaps. But even at that, I've seen most of the roses in private collections. People who are grafting on their own aren't usually doing it for their exclusive enjoyment. They do it for competition. They love the challenge, and they want people to know when they've developed something earth shattering. That's what it's all about. One-upmanship, not to mention money and fame."
"Thank you, Professor."
"Delighted."
Once they were outside, Elliot called the research department. "I need you to get the names of anybody and everybody in Minnesota, Wisconsin, and Iowa, who grows-that's not the right word-produces roses. I don't know. They graft them or something. They create completely new varieties. They're horticulturists, but the technique they use has some certain name. Propagating. Yeah, that's it. And the people who do it are called hybridizers. Yeah, that's a real word. The guy we're looking for might not belong to any organizations, but he'd be buying supplies and whatever it takes to do that kind of thing. He'd have a greenhouse and all that rose kind of stuff. This is connected to the Gillian Cantrell case, so put a priority on it." He ended the call and looked from Anthony to Mary, his hands on his hips. "So we got a guy who grows roses and owns a navy blue blanket."
"There aren't that many people who would fall into the rose-growing category, plus fit our profile," Anthony said. "I suggest we get this information to the media with a tip line people can call."
"Done." Elliot was pulling out his phone when it rang. "Senatra." He listened intently. "Send it to the crime lab. We'll be there in half an hour." He disconnected and looked from Anthony to Mary. "A manila envelope just arrived at the FBI office addressed to Special Agent Mary Cantrell. No return address."

The crime lab technician balanced the manila envelope between a gloved forefinger and thumb.
"Get any prints?" Anthony asked.
"We managed to lift a couple of blurry whorls, but nothing good enough to try to match." The technician was a perky middle-aged woman with straight dark hair and a knee-length lab coat. She ran her fingers along the edges. "I don't feel anything that makes me concerned about a detonation device." She took several flash photos of the envelope. "Now we'll open it."
She put on goggles. Everybody else stepped back several feet. Using a small, scalpel-like tool, she carefully sliced open one end. Then, very slowly, she slid out the protective cardboard, lifting the top piece away to reveal an eight-by-ten black-and-white of a woman in an old-fashioned dress and apron.
Gillian.
Her eyes were half-closed, the pupils large and glassy.
Nobody moved. Nobody said anything. Mary forced herself to say the words no one else would voice. "Is she alive?"
Her question was followed by a long silence. Finally Anthony said, "It's impossible to say." He looked at her, and she could read the compassion in his eyes. "Let's get a copy and take it to a medical examiner," he said.
"Do you know her?" the technician asked.
Mary pulled her gaze away from Anthony. "She's my sister."
"Oh. I'm so sorry."
The technician made a copy; then all three of them piled into Elliot's car and headed for the ME's office.
Elliot had called ahead, and their buddy Dr. Phillips was waiting when they arrived at the morgue.
"Can't say," he announced after he'd examined the picture. If he recognized Gillian from the Charlotte Henning autopsy, he didn't mention it.
"Care to make a guess?"
"Everything about the body looks alive."
With a magnifying glass, he went over the photo as he talked. "No lividity, no discoloration. Eyes look wet. Not a gnat, not a fly. Not a single sign of an insect. No outward signs of postmortem. But that's speculation. I deal in absolutes. I can't responsibly tell you the subject in the photo is alive. She may have been killed seconds before this picture was taken."
"What about the body itself?" Mary asked. "Can you determine anything from the way she's posed?"
"I've seen people as limp as rags that I thought were dead but weren't. And I once saw a dead guy who seemed so animated I would have sworn he was alive. You can't always be sure. Especially from a photo. Bring me the body-then I'll let you know." He handed the photo back to Anthony.
"Dipshit," Elliot said as they stepped from the building into the weak sunlight.



Chapter 29


Mason hummed to himself as he packed his lunch to take with him to the commercial greenhouse where he worked. He hadn't felt this good since… since, well, since his sister had been home. But his life was turning around. Jo was coming to visit soon, and he had a girl, just like she'd always wanted. A girl who read Proust.
"I worry about you," Jo had told him once. "I'd feel better leaving here if you had somebody. What about that nice Lauren who works at Dr. DeLong's office?"
"She isn't my type," he'd said, closing the book he'd been reading. Dostoyevsky's The Idiot.
"What kind of girl is your type?"
"I don't know." He'd looked at her light hair, her blue eyes, her sweet face. "Maybe somebody kinda like you."
She'd laughed. "Oh, Mason. You're so sweet, but you don't want a girlfriend like me."
"Why not?"
"You shouldn't limit yourself in that way. There are so many different kinds of people in the world."
In the dark of the kitchen, he replaced the lid on the mayonnaise jar and put the container back in the refrigerator. A minute ago, he'd been blissfully happy. Now a deep, unreasoning sorrow pressed down on him, coming out of nowhere. A moment ago, the world had seemed a promising place. Now bleakness stretched out before him as far as he could see.
The girl, he thought despairingly, exhaustion washing over him. Did he have enough energy to deal with her today? Earlier, he'd been so happy knowing she was in the house. Now taking care of her seemed more than he could cope with. Before, everything had been sharp and well defined. Now his thoughts were fuzzy, with sloppy, disturbing edges that couldn't be repaired.
This life is an illusion, he thought, mentally quoting Graham Morris. The words often gave him comfort in times like these.
The girl. He had to deal with the girl. He had to do something with her while he went to work. Normally, spending the day among acres of roses brought him comfort. How could it today if he spent all the time worrying about her?
Last night he'd left her tied to the bed, her mouth covered with tape in case she woke up and decided to start screaming. He could leave her there. Not even look in the room. He could leave for work and forget about her for eight hours.
It all seemed so hard. It all suddenly seemed stupid. That was perhaps his biggest fault-allowing an idea to carry him away so that he jumped into new situations without giving them enough thought.
Wearily, he made his way to the bedroom.
She was awake. Her eyes were open, and she was watching him. Even though she was wearing his sister's clothes, she was just a girl.
There was nothing special about her.
She reads Proust. How many people do you know who read Proust?
None.
True, but that didn't mean she understood it. Lots of people read books and listened to music they didn't understand or care to understand. It didn't mean she could spend hours discussing Proust.
You haven't given her a chance.
She'd disappointed him, just like the others.
What was he going to do with her?
When he was little, he'd read a book about a dog, and suddenly he wanted one. His sister took him to a kennel, where they bought a mutt. He'd wanted a real dog like a collie or Labrador retriever, but Jo insisted on getting one from the pound. "To save him from being put to sleep," she'd explained. She'd spent her life caring for strays of all kinds, so he couldn't speak against the very thing that defined who she was.
The dog was an ugly, pathetic thing, with big brown eyes and soft hair, and the most irritatingly timid nature. If Masbn as much as frowned, it would tuck its tail between its legs and piddle all over the floor.
Mason knew nothing about dogs except what he'd learned from television, books, and movies. It turned out that those dogs-the kind with leading roles on screen-were lies. He'd expected the mutt to be smarter, to be able to communicate with him and understand everything he said. At the very least, it should have been able to entertain itself.
The dog was an annoyance. A horrible, time-consuming annoyance. It had to be taken outside when it wasn't convenient, and it chewed up the furniture. Worse, it chewed on Mason's books.
It constantly wanted to play. It constantly wanted attention, and didn't like to be left alone even for ten minutes. It was a pathetic, useless creature that took and took and took, and never gave anything back except for ruined books and stained carpet.
Jo adored the pathetic creature, the way she seemed to adore all pathetic creatures. "We're all made by God," she'd say, smiling. She would toss sticks to it and pet it, talking to it in her soft, quiet voice. When she did so, the dog would actually calm down and mind, at least a little.
"Isn't he wonderful?" she'd sometimes say. "Isn't he adorable?"
The more Jo liked it, the more Mason hated it. Stupid dog. Stupid, worthless dog. Eating and shitting, eating and shitting.
Mason tried to lose it. He took it miles from home. Then, when it wasn't looking, Mason ran away. But the dog-Seymour was its name-found its way home. Which meant it wasn't as stupid as Mason thought. But that was just instinct, Mason had argued with himself when the dog had arrived panting and happy on the doorstep. Turtles had instinct. Salmon had instinct. Worms had instinct.
The girl on the bed was making Mason feel the way he'd felt toward Seymour. She was an irritant that was creeping under his skin. Someone who'd lured him with promises of being more than she was. She'd tricked him into thinking she was the prize, that once he found her, his life would be complete and the happiness that had eluded him for so long would be within his grasp.
But nothing had changed. Right now he was sad. It was an old, familiar sadness that was like a smothering blanket.
He would feed her and put her away for the day. And later he would think about what to do.
When he got so sick of the dog that he couldn't stand it anymore, Mason-in order to save his sanity and his place in the household-was forced to take drastic measures he hadn't wanted to take. But it had been Seymour's fault. If Seymour had lived up to his expectations, nothing would have happened.
One day Seymour disappeared. "Up and disappeared," the locals would have said. But he and Jo weren't locals; they'd moved in when an uncle left Jo the house in his will, plus enough money to live on for several years. Mason and Jo had moved there from Louisiana, driving all the way in an old station wagon packed with their belongings. "A new beginning," Jo had called it.
But the people in the nearby town had never really let them in. Mason hadn't cared. "They can all go to hell," he'd told Jo. She'd been hurt by their rejection. Fifteen years later she gave up and decided it was time to go. When she left, only a handful of neighbors stopped to tell her good-bye.
Mason had stayed. He had his roses, and his roses were a part of him. He couldn't leave.
When Seymour vanished, he and Jo searched the area surrounding the sprawling farmhouse. They checked the outbuildings and the barn. They looked along the pond and stream that ran through the property. Then they got in the car and drove, going door to door, asking if anyone had seen a cute little brown dog.
No one had.
"He's gone," Mason told Jo after a week had passed.
"Where did he go?" she asked, sobbing in her handkerchief. "Why did he want to leave us?"
"Maybe he followed some other dogs," Mason suggested. "Or maybe he followed a car down the road. You know how he was, always chasing anything that moved."
Mason and Jo had clung together that evening, crying in the darkness. "Don't feel too sad about him," Mason had said. "He was faithless. He was a faithless mongrel."
With the dog gone, a heavy burden lifted from Mason.
He never forgot the lesson he'd learned from Seymour. Life was full of disappointments, and nothing was what it looked like from the outside.
He let the girl named Gillian go to the bathroom; then he made her walk downstairs. He shoved her along in front of him, down the aged wooden steps into the stone basement with its dirt floor. The smell of dampness and earth hit him, and again he thought of Seymour.
The bare lightbulbs that lit the way from room to room were dim.
They wound along to finally come to the door with the chipped green paint. He reached around the girl, opened it, and then gave her a push.
Gillian stumbled forward, her heart hammering. The room was no wider than six feet across, each side lined with wooden shelves. On one of the shelves was a thin gray mattress and pillow. Attached to the shelf supports were handcuffs. In the back of the room, lying horizontally on the ground like a coffin, was a mustard-colored refrigerator. Dangling above her head, covered with cobwebs, was a bare, low-watt lightbulb.
He spun her around and yanked the tape from her mouth.
She didn't respond to the pain. "Mason, please, let's talk. I want to talk to you-" When she talked to him, he changed.
"I'm going to work," he said.
He pulled a wrapped sandwich out of his sweatshirt pocket and put it on the mattress. Out of his other pocket came a jar of water. He put that next to the sandwich. "If you scream, nobody will hear you. But I don't want you to scream. If I come home and hear you screaming, I'll have to discipline you. I'll have to hurt you. If you're bad, you'll be punished. If you're good, you'll be rewarded."
"Mason, please-"
He turned and left, shutting the door behind him. She heard the jingle of metal as he locked the lock, then muffled footsteps as he walked away. A minute later the light above her head went out, plunging her into darkness.
Trying to keep her fear tamped down, she felt her way to the door and ran her hands across the rough wood. There was no handle on the inside. She pushed, then threw her weight against it. Solid, with no movement. She threw herself at it again and again until her shoulder ached.
She expected her eyes to adjust to the dark, expected the room to eventually lighten, but that didn't happen. It remained as dark as it had been when Mason turned bff the light.
She thought about prisoners who'd been secluded in dark holes for months, sometimes years. If they hadn't been crazy to begin with, they were when they got out.
He was coming back, she told herself. He'd just put her down there while he was at work. Yet she couldn't keep from wondering, What if he never returns?-either intentionally or unintentionally. He could be in a car wreck. He could be killed. Nobody would know where she was.
Every instinct told her to scream as loudly as she could.
What if he hasn't really left?
What if he's upstairs, listening, waiting to see if you've disobeyed?
What if he's standing right on the other side of the door?
She rapped lightly on the door. "Mason?" she whispered. "Are you out there?" She paused, listening for an answer.
Silence.
Left alone in the dark with just her thoughts, she felt fear begin to grow.
He was different this morning.
He didn't like me this morning.
Even though he was a kidnapper and a killer, he seemed to be in awe of women in his own weird, twisted way. But this morning he'd been all business, hardly looking at her. She'd sensed disappointment in him. What had she done wrong? What had set him off?
Was he riding the downside of a manic episode? Now that the thrill of the capture was over, had the high evaporated, leaving him deflated and depressed?
She crossed her arms at her waist and pressed them to her empty stomach. It hurt. Her stomach hurt. She remembered the sandwich he'd dropped on the bed, along with the jar of water.
She couldn't inspect it with her eyes, couldn't examine it for bugs or anything else he may have decided to put inside. Even if she could see, she wouldn't be able to tell if he'd laced it with anything from rat poison to some kind of drug that would knock her out for the rest of the day.
Maybe that would be a good idea.
No, she decided, thinking of lying down on the filthy mattress, virtually unconscious for hours while roaches nibbled away at her. No, she couldn't make herself eat the sandwich or drink the water.
How much time had passed? Two hours? Five minutes? Impossible to tell.
She had to focus her mind on something solid. Think about getting out. Think about what she would say to Mason when he returned to convince him never to put her here again. Think about not doing anything wrong. Think about being good.
But thoughts of Mason's return increased her anxiety and made her more aware of the slow passing of time. She had to dwell on something else, had to think of something nice.
A picnic in the park.
Fried chicken.
No, can't think about food.
Still standing, she leaned her back against the door and closed her eyes. "Swimming," she whispered to herself. She'd always loved to swim. When she was in high school, she used to force the air from her lungs. Airless, her body lost all buoyancy and she would let herself sink to the bottom of the deep end. She would lie there, looking up at the surface from her skewed perspective. When her lungs could wait no longer for air, she'd fold herself, then push against the pool bottom, shooting up to the surface, flying into the sparkling light, feeling exhilarated because she'd flirted with death.
"What are you doing?" Mary would shout in a frantic voice from the edge of the pool.
"Pretending to be dead."
"Don't scare me like that! I was ready to dive in and pull you out!"
Mary rescued people. It was what she did.
Gillian used to be brave. She used to be tough. She used to be scared of nothing. But that was all a facade. A teenage facade.
Fear is a terrible thing. An awful, horrible thing.
Maybe the most terrible, awful, horrible thing. It made you rearrange yourself, made you willing to compromise all principles. Made you desperately want to please a sick man.

Mary pulled up in front of Gavin Hitchcock's house, turned off the ignition, and got out of the car. After Gillian's abduction and Holly's statement, Gavin's confession had been tossed out and he'd been released on bail, the rape charge still standing. Now Mary was after reassurance and information. Sometimes killers worked in pairs, and she needed to be absolutely certain Gavin wasn't in some way connected to the recent murders-and possibly to her sister's abduction.
He answered the door dressed in jeans and a flannel shirt, his hair clipped close to his head, his face clean-shaved, his eyes dark-rimmed and hostile. Evidence of his overdose clung to him. He was pale and thin, and he looked as if he'd dropped thirty pounds since the day Mary had seen him at the auto repair shop.
"What do you want?" He chose a pose of intimidation, chest out, one bent arm high on the doorframe, fingers dangling.
"May I come in?"
He stared at her a moment, then dropped his arm and backed up to let her pass. "Have you heard anything about Gillian?" he asked, his tone warring between resentment of Mary and desire for news of her sister.
Mary sat down on the couch. His house was clean and tidy, very different from the last time she'd been there.
He remained standing. "What do you want?"
"You love Gillian, don't you?" she asked, trying to establish a foundation for the questions that would follow.
"That's no big secret."
"And you'd like us to find her, wouldn't you?"
"Of course I would." He became animated, angry at the implication that he might not want Gillian to be found. "I'm going crazy here. If I find out who did this to her, I'll kill him." He began to pace. "I don't care if I go to prison for the rest of my life." He jabbed a finger in her direction. "I want that son of a bitch dead. If I find out he did anything to hurt Gillian-" He stopped, and his voice cracked. Emotions and energy spent, he collapsed into a chair and buried his face in his hands. When he looked up, his eyes were red. "She has to be okay," he said hoarsely. "She has to be okay."
Mary had never before seen a lack of sympathy as a handicap, but she wasn't sure anymore. "If you can't feel what they feel, how can you begin to understand them and what they might do next?" Anthony had once argued when she'd accused him of giving criminals too much soul.
"Gavin-I have to know if you had anything to do with the recent murders."
He frowned in concentration, and she could see the confusion on his face. "I have epilepsy, you know," he told her. "Sometimes I have fits and pass out, and when I wake up I can't remember what happened."
"Do you have any memory of any of the girls? Of ever seeing them? Talking to them?"
He thought about it, then slowly shook his head. "No. Nothing."
"But you said you murdered them." Her voice was low, conversational, inquisitive. "You confessed. Why would you confess to something you have no memory of?"
"There was that Cammie chick, who said I raped her. And I remember having a knife in my hand. I remember thinkin' about killing her."
"Thinking and doing are two different things."
"I know, I know." He picked up a plastic red lighter from the table and began nervously fiddling with it. Flicking it on and off, staring at the flame. "But then there was Gillian."
"Gillian?"
"Looking at me the way she was. Like I made her sick. Like I was some kind of monster. So I thought I must have killed them."
"Now what do you think?"
"I don't know." He tossed down the lighter. "My head is a mess. I can't even remember raping that college girl, but I must have done that too. I mean, I tied her up."
"Did she ask to be tied to the bed?"
"Oh, Christ." He looked at the ceiling, then rubbed his face again, clearly uncomfortable. "I think maybe she was passed out when I did it."
Mary was convinced he was in no way connected to the murders and Gillian's abduction. She didn't know about the rape. That would be for the court to decide. But now his innocence in the recent homicides brought up the other question, the main question, the question that had informed part of her life. She leaned forward, elbows on her knees. "Gavin, I have to know if you killed Fiona Portman." Her voice took on a softer, pleading quality. "You can tell the truth," she reasoned. "You've already served your time."
"You'd like for me to say yes, wouldn't you? Because then it would be over. You could quit thinking about it. But the truth is, it will never be over. Not for you. Not for me. Because I don't know if I killed her." Gavin rarely made eye contact, but he regarded her steadily as he said, "You maybe didn't know this, but Fiona used to meet me in the woods behind her house for sex."
A few weeks ago, Mary wouldn't have believed what he was saying. She sat up a little straighter, bracing herself. "No, I didn't know that."
"She didn't want you to. She wanted you to think of her as the sweet neighbor kid."
Fiona was electric and charismatic. She drew people to her, and in a way, she cast spells on them.
"She told me not to tell anybody about us," Gavin said. "She didn't want anybody to know that she was hangin' around with me. If I saw her in the hallway at school, I was supposed to act like I hardly knew her. I could say hi-something like that, because if I acted like she wasn't there that would have seemed weird."
"Didn't that bother you?"
He shrugged and pursed his lips. "I didn't think about it too much. I was just glad she wanted something to do with me at all. And the sex." He spread his arms. "How could a guy turn down sex?"
"How did you plan your meetings?" she asked.
"I didn't have a phone, so sometimes I'd call her from a pay phone, and if her mom answered, I'd pretend I had the wrong number. But usually she'd write me notes and hand them to me, saying they were from somebody else so nobody would know she was writing to me. The notes were always the same, telling me to meet her in the tree house in the woods behind her house."
Mary remembered the strange feeling of deja vu she'd had at the high school in Canary Falls. In it, Fiona had been passing a note to Gavin. Now it made sense.
"Here I was, fucking the smartest, hottest, most popular girl in school, and nobody knew about it. I kind of got off on it being a secret. It made it seem dangerous in a cool way. Something nobody else in the world knew about." He frowned. "Until her mother caught us."
"Abigail Portman caught you with Fiona?"
"Yeah," he said vaguely, as if struggling to remember. "We were in the tree house goin' at it, and her mother just pops in."
"Then what happened?"
"I pulled up my pants and got the hell out of there."
"Gavin, do you remember if that was the night Fiona died?"
He concentrated, trying to pull up the memory, then shook his head. "Everything's a jumble. Whenever I have fits, things get mixed up. Time gets weird. It's hard to separate my thoughts from reality."
Had Gavin Hitchcock killed Fiona, or had he been a convenient scapegoat? A victim of circumstance? Had Gillian been right about him all along? "Try to remember. Did you have a fit the night Abigail Portman caught you with Fiona?"
"Was it the same day?" he asked himself, perplexed. He finally had to give up and let it go. He couldn't remember. "All I know is that the day she died, I woke up in the woods a few feet from her. At first I thought she was asleep. Then I saw all the blood and knew she was dead. So I ran. I ran like hell. People saw me, saw the blood, and called the police. When they showed up to arrest me, I wasn't surprised. I still had Fiona's blood on me, and I thought maybe I did do it. I used to get weird ideas. I used to imagine killing people, and cutting them up. I fantasized about it, and drew sick pictures of guys with their arms cut off. Explosions with body parts flying through the air. Stuff like that. So I figured I probably did kill her.
But Gillian never thought so, and finally I began to wonder too. And now I don't know. Sometimes I think I didn't do it. But if I didn't do it, who did?"
Who did? His question echoed in her mind. And if Gavin was innocent, that meant someone had gone free while he served time for a crime he didn't commit…
"I have to go," she said, getting to her feet. "Thanks for talking to me."
He stood, nervously rubbing his palms against his jeans. "Will you call me?" He swallowed, fear in his eyes. "When you find her?" No matter how you find her? were the unspoken words neither of them wanted to hear.
"Yes." Mary held out her hand.
He stared, puzzled and suspicious before finally shaking with a surprisingly firm grip. "Don't forget to call."
"I won't."
Outside, Mary was sliding into the car when her phone rang. It was Anthony. "Research just got back to us with a lst of rose propagators," he told her.
"I'll be right there."



Chapter 30


The light above Gillian's head came on. She squinted against the blinding glare.
She'd spent the first three hours of solitary confinement standing with her back to the door. When her legs couldn't hold her up any longer, she'd felt around in the darkness to gingerly settle on the edge of the mattress, where she'd been ever since. She heard the rattle of metal; then the wooden door opened, shimmying against the cement threshold. She got to her feet in preparation for Mason's arrival.
In the short time she'd been with him, her old life had taken on a hazy, unreal quality. She remembered Blythe and Mary and Gavin, but they didn't seem as solid and substantial as Mason and this house.
In the back of her mind, she reasoned that the distance was brought about by drugs, lack of food, and fear, but that knowledge didn't make her other life seem any more real.
She searched Mason's face, looking for signs of his earlier impatience and lack of interest. His expression was blank, unreadable.
"I'm glad you're back," she said cautiously.
"Have you been good?"
"Very good."
"You didn't eat?" He picked up the sandwich from the mattress. "You didn't drink the water?"
"I forgot."
His lips curled. "Don't lie to me. I hate lies."
"Okay, I didn't forget," she said, quickly changing her story. Why had she said something that was so obviously untrue? She had to be more careful. "I was afraid you may have put something in it that would make me go to sleep, and I didn't want to lie down on the mattress. I was afraid to go to sleep here in the dark."
He tossed the sandwich to the floor. Then he took her by the arm and pulled her behind him, out of the room, through the winding basement, and up the stairs to the kitchen. He told her she could use the bathroom, and she hurried down the hall, shutting the door behind her.
In the bathroom by herself, she tried to gauge what his mood had been. Not much better than this morning. She was going to have to do something, come up with something that might impress him. Be somebody he wanted to keep. Because if he didn't want to keep her…
She splashed water on her face and was shocked by her reflection in the mirror above the sink. She looiced like a junkie.
He was waiting for her outside the door. "Come on."
He led her into the kitchen, where he began frying pork chops in a skillet on the stove. "Can I help with something?" she asked, forcing herself to become a part of the surreal domestic scene. She had to act as if nothing odd was going on.
"Cut the potatoes for potato salad." He motioned toward the sink, where she found a pan of boiled potatoes along with a knife.
She picked up a peeled potato. By allowing her to use the knife he demonstrated the control he felt he had over her. It would be foolish to try to stab him. Odds were against her, and an attack would infuriate him-possibly enough to kill her.
"I love potato salad." She began cutting the potato into small squares, trying desperately to come up with harmless conversation. "Potato salad and baked beans. They just go together, don't you think?" Nothing intellectual, but it was all she could produce at the moment.
"I guess so."
Engage him. Make him answer questions. "What about apple pie? Do you like apple pie?"
"Yeah."
"Made with Jonathan apples. Maybe a few Golden Delicious thrown in, but mostly Jonathans."
"My sister used to bake pies." Upon mention of his sister, his voice suddenly became infused with life.
Small talk. Small talk was good. "Really? What kind?"
"Cherry. We have a cherry tree in the backyard. She was always baking cherry pies. And blackberry, when they were in season. She made a lot of apple pies too."
"I'd like to bake an apple pie for you," she ventured. "Would you let me do that?"
"No." The flash of elevated mood drained from him. "It wouldn't be right."
That had been careless of her. He apparently revered his sister. He wouldn't want Gillian trying to take her place. "How about a cake? Is your birthday anytime soon? I could bake you a cake."
He turned and stared. He had the strange eyes that murderers sometimes had-flat, dark, opaque.
Had she said something wrong?
"My sister is coming home soon."
Home? Does home mean what I think it means? Her heart began to hammer. "She's coming here?" Stay calm, she told herself. Don't let him see your interest.
"Tomorrow."
Tomorrow! She could hold out one more day. Of course she could hold out one more day. His sister would make him release her, maybe even make him go to the police. "We should have a party," Gillian said. "With cake and ice cream."
He smiled. He actually smiled.
Relief washed through her, and her muscles relaxed.
"You could put her name on the cake." Before her eyes, he transformed again, suddenly turning timid and shy.
"Yes! Welcome home… What's your sister's name?"
"Jo."
"Welcome home, Jo."
They ate their meal of pork chops and potato salad. Gillian's stomach had shrunk, and she couldn't eat much, but Mason didn't seem to notice. Nor did he seem to notice that she didn't drink any of the wine, only water from the same pitcher he used.
Tomorrow. She would be good. She would be good. She would be so good.
When they were done eating, he led her to the bedroom and dressed her in a low-cut, tight red dress.
I'm like his Barbie doll.
In the living room, he sat her down on the ottoman. He knelt behind her and began touching her hair, brushing it until she closed her eyes and exhaustion washed over her. She felt him putting makeup on her face, her cheeks, her lips. When he was done, he lit candles, turned off the lamp, and pulled out a book, settling on the floor at her feet.
"Shall I read to you?" he asked. "Would you like that?"
"Yes. Very much."
He chose the last paragraph in the overture of Swann's Way. It was perhaps Proust's most beautifully written passage about memory and the madeleine.
The paragraph was long and mesmerizing, wrapping the reader in bittersweet poignancy. Mason made it halfway through before he began to sob. The book dropped to his lap, and he buried his face in his hands.
"Here-" Gillian picked up the heavy volume. It automatically fell open to the page he'd been reading. In a soft voice she finished the paragraph for him, reading about the Japanese paper, the flower gardens, the whole of Combray springing up from a single cup of tea. When she was finished, she quietly closed the book and sat in silence. Out of seven volumes, he'd picked her favorite passage.
His sobs subsided, and he pressed his lips to her bare knee, hesitated, and then kissed her flesh again. "You're so beautiful. I want to take pictures of you," he whispered, looking up at her from his position on the floor. The flatness had left his eyes, as if his tears had momentarily cleansed them. "Would you mind?"
She didn't think she'd been drugged, but she felt strange and floaty and exceedingly calm.
He posed her, taking photo after photo. Some demure, some provocative.
"I have a lot of pictures," he said when he was finished. "Would you like to see them?"
"Yes."
He pulled her to her feet and led her from the room.
"I don't want to go back there," she said when she saw where they were heading. She tried to twist away, but he was too strong.
"Only for a little while."
Her feet were bare, and the steps were rough. The dirt floor, when they reached the basement, was damp and cold as they wound through the catacomb-like structure.
"Entrez," he said with a flourish, pushing her into a room she'd never seen before.
In front of her was a wall of photos. Several were of Holly lying on the ground, half-nude-all variations of the cut-up negative they'd found in the trash.
Gillian moved to the next wall. April Ellison. Wearing a red dress, posed provocatively. A breast showing here, a thigh there. Various parts of her body were also enlarged. In several photos, she had no eyes. Just bloody raw pits where the eyes had been.
She turned to an unfinished wall. Photos of her. Oh, God. It was disturbing to see herself lying in bed, unconscious and in various stages of undress. There were several of her breast with its rose tattoo.
"Here are my favorites."
He led her in the next display.
In front of her was a collage, eight-by-tens of body parts that went from ceiling to floor. At first they seemed random, but when he pulled her back, she was able to see that the enlargements made up an entire picture-of a girl lying in a bathtub. She was naked, and she was posed, her eyes open, flat, and dead. Very, very dead.
Gillian had always imagined that Charlotte Henning's death had been an accident, and that when Mason found her dead he'd quickly taken her body and dumped it in the river. Instead, he'd played with it. He'd made her pose for him even in death. And then he created this eight-feet-tall monument to the murder, a shrine to himself.
The sight of the photos made her insides curdle, made her feel sick to her stomach.
He was watching her. He'd jammed his hand into his pocket and was rattling the dice as he waited nervously in anticipation.
She quickly tried to pull on a blank mask, but it was too late. Nothing she now did or said could erase the horror and revulsion he'd seen in her face.
"Bitch!"
He grabbed her and dragged her through the passageway to the room where she'd spent the day. Adrenaline shot through her and she fought him, trying to wrench free, but her lessons in self-defense evaporated before his rage.
She gripped the doorjamb, her bare feet planted on the floor. She couldn't go back in there. He shoved. She stumbled forward.
He followed. He wrapped his hands around her throat and began to squeeze. Her breath was cut off. In survival mode, forgetting every technique she'd learned, she grabbed his wrists and tried to free herself. Suddenly he let her go, and she dropped to her knees, coughing.
"Close your eyes and hold out your hand," he commanded.
Wheezing, tears running down her cheeks, she did as he said.
He placed two small objects in her palm and closed her fingers over them. "A little gift for you, since you liked my photos so well."
She heard the door slam. The lock slid home.
On her knees, she opened her hand.
Lying in her palm were two shriveled blue eyeballs.



Chapter 31


Mason had been looking forward to this day for so long that he couldn't believe it was actually here. So engrossed was he in the anticipation of meeting his sister that he forgot to watch his speed. He glanced down-the speedometer had crept above sixty. He let up on the accelerator.
He'd allowed Gillian out of the basement long enough to bake a cake. She'd done a decent job, he had to admit. At least she was good for something.
She'd broken riis heart, that's what she'd done. Reacting that way to his photographs. His photos were a part of him, they were a part of who he was, and up until that point everything had been going so well.
She'd hurt him. Hurt him deeply.
Girls were worthless. That was the bottom line. He would have to tell Jo that he was never going to find the right girl for him because the right girl didn't exist. They were good only for baking cakes and having babies, and he didn't want any kids and he could order a cake from the bakery.
Girls were deceitful. So full of lies. They were packages that looked enticing, alluring from the outside, but when you opened them up they were full of maggots.
Except for Jo. Jo fell into a completely different category. She was a saint. She was perfect. She was beautiful inside and out.
When at last she stood before him, he was so glad to see her that he lifted her into the air and hugged her. She laughed, not in the mean way Gillian had laughed, but in delight and joy. She loved him. She'd always loved him, and oh, how he could bask in the warmth of that love.
On the way home he talked her ear off, telling her everything that had been going on while she'd been gone, telling her about his roses and how he'd taken good care of the house. He yakked and yakked and yakked.
Should he mention Gillian? he wondered when the conversation reached a lull. Should he even let Jo meet someone he wasn't going to keep? Someone who might disappear the way Seymour disappeared?
But it would be good to demonstrate to Jo that at least he'd made an effort to find a mate. That he'd kept his promise to her and that he'd been serious about it even though it hadn't worked out.
Was it anybody's fault that neither of them had known he was simply destined to be a bachelor? What was wrong with that, anyway? What is wrong with that?
Maybe Jo would extend her visit. Maybe once she was back, once she saw the house, she would want to stay longer. To hell with the people in town who'd snubbed her. She didn't need anybody else. Neither of them needed anybody else. Not as long as they had each other.
When they got home Jo went to her bedroom, saying she wanted to lie down awhile.
That was okay. It gave Mason time to get things ready for her party. While she was resting, he set the table.
Three places.
He decided to allow Gillian to participate. At times she could conduct herself with propriety, and surely with his sister gracing the house Gillian would be on her best behavior.
He got out the china and silverware. He put party favors at each setting. In the refrigerator was soft-serve ice cream from Dairy Queen-Jo's favorite after homemade. When he was little, she used to make homemade ice cream. He would turn the crank until he thought his arm would fall off. Jo always said the hand-cranked kind was the only kind to make if you were going to the trouble. Mason liked being able to do something, and the machine wasn't noisy like the electric ones. Those could send a person running out of the house.
He lit candles for atmosphere and put on a record- Mahler's arrangement of Schubert's Quartet in D Minor, "Death and the Maiden." Then he went to see if Jo was awake…

Music woke her.
It drifted into the basement and oozed through the stone walls. Gillian sat up in the blackness. She had no idea if it was day or night, no idea how much time had passed since she'd visited Mason's photo gallery. He'd allowed her upstairs once since then. That had been to bake a cake for his sister's welcome-home party.
The light above her head came on. A moment later Mason unlocked the door and threw it open. He was dressed in a black suit with sleeves that were too short. His hair was wet and combed back off a white forehead. "Party time!" he announced with puppylike enthusiasm. "How do you look?" He pulled her under the light and examined her.
She hadn't eaten since the pork chop dinner, and she'd been using the corner of the room as a toilet, but his mind was too caught up in other thoughts for him to find fault with her. "Come on," he said in a bubbly voice, swinging her arm.
"What time is it?" she asked, stumbling along behind him.
"Late. We have to hurry."
"I'd like to know the time."
He checked his watch. "Six-thirty."
"In the evening?"
"In the morning."
The exertion caused sweat to break out over her body, and the stone walls swam. "Mason-just a minute." She leaned her face against the clammy wall and closed her eyes, afraid she was going to pass out.
"Come on." He tugged at her arm. "My sister's waiting."
His sister. Gillian had momentarily forgotten about his sister. His sister. Her time in hell was almost over.
The knowledge of potential freedom gave her strength. She pulled in some deep breaths, then continued after him, hardly noticing when she smacked her toe into a step, tearing the nail at the root.
Upstairs, candles burned everywhere. The music was something classical. Through the doorway she could see the kitchen table, see the candles and cake and roses, the wineglasses shimmering. Sitting with her back to her was a small blond-haired woman wearing a dark dress.
Thank God. She was here. Finally here! Until that point, Gillian hadn't been sure she was real, afraid Mason was just making her up. Gillian felt close to tears as relief and gratitude rushed through her.
Rather than waiting for Mason to make introductions, she took the initiative. "Hi. I'm Gillian Cantrell," she said, moving forward into the room, swinging around to face the woman in the chair, her hand extended.
The floor shifted.
Behind her, the basement door slammed shut. A vacuum sucked the air from the room.
Sitting in front of her, hands folded demurely on her lap, eyes closed, face bearing undertaker's makeup, was a dead woman.
Denial, confusion, and disbelief fluttered in Gillian's brain.
A corpse.
No!
Her mind struggled with the presentation. NO! Not real. Not happening. A dream. A nightmare.
"This is my sister, Jo Von Bryant," Mason said, proudly striding in behind her, pulling out a chair so Gillian could take a seat at the table, across from Jo.
"Sit down," Mason commanded, a familiar irritation creeping into his voice.
With jerky movements, Gillian sat, her hands in her lap, her eyes focusing on the cake in the center of the table, welcome rtOME, jo.
Jo, the dead woman. Jo, the corpse.
Even though Gillian wasn't looking at her, she may as well have been. She could see her anyway. Such was the persistence of memory. She could see the way the shiny, transparent skin of her face stretched across the bridge of a narrow nose. Her mouth had been a round black pit, as if she'd died while crying out in pain.
Had Mason killed her?
Make this go away. Make this all go away.
Gillian unfolded her napkin and spread it on her lap. She cleared her throat. "H-how long have you been gone?" she asked.
"A year," Mason said, slicing a knife through the cake. "A year today."
Where had she been all of this time? In the house? In one of the rooms upstairs?
A smell emanated from her, not a rotten smell, but something Gillian associated with funeral parlors.
Embalming fluid.
As her mind raced and then screeched to a stop, Mason continued to cut and serve the cake. He hummed as he scooped ice cream onto three plates and finally took a seat between Gillian and his sister.
"Bon appetit."
With a shaking hand, Gillian lifted the heavy silver fork. She sliced into the cake.
It was white cake with white frosting because Mason had told her that was his sister's favorite.
She raised the fork to her mouth. The bite of cake quivered there, just beyond her lips. She inhaled. The scent of embalming fluid filled her nostrils.
She dropped her fork with a clatter of metal on china and pushed from the table, getting to her feet and spinning around, her back to Mason and his dead sister. She gripped the edge of the sink, wondering if she was going to throw up, wondering if she had anything to throw up.
Had he killed her?
The question was caught in a loop in her head.
Had he killed her and preserved her to bring her out on special occasions? Did he have other bodies around? Was the fucking house full of bodies?
As she stood there, her mind reached a saturation point. A removed, out-of-body feeling came over her.
So what if she's dead?
What is death anyway?
Was the body sitting there any different from a leaf that had fallen from a tree and blown into the house?
Any different from a dry, faded flower? Any different from her own body, except that her own body had blood pumping through it?
"Aren't you going to join us?" Mason asked.
She could tell he was angry, but didn't want to show it in front of his sister. Which meant his sister, dead though she was, might still prove Gillian's ally.
Gillian turned around, her hands clenched together. She forced herself to look at the woman.
Not that bad, she told herself now that the initial shock was over.
Her hair, her light blond hair, shimmered softly in the candlelight. Just an empty vessel that had once held life, she told herself. "Your sister is beautiful," she whispered to Mason.
He nodded. Without getting up, he reached for Gillian, taking her hand, leading her in a semicircle back to her chair, where she sat down, lifted her fork, and took a bite of cake.
Outside, in the distance, she heard the sound of car tires moving over gravel. Mason jumped to his feet and ran to a living room window. A second later he was flying around the kitchen, blowing out candles.



Chapter 32


The true story of Josephine Von Bryant's life was one Mason cherished every bit as much as his adored fiction. One of his favorite ways to pass the time was to listen to his sister's tales.
"Start when you were ten years old," he used to beg her, because that was when she really began the search for her true self.
At ten, Josephine decided she wanted to dedicate her life to God. Their parents found her devotion frightening, so obsessed was she with living a humble existence. At one point, she shaved her head and slept on the hard floor. She starved herself, and when she couldn't find any stores that carried the hair shirts she'd heard and read about in catechism class, she bought a wool sweater from the church's store for the poor and wore it against her bare skin through summer and winter until her mother stripped it from her and burned it.
Her obsession with faith worried her parents so much that they removed her from Catholic school and put her in a private, all-girls institution. At first the other students made fun of her, calling her a freak to her face, but then she began developing signs of stigmata. The first spot started out as a blister on her palm. A week later, on the opposite side of her hand, blood began to ooze. Her classmates were fascinated, and soon Josephine had a group of faithful followers who couldn't get enough of her biblical stories of lust, suffering, and devotion.
Even though she scratched herself until she bled and kept the wounds from healing by continually picking and stabbing at them, Josephine convinced herself they were real.
By the time Josephine hit puberty, she'd grown bored with religion. Her psychologist helped her to realize it wasn't religion that had brought about her obsession with living a cloistered life, but a fear of men. She had no childhood memories of suffering at the hands of any man, so she could only guess that her fear was genetic. She became a lesbian for a while, but grew tired of that even more quickly than religion.
When their parents died unexpectedly, leaving Mason in her care, she suddenly found a new calling.
Mason.
She adored him.
Nine-year-old Mason came into her charge at a vulnerable time. He would watch her as she moved about a room, never letting his eyes waver, afraid she might leave and not come back. He would follow her to the bathroom and wait outside the door, sometimes curling up on the floor while she bathed.
Jo got a job with a traveling acting troupe, but after two years decided it wasn't the life for Mason. When an uncle died, leaving them an estate in Minnesota, they moved into the farmhouse a week after the paperwork was finished.
"This is it," Josephine said, standing in the front yard, looking up at the two-story house. "Our home."
Jo threw herself into their new life with the same enthusiasm she'd shown for religion, but no matter how hard she tried, she often lamented that it never seemed quite real to her.
Sometimes as she moved through her day, washing clothes, hanging them on the line to dry, baking pies, canning vegetables, she said she felt that she was living someone else's life. Not a bad life, by any means, she'd told Mason. Just not her life.
Was there a lack of sincerity in the way she approached things? she'd asked her brother. How did a person know when she had it right? She thought she had it right when she shaved her head and wore a wool sweater. Now she looked back on those days with embarrassment. She thought she had it right when she decided to become a lesbian. She and her partner went to gatherings where they spoke up for women's rights. She never wore a dress and didn't take any shit from anyone, especially a man.
But that had all been playing at life, experimenting and experiencing what it meant to be human. It hadn't been who she was.
Then she was diagnosed with terminal cancer.
This, she told Mason. This is real.
Their last year together was spent reading a translation of the entire seven-volume set of Proust's Remembrance of Things Past, because that was something Jo had always promised herself she would do. They spent evenings listening to music and just talking quietly.
But there came a time when Jo was much too blunt, when she came right out and told Mason that she wouldn't always be there for him, that she would be leaving one day and he would never see her again. They had to make plans.
Her biggest concern was that he'd be lonely. "You need to meet girls," she would say to him as she lay in bed at night with Mason in a chair nearby. "When I'm gone, you need to get busy. Find someone. There's somebody out there for you. Somebody who will love and adore you. But you won't find her here, sitting at home or piddling around with your roses. You've got to go out and find her. Promise me you'll do that? Promise me you won't just hide here, being sad?"
He wouldn't listen. Anytime she brought up the subject of her impending death, he shut out her blunt and awful words. "We can move," he told her. "We can go somewhere else. I know you've never liked it here. I know those women in town have been mean to you."
"Moving won't change anything," she said sadly. "Mason, I'm dying."
He refused to believe her. He was twenty-seven, but he reverted back to his childhood.
Jo enlisted the help of a hospice, but they knew only about death; they didn't know about helping the living. She contacted the local church. It wasn't Catholic, but she didn't think that mattered. The minister came to visit. Mason kicked him out, telling him to get the hell off their property.
Her doctor had ordered plenty of heavy-duty drugs to keep the pain at bay. Those drugs eventually sent her into a sleep from which she never awakened…
Someone else may have thought she was just sleeping, but as soon as Mason saw her, he knew something was wrong. The essence he knew of as Jo wasn't there.
He didn't call anybody for two days.
He kept thinking maybe something would happen. Maybe he would step into the bedroom and she'd be sitting there, smiling at him. He kept vigil. Several times throughout the day he would leave the room, then return in order to give her the chance to come back, to start over.
She never woke up.
He didn't know a body could go bad so quickly.
She began to smell. He heard a buzzing at the window near the bed, and when he pulled back the curtain he saw what had to be thousands of flies clustered on the glass, piled up where the wooden frame met metal, trying to squeeze in the small cracks.
They were the shiny kind of flies, fat-bodied black ones he associated with the dead rabbits and squirrels he sometimes came across. Behind him, he heard more buzzing. He swung around. The sheet that covered Jo seemed to be moving. He lifted it. A rotten smell hit him in the face. At the same time, a cloud of flies swarmed him, going for his mouth and nose. He ran from the room, picked up the phone, and dialed 911.
It would end up being one of those calls paramedics talked about over beers whenever stories were being shared.
All they knew as they headed for the secluded farmhouse was that the patient was an elderly woman who was thought to be dead.
The smell hit them before they reached the door. Hands held to their mouths weren't enough. They had to retreat and pull out carbon filter masks.
The door was covered with flies. They opened it, shaking them loose. A black cloud unfurled and then immediately settled back down, sticking to the flesh, biting.
Inside the house a man stood wringing his hands, his eyes red. "She's in there," he said, pointing to a room off the living room. "I think she might be dead."
The paramedics looked at each other but didn't say anything. In the bedroom they glanced at the body, which had passed out of rigor long ago. "I ain't driving back with that in the van," one said to the other. "We'll never get the smell outta there."
In the ambulance, they put in a call to the coroner's office, which sent a plain truck with a topper-the vehicle used for the stinky cases. Without lingering, they whisked the body away to the mortuary, where it was pumped with four times the recommended amount of embalming fluid.
The mortician had a bad habit of shorting his clients when it came to such things, but in this case cheating wasn't even an option.
Laid out in the casket, her cheeks rosy, wearing a dress with a brooch at the throat, she waited. She didn't have many visitors, and the ones who came did so out of morbid curiosity.
Mason stayed with her morning and night until the mortician had to pry him away, telling him it was time to let her go, time to bury her.
"NO!" Mason had screamed. "NO!"

When Sheriff David Vance got the call telling him a grave at Poplar Grove Cemetery had been vandalized, he immediately thought of a group of kids that had gone around last year, digging up old graves and carrying bones around with them in their backpacks. They hadn't meant any harm. They'd just been inquisitive.
But when David reached the cemetery and saw that an entire body had been stolen, he dismissed his earlier assessment and recalled the story told to him by Harvey Blake, the local mortician.
He called him. "Harvey, you remember that kid you were telling me about last year? The one who didn't want to bury his sister?"
"Yeah."
"What was her name?" he asked, staring at the headstone.
"Von Bryant. Josephine Von Bryant."
"You remember the kid's name?"
"Uh… Mason. Mason, that's it."
"Thanks, Harvey." After hanging up, David asked the first officer on the scene if the crime lab was on its way.
"Should be here any minute."
"I'm going to let you handle it from this end," he said. "I've got a stop to make."
It was a small county, and he'd heard about the woman and kid who had moved in years ago. People said they were strange, but that's how it was in rural settings. Nobody liked anybody new. He felt sorry for outsiders who moved into the area. They always came excited about the beauty. Almost every one of them left within a few years, moving back to where they came from or to a place with influx and a higher population. The Von Bryants stayed on.
He knocked on the door. Nobody answered. The windowless garage was shut; he couldn't see whether a car was inside or not. He walked around the property. The sky was dark. A storm was blowing in, bringing wind and rain that was supposed to turn to snow. He hoped the lakes froze early this year. He'd spent the summer building a new fishing house, and he was anxious to get it set up.
The farm was a nice little place. He remembered when old Samuel Griffin had lived there. Sam had died while feeding his hogs, and the hogs ate him. Nothing left for anybody to find but bones.
Hogs were weird that way. Especially in a feedlot situation. He knew a guy who'd just slipped and fallen. Before he could get up, a hog bit off his ear.
There was no sign of activity. Maybe it was better this way. Take him by surprise with a search warrant. That was if his suspicions were enough for a search warrant. He'd made some bad calls in the past, and the judge was getting reluctant to spit warrants out the way she used to. Damn woman.
From a crack in the living room drapes, Mason watched the police car drive away, smoke from the rapidly blown-out candles burning his throat. The girl-Gillian-was lying on the floor, unconscious from a blow to the head. Her fault. She shouldn't have tried to run for the door.
He'd known the police would come. He just hadn't thought it would be so soon.



Chapter 33


Anthony sat hunched over a desk in the corner of Elliot Senatra's office, going over the matches they'd come up with from the list of rose propagators. They'd narrowed it down to twenty-three men, not a figure Anthony was happy with, but they couldn't risk dismissing the remotest possibility. Mary, who Anthony didn't think had slept in days, was on the phone with Detective Wakefield. Time was their enemy, and she was desperately trying to pull together forty-six people in order to simultaneously send teams to the twenty-three remaining addresses.
The door flew open, and Elliot stuck his head inside. "A grave in Poplar Grove's been robbed," he announced. "And get this-the missing body belongs to Josephine Von Bryant."
Von Bryant. One of the names on the propagator list.
"Does she have a husband?" Mary asked. "Or a son?"
Elliot smiled broadly. "A brother. Mason Von Bryant."
The rental car flew down the country road, gravel and mud hitting the undercarriage.
"The turn should be coming up on the left." Mary leaned forward in the passenger seat. It was raining hard, and the rapidly clicking wipers could barely keep up.
Mason Von Bryant's house was located on the top of a hill, with an unobstructed view of the half-mile lane leading to it and the connecting highway. When planning their strategy, they'd decided it would be too risky for a parade of patrol cars to approach the house. Instead, Mary and Anthony were going in and would call for backup when needed. Parked along the highway two miles away was Elliot, along with four BCA agents, four police officers, six members of the SWAT team, and an ambulance. Even though it wasn't his jurisdiction, John Wakefield was also on hand.
"There it is." Anthony slowed and then turned the car onto a road with a private property sign. The narrow lane was deeply rutted, and he was forced to slow down.
He pulled up behind the garage and shut off the engine. Then he radioed Elliot and the waiting team to let them know they'd arrived.
He and Mary opened their doors and stepped out. Wind caught their raincoats, whipping them about their legs. Hunching their shoulders, they ran for the house and the overhang above the front door.
Anthony tried the doorbell, then knocked. When no one answered, he jiggled the knob. It was unlocked.
He looked at Mary with raised eyebrows. They withdrew their weapons from their shoulder holsters. She nodded, and he pushed open the door. With guns drawn and pointed skyward, they entered cautiously.
It was an old house. Wind shifted a curtain and crept into a crevice around the sash, sounding like breath being blown across the curved glass lip of a soda bottle.
Immediately in front of them was the kitchen where a table had been set with wineglasses and a cake. In a vase were red roses.
Seated at the table, her back to Mary, was a woman. Mary inched forward, slowly approaching her while Anthony kept his eyes on the living room and hallway.
Mary had come expecting to find Mason Von Bryant's dead sister, so she wasn't surprised to discover that the woman seated at the table was a frozen-faced corpse, an untouched glass of wine and slice of cake in front of her. The ice cream had melted, dripping to the floor to dry in a congealed puddle.
Was every traumatic event in her life going to feature cake? Mary wondered.
The body neither shocked nor frightened her.
She motioned to Anthony, and they scoured the lower story of the house, quickly and efficiently checking the living room, dining room, two bedrooms, and bath. Then they climbed the narrow, twisted stairs.
The ornate railing was covered with glossy, chipped white paint, the stair steps with a wool runner. The walls were smothered with overwhelming floral wallpaper, yellowed and stained with age. The house smelled like mildew and rotten wood.
In the doorway of the first bedroom, Anthony paused and tensed. Behind him, Mary looked over his shoulder. Reclining in a narrow twin bed, pillows at his back, dressed in light blue pajamas, was a man she assumed was Mason Von Bryant. He watched passively with emotionless eyes.
There was no dismissing the emptiness there. She'd seen it before. That kind of emptiness belonged to killers, to mass murderers. To people without souls or conscience.
Where is Gillian?
Is she still alive?
Those were the two questions foremost in her mind. If the case hadn't involved her sister, Mary would have said he'd most likely killed her the first or second day. But this was Gillian they were talking about, and Mary couldn't face the possibility that her sister was dead.
Beside her, Anthony sensed Mary's fear and apprehension, sensed the way she struggled with the scene as presented to them. These situations always fit a pattern, and her years of experience would be telling her that her sister was dead. Right now Mary was probably clinging to the few cases that fell outside the norm. Let this be one of those, he prayed, all the while afraid such prayers were useless. Gillian was dead. That's what his gut was telling him.
Both their weapons were trained on the man in the bed. Anthony pulled out his ID and introduced himself and Mary. "Are you Mason Von Bryant?"
"As a matter of fact, I am."
"Where's Gillian?" Mary asked, her voice neutral.
"Aren't beds the greatest?" Von Bryant asked, acting as if they had come to visit him. "I always feel safe in my bed;"
Anthony remained focused on the man, watching for the smallest flicker of movement that would indicate a weapon. "Put up your hands."
Von Bryant slowly lifted his hands and held them high. "I always wanted to do that," he said, smiling.
He was like a kid, Anthony realized. Like some thirteen-year-old kid. In a matter of seconds, Anthony went from anger to pity. And now, peripherally, he took note of the surroundings.
The room was done in cartoon animal wallpaper. Black-and-white photos covered one wall. A glance told him they were of Mason Von Bryant and variations of the woman downstairs. On the bed was a big stuffed bear and a purple elephant. Shelves held model cars, toy rockets, and arrowheads-all lined up neatly in rows. The sheets on the twin bed were faded and worn, but not so worn that Anthony couldn't make out characters from the 1977 Star Wars movie.
Jesus.
It was the saddest fucking thing he'd ever seen.
How did this happen? How did people get so messed up, so twisted around in their heads? The poor guy. Poor kid.
"Where's Gillian?" Mary repeated.
"I'm not afraid of dying," Von Bryant stated.
"We don't want you to die," Anthony said carefully.
"This isn't real. None of it's real, so it doesn't matter."
"Mason, this is real."
"I've always felt safe in my bed."
"You are safe."
"No place is really safe, is it? Don't you know that? No place. Not even this bed."
"That's not true," Anthony lied.
Mason cocked his head to one side. "Listen to the rain. Doesn't it sound peaceful? The way it's hitting the roof like that?"
Mary made a little choking sound deep in her throat, a sob that she tried to stop but couldn't. She knows, Anthony thought. She knows Gillian is dead.
"Where's Gillian?" she suddenly shouted, extending her gun with both hands and taking a step toward the bed. "Where's my sister?" She was half-sobbing now, the gun trembling.
Anthony put a hand out to stop her and comfort her. "Careful," he warned.
"Everything sucks," Mason said.
Anthony could kinda see where he was coming from. Sometimes he thought it was just him and the business he was in. When you deal with evil every day, you tended to think life sucked.
"I understand," Anthony said.
"You?" Mason asked sarcastically. "You understand? Are you saying you understand what it's like to be me? Nobody knows what it's like to be me. Can I put my arms down? They're getting tired."
"Go ahead, but keep them above the sheets."
Mason lowered his arms.
"I don't know what it's like to be you," Anthony said. "But I know what it's like to be human. I know what it's like to wonder where this is all heading, and why. The world is a hard place to live in. That's all I'm saying. It's a hard place to deal with."
"I can't relate to you in any way."
"I don't expect you to."
"With your suit and tie and city haircut. You don't have any right to tell me the world is hard. You're the kind of person that makes it hard. Good-looking, efficient bastards like you make the rest of us look bad, make th6 rest of us look like shit."
"I'm sorry."
"It's too late."
"What do you mean, too late?" Anthony asked. Too late for Gillian? Or too late for Von Bryant?
Up until that point, Mason's movements had been slow and slothlike. Suddenly he acted with agile speed, pulling a handgun from under the sheets. But instead of turning it on Anthony or Mary, he turned it in his direction.
"He's going to kill himself!" Mary screamed.
She lunged. Before she made contact, his weapon discharged. The sound was deafening in the cramped room. The pressure of the expanding gases from the single bullet caused the bones of Von Bryant's skull to separate along the suture lines. Like a deflated balloon, his face caved in on itself.
"No!" She grabbed fistfuls of his pajama top. "No! You son of a bitch! NO!"
"Mary, he's dead!" Anthony tried to pull her back, but nothing registered. "He's dead! Let him go!"
His words finally sank in. She released him. With her sleeve, she wiped away the blood that flecked her face. "We need to search this place." She ran to the closet and jerked open the door. "We have to find Gillian!"
Anthony radioed Elliot. "Von Bryant's dead."
"What about Gillian?"
"We're still looking. Check the garage and outbuildings, plus the area surrounding the house."
"We're on our way."



Chapter 34


She was suffocating.
Had Mason known the holes he'd drilled in the refrigerator wouldn't be enough to keep her supplied with air? That would be something he would do, something gutless. Why not just kill her outright? Shoot her, or give her an overdose of his nasty drugs? Instead, he put her away. He shut the door and didn't plan to open it again. Forget about her. Pretend she didn't exist.
It was possible her body would never be found. Her poor mother would keep looking, year after year, waiting for news. And all the while Gillian would be here, stuffed in a fucking refrigerator.
She'd tried to be good. She'd even talked to his dead sister. But it hadn't been enough. No woman would have been enough for him, because no woman could live up to the woman who-was already dead.
She'd been naive enough to think she could get through to him. How idiotic. How childish of her. She wasn't a negotiator. She hadn't been trained to talk someone into giving up. And now, in this eleventh hour, she could admit that after all these years, she was still trying to prove herself to Mary.
The basement was cold and damp, the floor was dirt, the walls wound around like catacombs.
"Gillian!" Mary shouted. "Gillian!"
She and Anthony hurried through the cramped space, ducking under wooden beams, their shoulders rubbing against stone and cement. One pass, and they found Mason's darkroom. No sign of Gillian.
Mary quickly looked around, her gaze moving over the photos plastered to the walls. There was Holly. Charlotte Henning. April Ellison. Underneath some of April's photos was a neatly printed word: bitch.
"Anthony-look." Mary stood in front of an en-larger. Visible in the compartment below the lens were the notched edges of a negative strip. "He must have been developing these."
Anthony immediately fell into action. "Shut off the overhead." He flicked on a red light screwed into a nearby socket.
Mary looked frantically around the room, running her hands across stone and cement block walls. "I can't find a switch!" She grabbed a broom and swung at the dangling bulb, breaking it like a pinata, glass shattering to the floor.
"See if you can locate developing solution," he said urgently. "It should be there somewhere near those trays." He turned on the enlarger light and bent close. "These could be Gillian, but I can't say for sure."
Mary found a jug labeled developing solution and poured it into a plastic tray.
Anthony flicked off the light, then slipped a contact sheet under the metal frame, quickly setting it up for an eight-by-ten. "Here we go." He pushed the timer button. The light clicked on for eight seconds, then off. He pulled out the contact sheet, hurried to the table, and dropped it in the solution.
"Stop bath," he said, looking around.
"Here." Mary handed him a brown bottle.
He poured a small amount into another tray and then added water. "We don't need anything else," he said. "We're not going for quality here. Watch the paper. When the photo is clear, pull it out and put it in the stop bath." He hurried back to the enlarger to make another print from a different negative.
As Mary watched, an image slowly appeared.
A woman.
Dressed in an off-the-shoulder evening gown.
Lying inside something.
A box?
Coffin?
Mary pressed a hand to her mouth.
It was a woman stuffed inside a refrigerator. Both doors were open. A notch had been cut in the freezer compartment, just large enough for a neck; her head filled the freezer, her body the lower section.
"It's Gillian," Mary said, unable to take her eyes from the photo.
Anthony returned to slide in another contact sheet. Using his bare hands, he pulled out the developed print and dropped it in the stop bath.
"Is she alive in the photo?" he asked.
"Yes." Her answer came on one tight, exhaled breath.
Standing opposite each other, they stared at the developing tray, waiting for the second image to appear.
It was a close-up of Gillian's face framed by the freezer. "She's alive in this one too," Anthony said.
Mary spun around, pulling a flashlight from her pocket as she went. Hurrying back through the stone maze, she trained the light on the dirt floor, then the steps that led to the kitchen.
Upstairs, she dived for the refrigerator, jerking it open.
Packed with food.
She slammed the door and ran back to the basement, where Anthony stood bathed in red light, three eight-by-tens spread out in front of him. "There has to be another refrigerator somewhere," she said breathlessly.
He pulled out his flashlight and trained the beam on the developed photos. "We need a clue to the location."
How long could a person remain alive in a refrigerator? Minutes? An hour?
Mary grabbed the photos, one after the other. "This one." She pointed. "Right here," she said, her voice rising. "Isn't that a stone wall?"
Anthony looked closer. "You're right." He was already moving. "Let's check the barn and outbuildings," he shouted over his shoulder. "They probably have stone foundations."
Halfway up the stairs, Mary stopped. Could they have missed something in their initial perusal of the basement? "Go on," she said, hurrying back downstairs. "I'm looking here once more."
He cleared the rest of the steps, taking them two and three at a time. She heard his feet pounding above her head. From outside came the sound of voices. Elliot and his team had arrived.
She and Anthony had gone through the basement quickly the first time. Now, while her heart pounded in her head, she forced herself to move methodically, training her flashlight on every crack and crevice.
Cobwebs. Mildew. Dripping water, falling and running across the ground. A door she'd checked before. She opened it again, shining the flashlight on canning jars of green and yellow beans. She directed the beam down. On the dirt floor was a footprint. A bare footprint. Small enough to be a woman's.
She stepped inside the cramped, smothering room and discovered something that hadn't been apparent from the doorway. The room appeared to be a rectangle about five feet deep. But once inside she saw that it was L-shaped, with the short length of the L turning to the left. At the end of that turn was a small padlocked door.
It was insanity to shoot a gun in such a tight space. She would never have graduated from the Academy if she'd done something so stupid during training.
Mary drew her gun, took aim, and then turned her face away as she squeezed the trigger.
She smelled burnt gunpowder. Her ears rang. When she looked back, the lock had shattered. She grabbed it, hot metal searing her fingers. Ignoring the pain, she jerked the lock loose. It dropped to the dirt floor with a soft thud. She lifted the metal hinge and shoved open the door.
A torture chamber.
A filthy mattress tossed across wooden slats. Handcuffs attached to a framework that made up the bed. She put a harid to her nose. The smell was bad, not like death, but more like an outhouse.
Something caught in her hair. She stepped back to see a shattered bulb dangling in front of her face. She moved the flashlight beam around to the back of the deep, narrow, suffocating space. There, lying on the ground like a coffin, was a refrigerator.
She bolted across the room, shoved open both doors, and shined her flashlight inside.
Visions of another time flooded her brain. Fiona. Dead. Murdered. Blood. Flies. And empty eyes. Those empty eyes…
Gillian was dead.
Her lips were blue, her skin, in contrast to the red satin gown, transparent. Red rose petals had been scattered-they clung to her white flesh.
The flashlight fell from her fingers as Mary dropped to her knees.
Too late. Too late.
She wasn't strong enough to lift Gillian from the tomb, so she leaned over, squeezed open her blue lips, and blew into her lungs.
What are you doing? Do you think you can wake the dead?
She blew another breath, then another, the panic she'd kept at bay until that point rising within her. She could feel the frightened wings beating against her heart, feel a helpless fear coming over her that threatened to shut off her mind completely.
It was a sensation she recalled from her youth.
Make it stop. Make it stop.
She blew another breath. And another.
Waking the dead.
A clatter behind her told her Anthony was there. His flashlight beam careened around the room. "I heard a gunshot. Oh, Christ," he said, spotting Gillian.
Now that Anthony had arrived, she broke down. "She's dead, Anthony!" she sobbed in disbelief. "She's dead!"
Together they lifted her from the refrigerator, the jagged edges of the freezer cutting into the sides of Gillian's neck. Blood beaded.
They put her on the floor, where Anthony placed two fingers against her carotid artery. "A pulse!" He turned to her. On his face was the most amazing mixture of incredulity and happiness. "She's breathing shallowly, but she's breathing!"
"I can't believe it." Mary fell to her knees beside him, an arm across his shoulders. "I can't believe she's still alive." Then she began to cry.

Sunlight hit Gillian full in the face, blinding her.
Was she dead? Was that the bright light they were always talking about?
A dark spot moved across the brightness. Her father? Grandmother?
"Gillian?"
She recognized Mary's voice.
"You're not dead, are you?" she asked, then realized nobody could hear her. She lifted a hand to her face. Something plastic. An oxygen mask.
"Here-" Someone removed the mask.
Gillian's eyes began to adjust to the brightness. The shadow that was Mary became more distinct until she could see her sister smiling at her. The smile was a smile from the past, from a time when they were young and the world was full of promise. She felt air move across her skin, and realized she was outside.
Birds were singing madly, the way they did after a rain.



Chapter 35


Gillian stood at the window of her apartment, watching for her sister. After being kept overnight at the hospital for observation, she'd spent the last twenty-four hours taking it easy and receiving visitors, including Holly, Ben, Wakefield, and Gavin. Nobody had wanted her to stay by herself, but she'd insisted upon it. The visits were nice, but highly emotional and draining. She needed time alone.
Then her mother, in true Blythe fashion, couldn't wait any longer to celebrate Gillian's return from the dead.
A car pulled up to the curb. Mary, bundled in a long wool coat, hat, gloves, and scarf, hurried across the yard, her body bent into the wind. Winter had finally arrived. Snow had blown in the night before, and the temperature had dropped to the teens.
"You'll need a hat," Mary told her, stepping inside, bringing the cold with her. Gillian pulled on a lime green stocking cap and dug a matching scarf from the closet. "I knit these last winter," she said. "Remember when we learned to knit? Mrs. Portman taught us."
"After school. I also remember we used to make some fantastic snowmen," Mary said, tying the scarf around Gillian's neck and giving the cap an extra tug.
"And snow women." Gillian emphasized the word women. They both laughed. You didn't have a feminist mother without snowmen of both sexes.
"We'll do that again, won't we?" Gillian searched Mary's face for affirmation and found it. "Play in the snow?" Suddenly she felt brittle and fragile and dangerously close to tears.
"Soon," Mary said. "Very soon." She gave her a gentle hug. "Come on."
In the car, Gillian stared through the windshield. "I was so out of it when I was there." She felt no need to explain there. At Mason's. Mary would know. Mary would understand. "I keep trying to remember exactly what happened, but I can't. I recall snatches of conversation, and snapshot images. I know some questions have no answers, but I keep asking myself, Why?"
"Loss can be a catalyst for many things," her sister said. "Unfortunately, Mason was unable to cope with the death of his sister."
"You probably think it's best if I just let it go, quit trying to remember, but I have an overpowering need to put those days together into some kind of perspective."
"That sense of unreality could be a protective mechanism. Abused children often have no memories of the abuse. Even adults have been known to subconsciously block out traumatic events."
He's still there, Gillian thought.
In my head.
For the rest of her life, she would be connected to Mason whether she wanted to be or not. It was out of her control.
He'd been buried in Poplar Grove Cemetery, next to his sister. The siblings would spend eternity together-or at least a few hundred years. Gillian had been told that both Josephine's and Mason's graves would be covered with cement to discourage any possible grave robbers. For some reason, people tended to dig up the graves of murderers. Sometimes such desecrations were committed by family members of victims who had been killed. Sometimes they were done by people who had an unhealthy curiosity about such crimes and were looking for souvenirs.
In the cellar room where Gillian had been kept, the crime scene team found the dehydrated eyeballs Mason had given her, plus an unearthed, mummified dog.
It was over.
The house was no longer considered a crime scene. AH the evidence had been collected, photos confiscated, the building sealed. In six months, maybe a year, if no living relative could be found, a cleanup team would come. They would strip it of everything. Personal belongings would be bagged and taken to the dump. Later men would come and board up the windows and nail keep out signs to the doors.
The roses in Mason's private greenhouse had been promised to the U of M horticultural department. When students arrived to pick them up, they found that high wind had peeled back the plastic from the roof and freezing temperatures had killed the delicate plants, turning their leaves a withered black.
Better that way, Gillian had thought when Detective Wakefield told her.
Mary stopped the car in front of her mother's house. Darkness had fallen. The snow had stopped. She could see lights and hear laughter coming from inside. The feeling took her back to her childhood, reminding her of short winter days when she would come home to find the house full of light and people and energy.
She and Gillian could barely squeeze in the front door. The living room was packed with people Mary vaguely recognized-most of them her mother's friends. Music was playing, and Blythe was floating around with a bottle of champagne, refilling glasses as they emptied.
"Hello, sweetheart," Blythe said. "You remember Freddie, don't you?"
Mary looked at the short man with the red silk shirt and black glasses and struggled to recall him. Before she could answer, Blythe stuck a heavy plate in her hand and sailed off with Gillian in tow. Freddie smiled, handed her a fork and napkin, and trotted after Blythe's trail of exotic perfume.
After Fiona died, Mary began feeling resentful toward her mother. Not toward Blythe herself, but what she was doing with her life. She'd felt that any kind of art was a ridiculous waste of time. What good was music, and parties, and laughter? Innocent children were being killed. The time to laugh was over. Done with. You could laugh as long as you didn't know how bad the world was, but how could people keep laughing once they knew? Kids were out there dying. What good did a piece of baked clay do?
It kept the soul alive.
I've wasted so many years.
Not wasted, she told herself. How can it be a waste? I've stopped murderers in their tracks. I've rescued kidnapped children.
But through all that, had she really lived? She'd been shut off. Numb. Harboring a deep hatred, a deep darkness of spirit.
She directed her gaze to the plate in her hand-it contained a slice of white cake with white frosting. She looked up and saw Anthony staring at her from across the room, a champagne glass in his hand.
He smiled at her. It was the kind of smile that passed between people who knew each other's deepest secrets.
She smiled back.
Anthony watched as she crossed the room. On the way, she put down the plate and grabbed a glass of champagne. "I thought you were going back to Virginia this morning," she said, taking a sip and looking at him over the edge of the glass.
"I was, but you know how persuasive your mother can be. I'm leaving first thing tomorrow instead. How about you?"
"Late tomorrow evening. I have a few things I need to finish up here."
He let out a slow breath, realizing that after what had happened with Gillian, he'd half expected her to say she wasn't coming back at all.
"I need to talk to you in private." She put down her glass, took his hand, and pulled him through the kitchen into her mother's pottery studio, shutting the door behind them.
A nightlight covered in blue glass bathed them in a velvet hue. From beyond the closed door came the sound of laughter and muffled voices. Sounds of life. It was one of those poetic, crystalline moments he recognized as two-thirds magic, one-third reality.
"I talked to Gavin Hitchcock."
Business. Spell broken.
Anthony took a swallow of champagne and waited. It was always business with Mary.
"I think Gillian might be right. I think it's possible Gavin Hitchcock didn't murder Fiona."
"Really?" He had trouble being as interested as he should have been.
"I'm going to suggest that Elliot get permission to reopen the case. Oh, look-your cup. It's been glazed."
She picked up a shrunken, misshapen cup in the most godawful yellow he'd ever seen. He didn't recognize it. "Are you sure that's mine?"
"Of course it's yours." She turned it around.
He didn't think he could have made something so ugly, but wasn't in the mood to argue. Instead he said, "I had a nice time that night."
"Me too." She smiled. "Remember when you kissed me?"
"Vaguely."
"I was drunk."
"I suspected as much."
"But I'm not drunk now."
"What are you getting at?"
She put the cup back on the shelf, then took his champagne glass from his hand, and set it beside the cup. "Ever since then I've been wondering if it was the alcohol that made it seem so nice."
Mary was someone who required a good three feet of personal space. Now she was standing absurdly close. An invitation if he'd ever seen one. Mary, Mary, quite contrary. "Are you suggesting a test?"
"It might answer some questions."
"And you're always looking for answers, aren't you?" He put his hands lightly and impersonally on her arms, then thought, What the hell, and pulled her snugly against him.
He could feel her chest rising and falling against his. And he thought it would be a cruel world to bring them together like this only to have her tell him she felt nothing, that it had been the alcohol after all. He'd better make the kiss an artistic masterpiece. What was he thinking? He glanced at the yellow cup, then back to Mary. He was no artist.
So he just kissed her. Lips to lips, breath to breath.
When she finally opened her eyes, he asked, "Fireworks?"
"Sparklers."
He would have been disappointed, except that her breathing was funny, and he could feel her heart thundering against his. As always, she would give him only so much. It was a game they played. She was tormenting him, and he liked it. Their time would come. However long it took, he would wait for her.



Chapter 36


Abigail Portman picked her way through the darkening woods. The weather had taken a warm turn the way it often did in early November, and much of yesterday's snow had melted. She'd read in the paper that the Can-trell girl had been found alive. That wasn't the news she wanted to hear. She'd wished she'd died, because it made her feel better to know other people were suffering, that other people's lives were as miserable as hers.
When she reached the memorial, she removed the dead roses and replaced them with a fresh bouquet. Then she straightened and stood in silence, staring at the white cross…
She and Fiona had fought the morning of her death.
That's what people always talked about after a loved one died. The trivial argument they'd had beforehand. Maybe an argument over a messy room, or milk that had been left out of the refrigerator.
In their case it had been about sex.
Abigail recalled the folded note she'd found that had fallen from Fiona's coat pocket. She'd pretended it was a list, or maybe something she herself had dropped. But she'd known it was Fiona's, and she'd been curious. Not in a sneaky way, but in an oh-what-fun way. A we-share-everything way.
Fiona won't mind. We're best friends.
She opened the note, fully expecting to find some light chatter from Mary Cantrell or someone else Fiona hung around with. Instead, it was a note from a boy-or a male anyway. The fact that it was written on lined paper and had been folded into a small square made her think it must have been someone from school, but that didn't really have to be the case.
It had been a shock to find that her daughter was a slut.
The note outlined every disgusting thing the person had done to her daughter, and outlined every disgusting thing Fiona had done back, wondering when they could meet again. The word fuck appeared again and again. Fuck. In a house that had never as much as allowed the word damn.
For a short time, Abigail's mind shut down, refusing to believe what she was reading. It was a joke. A stupid, sick game.
"What are you doing?"
The unfolded note, on wide-ruled paper torn from a spiral notebook, was still in Abigail's hand. Fiona stood in the doorway, dressed in a cute plaid skirt, kneesocks, and dark sweater. Her hair was shiny and straight, falling from a middle part. She looked so sweet and innocent that Abigail wanted to give her another chance. Maybe this was something this boy did to hurt good girls.
"Are you reading my note?"
Fiona crossed the room and snatched the paper from her mother, her face contorted with rage. "That's mine!"
There was no respect in a single cell of her body. Only rage. This wasn't her daughter. This was a stranger. A vicious, hateful stranger.
Where had the other girl gone? Abigail's daughter?
The girl she babied and worshiped and spoiled? The girl who got everything she wanted and more? Had she ever been there? Or was she someone Abigail had made up? Someone she'd created in her own mind, bestowing false traits on the person standing in front of her?
She thought about the mother and daughter day they'd shared a year ago. They'd gone out to eat at Cafe Noir on Hennepin. Over crepes, they'd had a timid discussion about boys and sex, with Abigail nervous but dead set on getting through the conversation. The subject had come up in the past, before Fiona had even started her period, and Abigail thought it would be good to have a refresher, this time going into things a little deeper. She knew Fiona wasn't having sex, and wanted to reassure her that a girl didn't need to have sex to be popular with the boys.
"I've gotten you something." She slid a small, wrapped box across the table.
Fiona unwrapped it, then opened the black velvet case inside.
"It's a promise ring," Abigail explained. "All the kids are getting them. It's a statement that lets people know you plan to remain a virgin until you marry."
Fiona smiled and slipped the ring on her wedding finger. At the time, the smile had seemed sincere, but now Abigail felt it had been a sly smile, a mocking smile.
"Thanks," Fiona said, examining the ring. "What a cute idea."
Now Abigail could see that the word cute had been issued in a mocking way too. Fiona had been making fun of her for years, and Abigail hadn't even known it.
Parents were blind. She'd often said so herself, but she'd been talking about other people. She'd ridiculed parents who didn't have a clue about their children, but she'd never thought she could be one of them. She and Fiona had a special bondv a special relationship. They could tell each other anything.
Their relationship had been a lie.
Fiona was wearing the ring now.
Had she laughed about it to the boy who'd vrtittetv the note?
"Why didn't you tell me you had a boyfriend?" Abigail asked.
"I'm going to be late for school."
"How long has this kind of thing been going on?"
"You don't really want to know. Just forget it. Forget all about it. This is my birthday, remember? My birthday."
Even though their district had a perfectly acceptable bus system, Abigail had always taken her daughter to school. She had to be the best mom she could be.
"I want to know. As soon as you tell me," Abigail said woodenly, "I'll take you."
"This note?" Fiona shook the wrinkled paper. "This note isn't from a boyfriend. I don't have a boyfriend. I don't want a boyfriend. This is from a guy who is dumb but good when it comes to fucking. There. Is that what you wanted to hear? Do you feel better now?"
Abigail was afraid she might throw up. Like a robot, she went to the kitchen and got a drink of water. Then she came back, put on her shoes, and drove Fiona to school.
"Don't forget Mary," Fiona said when Abigail flew past the Cantrell house.
She braked, backed up, and honked. Did Mary know? she wondered. Was Mary a friend of the bitch or the sweet girl?
Brown-haired Mary came running across the lawn and threw herself into the backseat, laughing and breathless. "I thought you guys were going to forget me! Happy birthday, Fiona!" She reached over the back of the front seat and tugged playfully at Fiona's hair. "Sixteen! Finally!" Mary herself was seventeen. She'd started school late.
Was this all an act, part of the charade?
Abigail blocked out their chatter, driving but unaware of turning corners or obeying traffic lights. She must have done okay, because nobody ridiculed her. She let the girls out near the front of the school.
"Bye, Mrs. Portman!" Mary said, giving her a wave as she ducked to see inside the car. "Thanks for the ride!" The girls spun away, latching arms, laughing, and falling into each other as they skipped up the wide walk.
Abigail wanted to go home and crawl into bed, pull the covers up over her head. Her husband was out of town, but it would do no good to talk to him. They had grown apart years ago. A man with no personality, he was the ghost who occasionally showed up at their home. Tonight, if he thought about it, he would call his daughter and wish her a happy birthday, saying he was sorry he couldn't be there. Now Abigail wondered if he'd ever really wanted to be there.
She wished she'd never read the note. She wished she'd picked it up and slipped it back into Fiona's pocket. And now, even though she had read it, she guessed that Fiona would be perfectly willing to continue as if this morning had never happened.
People did that all the time. That's how they got through their days. But no, Abigail thought with anguish. Not when things had been so perfect. She could never forget, never go back.
It was over. The life she'd known was over because her daughter was her life. She'd read dozens of child-rearing books, so adamant had she been about doing things right. In almost every one they'd warned against getting too wrapped up in your child. Don't give up an important goal for your child. Don't give up a dream job for your child. Don't give up a once-in-a-lifetime trip to Africa for your child.
She'd laughed about that, and she'd secretly looked down upon Blythe Cantrell, who was always busy with her pottery and her art friends and her causes. What kind of life is that for a child? When the mother is never there when her children get home from school?
Abigail's one and only goal had been to be a good mother.
Not a birthday had gone by without Abigail planning a lavish party. Today was no exception. She'd intended to bake a cake herself-she hated it when people didn't bake birthday cakes for their loved ones. What kind of message did that send? But she didn't think she could pull herself together enough to bake a cake. And in years past the message had meant nothing to Fiona, so she went to the grocery store and picked up a large white sheet cake.
Last year she'd decorated Fiona's cake with tiny records and a tiny record player even though she knew most kids didn't play records anymore. Fiona had hugged her and called it adorable. Had she really thought it stupid? Probably.
"Is this for a special occasion? Would you like anything written on it?" the man behind the counter asked.
"Happy Birthday, Fiona."
"Fiona. Great name. Is this for a kid? An adult? What color would you like the lettering?"
"It's for my daughter. She's sixteen today."
"Sixteen. Wow. I remember sixteen. That was a wonderful age."
"Yes," Abigail numbly agreed.
She took the cake home and spent the rest of the day decorating for the party when all the while it seemed she was preparing for a funeral.
She picked up Fiona and Mary after school, dropping Mary off at her house. "See you at the party!" Fiona shouted after her.
"What do you think of the cake?" Abigail asked once they were inside their own house.
Fiona shrugged. "From a store, huh?" She stuck her finger in the frosting, scooping off a glob to pop in her mouth. "Good."
"Better than my cakes?" Abigail challenged, wondering what Fiona would say, what part she would play.
With her head tipped, she gave it some thought. "I don't know. Maybe a little." She turned and ran upstairs.
When she came back down a half hour later, she was wearing a dress Abigail had never seen. It was low-cut, showing cleavage, and the hem was so short her panties would show if she wasn't careful.
"You aren't wearing that dress for the party."
"Who says?"
"I say."
"It's my birthday. I should be able to wear what I want on my birthday." Angry, she flounced across the living room to the front door.
"And you certainly aren't going outside with that on."
Fiona smiled sweetly, opened the door, and left.
Abigail went to the window and watched as Fiona headed into the woods behind the house. She watched her disappear.
Abigail paced the kitchen, waiting for her to return. Waiting, waiting. Finally, unable to stand it any longer, she went after her.
A narrow path led deep into the woods to the tree house. Abigail was almost there when she stopped. Sounds came from the small wooden structure. Laughing and moaning, wild thrashing. Sounds of sex.
Fiona. And a boy. She was using the innocent tree house as a place to meet boys.
Anger rushed hot through her veins, blurring her vision, clenching her hands into fists. She strode across the ground, trampling wildflowers, her feet ripping through vines. She climbed up the ladder. Using a strength she didn't know she had, she grasped two branches and pulled herself up so she stood on the floor of the house. In one corner, on a filthy blanket, was her daughter, her dress around her waist. Between her knees knelt a boy-or a man-with stringy brown hair. Strewn around the room were empty beer cans and whiskey bottles.
"What are you doing!" she screamed.
The male looked at her over his shoulder, his mouth dropping open, his face turning red. Gavin Hitchcock. A foster kid who'd been kicked out of school more than once and who'd even been in jail.
He scrambled away, pulling up his pants as he went.
"Come on. We're going home," Abigail told Fiona. "You're having a party, remember?"
Fiona found her panties and put them on. Then she planted a big kiss on Hitchcock's greasy mouth. "Later," she said. She descended the ladder.
"I can't believe you followed me," she said as she watched her mother struggle to make it down the last few rungs.
Abigail dropped to the ground. She came to stand directly in front of her daughter, lifted her hand, and slapped her. "Whore."
Fiona's face became enraged, and she shoved her mother with two hands, pushing her into the leaf- covered forest floor. Then she turned and moved rapidly away.
Abigail was on her feet, running after her daughter. In her hand was a big rock-how had it gotten there? She had no memory of picking it up.
She swung, striking Fiona in the side of the head, knocking her down. Fiona stared at her in shocked disbelief. Abigail swung again and again.
She felt hands on her. "You're hurting her! Stop it! Stop!"
It was the boy-Gavin Hitchcock. He struggled to pull the rock from her hands.
She was all-powerful. She was the one in control of her daughter's life. She shoved Hitchcock away and struck Fiona again. Behind her, she heard sobbing intermingled with mumbling, begging, whimpering. Then silence. When she turned to look, the boy was unconscious, his mouth hanging open and edged with slobber.
She walked back toward the house. On the way, she washed the blood off the stone and off her hands, then left the stone in the streambed. At home, she took a shower and changed. She greeted the children when they arrived with gifts in their hands. When they asked about Fiona, she told them she was upstairs getting ready. And when she didn't show up, Abigail cut the cake and served it. When Fiona still hadn't arrived, the children ran shrieking and screaming and laughing through the woods, obliterating all footprints and clues as they looked for her.
Mary Cantrell found Fiona.
Abigail never intended to incriminate Gavin Hitchcock, but a gift was a gift. His prints were everywhere, in the tree house, on the beer cans and whiskey bottles. His semen was found inside Fiona, her blood on his clothes. What sealed the case was Gavin's own testimony. He said he didn't remember what happened to Fiona that night-which, to the jury and everybody else, was an admission of guilt.
And he was guilty, Abigail had told herself. He'd lured her daughter out there. He'd traded alcohol for sex. It was as much his fault as anybody's. And then, when he all but confessed, it seemed like something that was meant to be. She herself had been treated unfairly. Gavin Hitchcock going to prison for the crime seemed to even things out a little.
As the years passed, she occasionally felt guilty about Hitchcock, but never enough to publicly confess to killing her own daughter.
And it hadn't been her daughter. Not really. It had been some demon that had taken over her daughter's body. She'd saved Fiona.
Her grief was real. She mourned the loss of her daughter every day. She missed her with a pain that never subsided.
"I thought you might be the one bringing the roses."
She turned from where she was kneeling to see Mary Cantrell standing behind her. Abigail wearily shoved herself to her feet and stood facing Mary, searching her face for clues. Did she know?
"Why did you tell me you never come here?" Mary asked.
Abigail shrugged. "I don't know. I really don't. I do things I don't understand."
"So do I." Mary's voice was neutral but not unkind. "Mind if I walk back with you?"
They fell into step beside each other. For a moment, she wanted to blurt out everything. She suddenly had the overwhelming urge to tell Mary about Fiona and Gavin, about the sex and alcohol and how Fiona had hurt and humiliated her. But at the last moment, she stopped herself. What had she been thinking? Mary was an FBI agent. She wouldn't understand; she wouldn't feel sympathy for her-and sympathy was what she craved. And she didn't want Mary to know about the bad Fiona. Mary believed in the innocent, pure Fiona, and her naive endorsement put the old Fiona that much closer to the truth. Abigail needed to keep only good memories of her daighter alive. Your secret 's safe with me, sweetheart. Safe with me.

"I suppose you heard that we found Gillian," Mary said.
"yes, I did. What a relief."
"That was nice of you to send the food and cards to Mom."
"I wanted to."
Mary paused, and Abigail looked up at her. She was such a tall girl-with sad eyes. Green, weren't they? So somber. When she was little, she was always laughing. Now, dressed in her black city clothes, she looked like a priest who'd just heard the confesson of every inmate on death row.Did she carry a gun? Had she ever killed anybody? She had a nice, full mouth, but she wasn't nearly as pretty as Fiona. No girls were as pretty as Fiona.
"I wanted to tell you that I'm sorry. Not sorry we found Gillian, but sorry things couldn't have turned out the same for you."
Abigail reached out and gave Mary's hand a comforting squeeze. "I'm just glad she is okay."
When they reached the Portman house, Abigail told her good-bye and went inside.
Mary stood in the street, in front of the Portman house for a long time. Then she pulled out her mobile phone and called Elliot. When he answered, she said, "I know who really killed Fiona Portman."
"Who?"
"Her mother, Abigail Portman. I think if you question her, she'll confess."
Mary disconnected and walked slowly home, to the place where Gillian and Blythe were waiting for her to join them for supper before taking her to the airport. To her mother's house, where a light was burning.

***
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