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For Marcia




That’s my last Duchess painted on the wall,
 Looking as if she were alive.


 


Robert Browning,
 My Last Duchess





Who Killed Laura Starr?

By Tish Verdure

 



 



4 July 1977

 



When I arrived home near midnight, I could still hear the whistle and pop of fireworks in the neighborhood. The slashing rain had finally diminished to drizzle and fog, and the streets were alive with illegal celebrations. Starbursts opened like hazy flowers over the trees. Sparklers hissed. Bottle rockets screamed. The summer night smelled like candy and burnt-out matches as I stood in the yard and watched the rainbow of lights around me. In the next block, I heard kids whooping as if they were bloodthirsty Indians. I felt wet and wild myself.

When I looked up, I saw that Laura’s upstairs window was dark. There were no signs of life.

I crept into our house through the screen door and tracked damp, bare footsteps across the kitchen floor. I was quiet. I didn’t want my father to hear me and ask me questions about where I had been and what I had done tonight. My mouth could lie, but not my face. If he saw me, he would ask me about Laura, too. Where was she? Who was she with? I didn’t want to risk a repeat of last night.

Dad and Laura. Bitter argument.

I took the stairs two at a time, bolted into my bedroom, and locked the door behind me. I felt dreamy. Maybe this was what it was like to be on drugs. Without turning on the lights, I peeled off my soaked clothes down to my dirty skin. My thighs were bruised and sore. I  was sticky down there, where some of it had leaked out. My body ached inside, but it was a good ache. A first-time ache.

My independence day.

Oh, God, the pill! I couldn’t forget that, not tonight. I rummaged through my underwear drawer and found the pink plastic container I kept hidden in the back. I thought about taking two, just to be sure, but that was stupid. I also thought about throwing open my bedroom window and shouting to the world: CINDY STARR IS NOT A VIRGIN! Really stupid.

I pulled on clean panties, jumped into my pajama bottoms, and slipped a Fleetwood Mac T-shirt over my head. I didn’t take a shower or brush my teeth. I lay down on top of the blankets with my eyes wide open. No way I was going to sleep tonight. I was too full of Jonny.

I had dropped him off at his house after we left the park. His mother was waiting up for him. She doesn’t like me, but I know what she’s been through since she lost Jonny’s dad. It was that way with my dad, three years ago, when my mom died. Mrs Stride is terrified of losing her son, like Jonny is the last thing that reminds her of her husband. And I’m a threat. She knows I love him. We’re going to get married, I don’t know when, but we’re going to get married. I’m going to take him away from her.

Too many things in my head!

I sat up in bed and pushed my long hair back behind my ears on both sides. I needed to talk to someone. I don’t have a million girl-friends, because there’s always too much to do at home to be out spending time with friends. I thought about going downstairs and calling Jonny again, just to hear his voice one last time, but he was probably in bed by now, and his mother would answer, and that wouldn’t be a good thing at all.

I decided to talk to Laura. The truth is, I don’t do that a lot.

You have to understand that Laura and I have always been close, but not really close, you know? I’m seventeen, she’s eighteen. It’s just the two of us, but we’re like magnets that push each other apart. I’m the funny one, the athlete, the flirt, and Laura is moody, mysterious, and scared of boys. Being opposites as sisters isn’t such a good thing. You’re always looking in the mirror and thinking about what you don’t have.

It’s been hard for Laura since Mom died. She and Dad scream at each other all the time. Mostly, they argue about God. Laura stopped going to church after Mom’s accident, like it was God’s fault that we lost her. Dad tells her she’s going to hell for turning her back on Jesus. Yeah, he really says stuff like that. Dad has always been a starched-shirt-on-Sunday Christian, even more so these past few years without Mom. He talks about God punishing him for his sins. I think it was just a drunk driver.

Me, I found out who I was after we lost Mom. I know how that sounds, but I had to take over, do the cooking, do the cleaning, keep the house together. I decided that you have to pick a direction in life, and that’s that. I’m going to go to college, marry Jonny, become a physical therapist, and help people recover from serious injuries. You know, like Mom never got a chance to do. Laura is jealous that I’m so sure of where I’m going.

I made up my mind to talk to her. I got out of bed and slipped down the hallway to her room. You can’t really be quiet, because the floorboards screech like witches. I tapped gently on her door.

‘Laura?’

On most nights, the yellow lamp beside her bed glowed until very late, and I would find her with a book under her nose. Tonight there was no light under the door. When she didn’t answer, I turned the knob carefully and went inside.

‘Laura?’ I said again.

She wasn’t there. She hadn’t come home yet. I switched on the light, which made my eyes squint and blink. Her room was the way it always was. Laura was messy. Clothes on the floor. Albums stacked on her dresser by the record player. Posters of Carly Simon and Linda Ronstadt, both a little crooked where they were taped on the wall. Books everywhere. Virginia Woolf. Sylvia Plath. Gail Sheehy.

Where was she?

I thought back to the evening in the park. Laura and I drove up there together. I was meeting Jonny after his softball game, and he and I were going down to the lake to swim. I knew tonight was going to be the first time for us. I’d been planning it for weeks.

The thing was, before Jonny showed up, Laura was acting weird. She was saying scary stuff I didn’t understand. Then she asked me if  I could keep a secret. I said sure, I could keep a secret forever if I needed to, which was true. But she never got a chance to tell me what it was. Instead, she went off by herself onto the trails. It was night. The rain was pouring down.

I never should have let her go.

I told myself that everything was OK. Laura had a rendezvous with a boy. Just like me and Jonny. That was why she was late tonight. I almost left her room, but then I saw something on her bed, and I realized I was wrong.

The letter was just like the others that had arrived anonymously over the past two months. Laura told me they had stopped. Why did she lie? I unfolded the piece of paper and stared at the grainy black and white photograph and what was scrawled across the page in red ink and almost sank to my knees and threw up.

As I held it in my hand, I remembered something else from the park. Before the storm broke, before Jonny found us, Laura kept saying that someone was hiding in the woods.

Watching her.

I knew I had to go back.

I flew downstairs with my car keys. I was still wearing my pajama bottoms and T-shirt. It was now past one in the morning, and most of the fireworks outside had long since burned down to scorched black patches on the grass. I drove my dad’s Opel Manta, and the streets were empty, so I went fast through the gray glow of the fog. It took me fifteen minutes to make my way back to the wilderness refuge near Tischer Creek. I didn’t recognize any of the cars in the matted weeds. The park was sprawling, and I was sure that there were kids hiding under the cover of darkness, doing what Jonny and I had done earlier.

I had no idea where to find her. I shouted, ‘Laura!’

I thought I heard whispering. I began to get scared and feel foolish and stupid for being here on my own. I pumped my arms and ran into the center of the muddy ground we used as a softball field and spun in circles, trying to see into the trees and trails through the mist. I heard thousands of crickets chirping madly. The grass underneath my feet was spongy and wet. I almost never wore shoes during the summer.

‘Laura!’

The dark silhouette of a heron with its giant wingspan and odd,  dangling legs flew lazily over my head. I had flushed it with my shouting. It swooped toward the cool water of the lake and disappeared. I headed the same way, searching for the break in the trees that led to the south beach, where Laura and I had waited for Jonny a few hours earlier.

I never made it that far. Thirty yards away, I came upon something in the grass.

Laura’s shoe. A pink Converse Flyer.

I picked it up, looked around for the other shoe, and didn’t see it. I hunted in the field for anything else that belonged to her, but all I saw were cigarette butts and beer bottles. I knew I had to go into the woods to find her. Near where I was standing, holding her shoe, I saw a trail that tracked north along the lakeshore, in between the birches. Some kind of unspoken bond between sisters told me that was where she had gone.

When I followed it, the trail swallowed me up. The moon vanished. I took careful steps, not wanting to make noise when I didn’t know what was ahead of me. I didn’t shout Laura’s name anymore. The path was covered in a crackling bed of pine. Rain dripped down through the covering crowns of trees. Wind snickered through the trees and landed like a warm, wet breath on my neck.

Long minutes passed. I didn’t usually come this way, so the path was unfamiliar. My mind made up scary stories about what was in the woods near me. I had no idea how far I had gone or whether I should have taken one of the criss-crossing trails that led uphill away from the lake. If anyone was two feet away, I wouldn’t have known it. This was the kind of place where monsters felt real.

I saw a pale break in the darkness ahead, where the trees thinned. There was a part of me that wanted to turn and go back. I didn’t want to see this secret place and what was hiding there.

Somehow I knew. I just knew.

I heard water tap-tapping on wet sand. I emerged from the woods into a clearing eighty feet across, a notch in the forest where the lake swooshed onto a ribbon of beach that bubbled toward the trees in a half-moon. Gold streaks were wavy on the lake. I could see very clearly after the darkness of the trail.

My hand shot to my mouth and caught myself in mid-scream.

I ran.

‘Laura,’ I whispered, my voice strangled.

It was worse than anything I could have imagined. I saw the aluminum baseball bat beside her body, shiny and glistening and sticky. I smelled copper. I sank to my knees, my arms outstretched, my hands quivering in the air. My lips murmured like I was saying a prayer, and a whimper rumbled out of my chest.

‘Oh, no, no, no.’

She was all red. Red everywhere. Like she was drowned in wine. Her beautiful golden hair was the color of garish lipstick. Crimson fangs dripped from the wings of the butterfly tattoo on her naked back. Mosquitoes littered her skin, some living, some dead, trapped in the pool and unable to fly from the feast. Her face was toward me, cheek in the mud, but there was no face anymore, no smile, no soft brown eyes, nothing that had ever been my sister. Life had been hammered out of her blow by blow. I tried to imagine the fury that had done this and couldn’t conceive of a heart so black.

I put a tentative hand on her arm. Her skin was already unnaturally cold. My hand came away like I had dipped it in finger paints.

That was when I heard it. Branches snapping. Movement. Breathing. Not from Laura, but from the black forest. I scooped up the baseball bat and scrambled to my feet. My fingernails dug into the leather grip. I wound up fiercely, ready to swing.

Someone was behind me . . .




PART ONE

INDEPENDENCE DAY




One

Lieutenant Jonathan Stride shielded his eyes as the glass door shot a laser beam of sunlight at his face, and when he could see again, he realized that the woman who had stepped out onto the patio was his late wife, Cindy.

For an instant, time slowed down the way it does on a long fall, while the buzz of conversation continued around him. He forgot how to breathe. The enigmatic smile he remembered from years ago was the same. When she lifted her sunglasses, her brown eyes stared back at him with a familiar glint over the heads of the others in the restaurant. She was in her late forties, as she would have been if she had lived. Small, like a faery, but athletic and strong. Suntanned skin. An aura of intensity.

It wasn’t her, of course.

More than five years had passed since Cindy died of cancer as he sat beside her hospital bed. The pain of her loss had retreated to a distant ache in a corner of his soul. Even so, there were moments like this when he saw a stranger, and something about her brought it all back. It didn’t take much, just the look in her eyes or the way she carried herself, to stir his memory.

This woman was looking back at him, too. She was small but a couple of inches taller than Cindy, who had barely crossed five feet four on tiptoes. Her blonde hair fell breezily around her shoulders, and her sunglasses were now tented on top of her head. Her earrings were sapphire studs. She wore a blue-flowered summer skirt that hung to her knees, baby blue heels, a white blouse, and a lightweight tan  leather jacket with a braided fringe. She balanced one hand on a narrow hip as she watched him. The lacy ties of her jacket dangled between her legs.

He knew her from somewhere.

‘Your five seconds are up,’ Serena Dial told him.

Stride broke away. ‘What?’

Serena sipped her lemonade and eyed the woman in the leather jacket as she was shown to a table on the patio. A gust of wind blew off the lake and rustled her own silky dark hair. ‘You get a free pass to look at any woman for up to five seconds. After that, it officially becomes flirting.’

‘She reminded me of someone,’ Stride said.

‘Sure she did.’

Serena was an ex-cop and now a private investigator. She and Stride had shared a bed for almost two years.

Stride turned to his partner in the Detective Bureau, Maggie Bei, as if consulting an Olympic judge for a ruling. ‘Is this five-second thing commonly known?’ he asked.

‘Absolutely,’ Maggie said, with a wink at Serena.

Stride knew when he was on the losing end of an argument. ‘OK, I was flirting,’ he admitted.

Serena stretched out her arm lazily and used the back of her hand to caress Stride’s cheek, which was rough with black and gray stubble. She sidled her long fingers through his wavy hair and leaned forward to plant a slow kiss on his lips. She tasted like citrus and sugar.

‘Most animals mark their territory by urinating,’ Maggie remarked, with her mouth full of a large bite of her steak sandwich. She batted her almond-shaped eyes innocently at Serena and grinned.

Stride laughed. ‘Can we get back to work?’

‘Go ahead,’ Serena told him. She swiped a French fry from Maggie’s plate and bit into it while baring her teeth.

‘What’s the latest on the peeper?’ Stride asked Maggie. He stole a sideways glance across the restaurant at the other woman and noticed that she was doing the same thing to him from over her menu.

‘He struck again on Friday night,’ Maggie replied. ‘A sixteen-year-old girl in Fond du Lac noticed a guy in the trees outside her bedroom when she was getting undressed. She screamed, and he took off.’

‘Did she get a look at him?’

Maggie shook her head. ‘She thought he was tall and skinny, but that’s it. It was dark.’

‘That’s nine incidents in the last month,’ Stride said.

‘It’s summer. Time for the perverts to come out.’

The calendar said 1 June. It was late Sunday afternoon, but the sun was warm and high over the steep hillside on which the city of Duluth, Minnesota, was built. It wouldn’t be dark until after nine o’clock. After the usual long, bitter winter, the tourists were streaming back on the weekends to watch the ore boats come and go through the narrow channel that led out into Lake Superior. The Canal Park area, where the three of them sat on the rooftop patio of Grandma’s Saloon, teemed with lovers and children feeding noisy gulls by the boardwalk. As tourists and locals collided, and the weather got warmer, Stride and his team got busier. Crime was creeping up for the season but, so far, it was nothing more than the usual run of thefts, break-ins, drunks, and drugs.

Plus a peeping Tom with a fetish for blonde high school girls.

Stride had overseen the city’s Detective Bureau, which handled major crimes in Duluth, for more than a decade, and he had steeled himself to human behavior that defied all rational explanation. Sexual abuse. Meth labs. Suicide. Homicide. The peeper had shown no inclination to violence, but Stride didn’t minimize the danger of someone who liked to watch young girls undress in their bedrooms. It was a short trip through the looking glass to molestation and rape.

‘He’s been stalking the south side, right?’ Stride asked.

Maggie grunted affirmatively and pushed her black fringe out of her eyes. She was a diminutive Chinese cop who had worked side by side with Stride since he took over the major crimes unit.

‘Yeah, all the reports have been south of Riverside,’ Maggie said. ‘He’s crossed the bridge into Superior a couple times, too.’

The great lake that loomed over Stride’s shoulder narrowed into the jagged bays and harbors of the St Louis River as it wound southward between the cities of Duluth and Superior. On the scenic drive along the river, Duluth broke up into small towns like Riverside, Morgan Park, Gary, and Fond du Lac. None of the towns was large enough to afford its own police force, so the Duluth Police stretched its enforcement coverage all the way along the river’s twisty shore.

‘You know what it’s like down in the river towns,’ Maggie said. ‘People leave their shades up and their windows open. For a peeper, it’s like a cat with a goldfish bowl. Lots to look at.’

‘Do we have any leads on an ID?’ Stride asked.

‘Nothing yet. We have no description and no idea how old he is. We’re working our way through the sex offender list, but no one looks like an obvious suspect.’

‘How about a car?’

‘We’ve had reports of a small SUV - something like a CRV or a Rav4 - near three of the peeping locations. Maybe silver, maybe gray or sand. No one in the area would claim it. That’s as close as I’ve got to a lead.’

‘What about the victims?’ Stride asked. ‘How does this guy find them?’

‘The girls range in age from fourteen to nineteen,’ Maggie said. ‘They go to different schools, and I haven’t found any overlap in their social lives. They’re all blondes, though. I don’t think this guy is just going from house to house, trying to get lucky. We’d have caught him by now if he was simply trolling through backyards. When he hits a house, he already knows there’s a girl there with the right look.’

‘Has he made any attempts to get inside?’ Serena asked.

Serena wasn’t a member of the Duluth Police, but she was a former homicide detective from Las Vegas. In addition to being his lover, Stride considered her one of the sharpest investigators he had ever worked with. He and Maggie consulted her unofficially on most of their cases.

‘No, he just watches,’ Maggie said. ‘The girl’s window was open in several of the incidents, but he stayed outside.’

Serena stole another fry from Maggie’s plate. ‘Yeah, but he might be getting his courage up. Along with other things. Peeping’s a threshold crime.’

‘That’s what I’m afraid of,’ Maggie said. ‘I want to catch this guy before he moves on to bigger things.’ She glanced at the opposite side of the restaurant patio and added, ‘By the way, boss, you’re about to understand why women adopted that five-second rule.’

‘What do you mean?’ Stride asked.

Then he looked up and understood.

The woman in the braided leather jacket, the one who reminded him of his late wife Cindy, was coming over.

 



‘You’re Jonathan Stride, aren’t you?’ she asked.

Stride pushed his chair back and stood up. He was over six feet tall and when he looked down at the top of her head, he saw silver roots creeping into her blonde hair. He took her offered hand and shook it. Her long nails dug into his palm. ‘Yes, that’s right.’

‘I’m sure you don’t remember me, but we were in high school together. I graduated a year before you and Cindy did. My name is Tish Verdure.’

Her voice had a seductive, breathless rumble. Her clothes smelled of violet perfume covering cigarette smoke. She was perfectly made up, but under the foundation, age and nicotine had carved winding paths into the skin around her brown eyes and above her forehead. Even so, she was very pretty, with a tiny, tapered nose, a pale pink oval at her lips, and a pointed chin.

Stride remembered her name but nothing else, but it explained why she had looked familiar to him. ‘It’s been a long time,’ he said in an apologetic tone.

‘Don’t worry, I knew Cindy before the two of you ever met.’

‘I don’t recall Cindy ever mentioning you,’ he said.

‘Well, back then, I was Laura’s best friend.’

At the sound of Laura’s name, Stride felt a rush of memories storm his mind. Himself and Cindy, naked in the water, making love. Ray Wallace checking his gun. The huge black man, Dada, escaping on a train car. Most of all, the whooshing sound of a baseball bat in Peter Stanhope’s hands. It may as well have been 1977 again.

Serena cleared her throat loudly. Stride burst from his trance.

‘I’m sorry. Tish, this is my partner, Serena Dial, and this is my colleague on the police force, Maggie Bei.’

Maggie waved with half her sandwich without getting up. Serena stood, dwarfing the other woman, and Stride felt the air blow cold like dry ice between Serena and Tish. They didn’t know each other, but with a single glance, they didn’t like each other.

‘Do you live in the area?’ Stride asked.

Tish studied Lake Superior with wistful eyes. ‘Oh, no, I haven’t  been back to Duluth in years. I don’t really have much of a home base. I’m a travel writer, so I’m on the go most of the time. When I stay put, I live in Atlanta.’

‘What brings you back here?’ he asked.

‘Actually, I was looking for you,’ Tish told him.

‘For me?’ Stride asked, surprised.

‘Yes.’

Stride exchanged glances with Serena and Maggie. ‘Maybe you should sit down and tell me why.’

Tish took the empty chair at the table for four, facing the lake. She slid a leather purse off her shoulder and put it on the table in front of her. She pulled out an open pack of cigarettes. ‘Can you smoke outside at restaurants here?’

‘I wish you wouldn’t,’ Serena told her.

‘I’m sorry,’ Tish said. ‘I know I should quit, but smoking’s one way I handle my nerves. The other is drinking. Not very smart, I guess, but what can you do?’

‘I’m a reformed smoker myself,’ Stride said.

‘Well, I don’t mean to be such a mystery,’ Tish told them. She smiled at Maggie and Serena, but the two women wore stony masks. Tish ignored them and focused on Stride. ‘First of all, I want to tell you how sorry I am about Cindy’s death. I know the two of you were a real love match.’

‘It was several years ago, but thank you,’ Stride said.

‘I would have come to the funeral myself, but I was in Prague on a story at the time.’

Stride felt suspicion poking like a spring seedling out of the ground. ‘That’s kind of you to say, Ms Verdure, but you knew Cindy back in high school. I don’t think anyone would have expected you to go to her funeral twenty-five years later.’

‘Oh, Cindy and I stayed in touch,’ Tish said.

‘I’m sorry?’

‘Not very often, but we wrote to each other now and then.’

‘Really.’ He didn’t say it like a question. He said it for what it was - disbelief. He added, ‘Do you mind showing me some identification?’

‘Not at all.’ Tish dug in her purse for her wallet and extracted her driver’s license, which she handed across the table. The silence from  the other three people didn’t appear to bother her. ‘I understand how odd this is, me showing up after all these years,’ she continued. ‘Cindy and I wrote to each other at the hospital where she worked. It was only the occasional postcard or Christmas card, that kind of thing. For me, it was nice having a little connection to my life back here. I left Duluth after graduation and never came back, but that doesn’t mean I forgot about it. And of course, whenever I wrote to Cindy, it made me feel a little closer to Laura. Do you know what I mean?’

Stride studied the Georgia driver’s license carefully and confirmed that the name Tish Verdure and the photo matched the woman sitting across from him.

‘Who’s Laura?’ Serena asked.

Stride felt as if a scab were slowly being pulled away from a deep wound. ‘She was Cindy’s sister.’

Serena’s eyebrows arched, with a look that said unmistakably, why haven’t you told me about her?


‘Laura was murdered,’ Stride went on. ‘Someone beat her to death with a baseball bat. It was 4 July 1977.’

‘Did they catch the guy who did it?’ Serena asked.

‘No, he got away. Because of me.’

He didn’t say it in a way that invited questions. Serena opened her mouth and closed it again. Maggie pushed the food around on her plate, not looking up.

‘Maybe you should tell me why you’re here, Ms Verdure,’ Stride said. ‘And what you want from me.’

‘Please, call me Tish.’ She leaned forward with her elbows on the table. Her brown eyes were dark and serious. ‘In fact, I’m here because of Laura. It’s obvious that her death still weighs on you. Well, it does on me, too. She and I were very close in high school.’

‘So?’

‘So I’m writing a book about Laura’s murder.’

Stride’s weathered face wrinkled into a scowl. ‘A book?’

‘Exactly. Not just about her death, but about the people around her. How their lives changed. It’s a non-fiction novel, sort of an In Cold Blood thing, you know? I mean, look at you. You’re the man in charge of the city’s major crimes unit. Your wife’s sister was killed when you were all of seventeen, and the case was never solved.’

‘I think this conversation is over,’ Stride declared.

‘Please, wait.’

‘I won’t be part of a book about Laura,’ Stride told her. ‘I have no interest in dragging up that part of my life again.’

‘Just hear me out.’ Tish held up her hands. ‘It’s not just a story about Laura’s death. There’s more. I want the book to be a catalyst to reopen the investigation. I want to solve the case. I want to find out who murdered Laura.’

Stride folded his arms. ‘You?’

‘That’s right. Look, I’ll do it on my own if I have to, but I want your help. What’s more, I think you want to help me. This is a chance to put this case behind you once and for all. Cindy told me what kind of person you are. How every death takes a piece out of your soul.’

He was angry now. ‘Ms Verdure, don’t you think I would have reopened this case years ago if I thought there was more to be done? Laura’s murder was never unsolved. We know who did it. He got away. He disappeared.’

Tish shook her head. ‘I don’t believe that’s what happened. I don’t think you do, either. There was a lot more going on in Laura’s life that summer. It was easy for the police to pass it off on some anonymous vagrant, a black vagrant. Talk about your stereotypical bogeyman. No one wanted to deal with the fact that it was probably someone close to Laura who killed her.’

‘Do you have a suspect in mind?’ Stride asked.

‘Well, you could start with Peter Stanhope.’

Serena’s head snapped round at the mention of Stanhope’s name. ‘Peter was involved?’ she asked Stride.

‘Yes, he was the prime suspect for a while,’ Stride admitted.

‘Why didn’t you tell me any of this before?’ Serena asked.

Stride was silent. Peter Stanhope was an attorney from one of Duluth’s most influential families, but more importantly he was one of Serena’s clients as a private investigator.

‘I’ve done my homework,’ Tish continued. ‘Randall Stanhope had the police in his pocket back then, and it wouldn’t have been hard for him to shift the focus away from his son. Somebody needs to take a close look at Peter Stanhope.’

Serena pushed her chair back with an iron screech and stalked away from the table.

Maggie watched her go, then leaned forward, shaking her head. ‘Look, Trish.’

‘It’s Tish.’

‘Tish, fish, knish, whatever. Let me give you a reality check. You can’t go around making accusations about anyone, let alone a rich lawyer like Peter Stanhope, without evidence. You can’t expect the police to help you.’

‘Unless you’ve got something new to add to the investigation, we can’t do anything,’ Stride added. ‘Even if we wanted to.’

‘I do have something new,’ Tish said.

Stride’s face was dark and suspicious. ‘What is it?’

‘I know Laura was being stalked.’




Who Killed Laura Starr?

By Tish Verdure

 



 



20 May 1977

 



Laura showed me the letter today. I caught her reading it on her bed when I went into her room, and I saw what it was before she could hide it. I could tell she was upset. I wondered how long she had been staring at it before I came in.

The note was written on ruled white paper, the kind we use in school. The edge was jagged where it had been torn out of a binder. Someone had used red lipstick to scrawl the message.

 



WHERE DO YOU WANT IT, BITCH?

 



‘What the hell is this?’ I demanded. ‘Where did this come from?’

Laura snatched the note out of my hand. ‘Someone put it in my locker.’

‘Do you know who?’

‘I have no idea.’

I wanted to see it again, but Laura hid it away in the drawer of her nightstand before I could ask.

‘You have to tell someone about this,’ I said.

Laura ignored me. She hummed along to a Hall and Oates song on her record player. ‘Sara Smile’. Her fluffy blonde hair jiggled as her shoulders swayed, and she rubbed her index finger nervously as if she were trying to wipe away a stain. She acted as if, by putting the note away, it didn’t exist anymore.

‘Laura,’ I chided her. ‘This is serious. If you won’t tell anyone about it, then I will.’

She wagged her finger at me. ‘Oh, no, you won’t, little sister. I don’t want to make a big deal about this. You know what boys are like. It’s just a joke. It would make it worse if I acted like I was scared.’

I didn’t think it was a joke.

I flopped down into Laura’s white beanbag. I knew there was no point in trying to change her mind, because she didn’t call me ‘little sister’ except when she was being stubborn. Most of the time, Laura liked the fact that I was the one in charge of the house. I could boss her around when it came to chores, and she didn’t care. She was like a sailboat drifting on the lake, letting the wind decide where she would go and not really minding where she ended up. Me, I revved my motor and followed the shore.

I stared at her on the bed. She wore a V-necked white T-shirt and cut-offs with a thick black belt. She was much prettier than I was. She had the curves and the boobs and the big Farrah hair. Jonny told me last week that my face was much more interesting than Laura’s, because it wasn’t symmetrical and perfect like hers was. He thought that was a compliment. I told him he needed to do better.

My own hair is so dark it’s almost black, and I keep it straight as an arrow, with a perfect part down the middle. I have a sharply angled nose, like a little shark’s fin jutting off my face. My irises are so large and dark that they crowd out the whites of my eyes. I have two little peaches for breasts.

Hey, I knew who the guys went for. It was Laura, not me. Maybe that’s why Laura was much less comfortable with guys than me. She kept her distance. She rarely went out on dates. During the winter, she went to the movies with Peter Stanhope a few times, but she broke it off when he wanted to get into her jeans. As far as I knew, Laura was still a virgin. Not that she would tell me that kind of thing.

‘You haven’t been around much lately,’ I said. For more than a week, Laura had been disappearing after school. Coming in late or staying out all night. Acting quiet and brittle. Twice I’ve heard her crying in her room.

‘So?’

‘So are you OK?’

Laura shrugged. I didn’t really expect her to tell me anything. We didn’t confide our secrets in each other. Even so, I wasn’t going to let it go. She could pretend all she wanted, but I knew something was wrong. You had to look for little things with Laura. When our mother died, the only hint about what was going on inside her head was when I found a ceramic statue of Jesus, in pieces, underneath her window.

I looked for a clue. Something different. It didn’t take me long to realize that she had flipped a photograph face down on her nightstand. When I saw that she was still tugging at her finger, I noticed something else, too. No silver ring on her index finger, just a pale white band of skin. Laura saw where my eyes had gone, and she sat on her hands to cover them up. I knew there was no point in asking her about it, so I went another way.

‘Who have you been hanging out with?’ I asked.

Another shrug. ‘I’ve been over at Finn’s a lot.’

‘You and your lost causes,’ I told her.

That was the wrong thing to say. Her eyes flashed at me with annoyance. Even so, I was right. Laura had a weakness for people who were damaged. She always believed she could find a way to lift them up. It was one of her best qualities, but Laura was too naïve, too trusting. I must have gotten the cynical genes, because I don’t think people ever really change.

Finn was a good example. He lived across the bridge in Superior with his older sister, Rikke Mathisen, who was Laura’s favorite teacher at our high school. I knew Finn only because Laura brought him around now and then. He was an addict. Always into drugs. Creepy eyes staring at you when he thought you weren’t looking. Miss Mathisen knew Laura was a soft touch, and she thought Laura could help Finn battle his demons. So Laura spent hours over there. I thought it was a mistake, but you couldn’t tell her anything.

I opened my mouth to push Laura again about what was wrong, but she cut me off with a question of her own. Out of the blue.

‘So have you slept with Jon yet?’ she asked.

I made sure her bedroom door was closed, so my father couldn’t hear. ‘No.’

‘But you’re gonna, right?’

‘Yeah, over the summer, I think. He knows I want to. But I told him I didn’t want to have sex until we were so close it felt like we were having sex already.’

‘I like that.’

‘Plus, I have to start taking the pill.’

‘You could use condoms,’ she said.

It was the strangest conversation she and I had ever had, because it was such a normal sister-sister kind of thing. We just didn’t talk like that. But I knew what she was doing. She had changed the subject from her to me.

‘I don’t want to,’ I said. ‘If I’m going to have sex, I want to really feel it, you know?’

Laura laughed. ‘No, I don’t know.’

‘Are you on the pill?’

‘Don’t need it.’

‘Oh.’ I didn’t know what to say next. ‘I’ve got a job for the summer.’

‘Yeah? Doing what?’

‘Waitressing at that new place by the bridge. Grandma’s.’

‘Good for you.’

‘They need people. I can get you in there if you’re thinking of sticking around.’

That was as close as I had come to asking flat out if Laura was planning to leave home after she graduated next month. For months she had told Dad she was going away as soon as school was out. Travel. Work. See the world. Now I wasn’t so sure. No ring.

‘I don’t know what I’m going to do yet,’ Laura said.

I got out of the beanbag. ‘I’m going for a run,’ I said.

‘Have fun.’

I decided to stick my nose a little further into her business. ‘Listen, I really think you should tell someone about that note. Whoever this creep is, he sounds dangerous.’

Laura slid open her nightstand drawer and looked inside. The letter was on top. I saw the lipstick through the thin paper. ‘He’s just some freak,’ she said. ‘I’m going to throw them out.’

She took the note and tore it over and over until the pieces were the size of confetti. Then she sprinkled them into her wastebasket.

I felt uneasy. ‘Them? Are there more?’

‘Yeah.’ Laura shrugged.

‘How many?’

‘I don’t know. Ten maybe.’

‘Ten? When did this start?’

‘A few weeks ago.’

‘Do you still have them?’

She nodded.

‘I want to see them,’ I told her.

Laura sighed theatrically, as if I was making a big deal over nothing, and dug inside the drawer. She came out with a small stack of papers tied together with a rubber band. She pulled them apart and spilled them onto the blanket.

I couldn’t believe what I saw.

Some were written in lipstick like the other one. All of the messages were obscene and violent.

I’m going to fuck you.

Keep your door locked.

Are you going to be alone tonight, whore?

There were photographs, too. Whoever had done this had cut them out of porno magazines. I saw black and white shots of men with huge penises and women servicing them with their mouths. More messages were scrawled on the photos.

You’ll suck mine, too.

Is your ass still a virgin?

‘Are you crazy?’ I nearly screamed at her. ‘You have to go to the  police with this.’

‘I don’t want to make things worse. School will be done soon, and he’ll stop.’

‘You don’t know that.’

‘Come on, he hasn’t done anything. He’s just trying to creep me out. He’s like some peeping Tom trying to get under my skin. Well, I won’t let him.’

‘Do you have any idea who’s doing this?’ I asked again.

‘No. I talked to a few guys, you know, to see if they’d heard anything. I thought maybe he’d be bragging about it to his buddies. But nobody knew who it was, or if they did, they wouldn’t tell me.’

‘Did you tell Dad?’

‘Are you kidding? He’d flip. And don’t you dare breathe a word, little sister. Somehow it would wind up as my fault.’

While I watched, Laura began tearing up all of the notes and photographs. I wanted to stop her. I told her I thought she was making a big mistake, but Laura shredded and ripped and tore until she had a small mountain of remnants that she slid off her bed into the garbage.

‘So much for that,’ she said.




Two

Stride and Tish left Grandma’s Saloon together. Tish lit a cigarette when they were alone on the concrete pier that jutted out into Lake Superior. Her muscles unwound. She tilted her chin and exhaled a stream of smoke like a sigh. The breeze caught and dispersed it, but Stride could taste the ghost of smoke in the air, and he had to jam his hands in his pockets to beat down the craving.

She leaned against the wall bordering the canal. Stride was next to her. The deep, narrow channel led from the lake to the inner harbors of Duluth and Superior. A century-old lift bridge, resplendent in gray steel, rose and fell over the canal when the boats came. On the opposite side of the bridge was the area known as the Point, a tiny finger of land jutting out like a natural shelter for the harbor. Stride and Serena lived there, in a lakeside cottage that dated back to the 1890s. The city side of the bridge was known as Canal Park, and it had become a haven for restaurants and hotels in the last twenty years. Tourists came to Canal Park to watch the big boats because it was like seeing living dinosaurs from the city’s past. Once upon a time, Duluth had been an industrial boomtown, whose economy was linked to the fate of hundreds of great ships carrying iron ore. The downtown area was filled with old Victorian mansions that were reminders of a time when the city was rich from mining and shipping. Not anymore.

‘I can’t believe how this area has changed,’ Tish said. ‘When I was a kid, there was nothing but old factory buildings down here. Now it’s like Coney Island.’

‘Yeah, there’s a lot of money in Canal Park, but it doesn’t trickle  down,’ Stride told her. ‘They’re building condos to lure people up from Minneapolis, but the city is struggling. Like always.’

‘You live out on the Point?’ Tish asked.

Stride nodded.

‘Nobody lived out there in the old days. The Point was where kids went to smoke dope and have sex on the beach.’

Stride laughed. ‘It still is.’

Tish zipped up her leather jacket. The early evening breeze off the lake was cool. ‘I forgot that the summers aren’t hot here.’

‘We’re counting on global warming,’ Stride said. ‘In a few years, we’ll be the new Florida.’

‘You sound cynical.’

‘You can’t live your whole life in Duluth and not be a little cynical,’ Stride said. ‘Everyone here is always looking for the next big thing, but no one wants to admit that our time is past. Back when you and I were growing up, shipping was already on the way out. Nothing ever really took its place. The politicians keep selling dreams, but most of us have learned to tune it out and get on with life.’

‘There’s a big world out there,’ Tish said.

‘Yeah, well, don’t get me wrong. I love this place. I tried to move away once, and I had to come back.’

Tish nodded. ‘I know. I read up on you. You’ve been a cop your whole life. You’ve been in charge of the Detective Bureau for more than ten years, and you could probably be the police chief if you wanted, but you like it on the street. A couple years ago, during an investigation into the disappearance of a teenage girl, you quit your job and followed a cop named Serena Dial to Las Vegas. That didn’t last long. A few months later, you were right back in Duluth, and Serena came with you.’

‘Is this all research for your book?’ Stride asked.

‘Yes,’ Tish admitted. ‘Plus, I was curious about you. I felt like I knew you through Cindy. I wondered what happened to you after she died.’

‘Let’s make one thing clear,’ Stride told her. ‘Anything I say is off the record. OK? I only agreed to talk with you because you’re right, Laura’s death still bothers me. But nothing I tell you goes into any book unless I give you the green light.’

Tish frowned. ‘That ties my hands.’

‘You’re right, it does. You probably don’t work with sources when you’re writing travel essays, but this is how it goes in the real world. If you want my help, then you’ll have to hope I say yes at the end of the day.’

‘You don’t trust me, do you?’ Tish asked.

‘No.’

She threw the cigarette at her feet and crushed it. ‘I understand,’ she said. ‘I was naïve coming here, figuring you’d open up to me. I keep forgetting. Cindy knew me, but you didn’t.’

Stride said nothing. He didn’t know what to think about Tish. He didn’t hear any guile in her voice, but he didn’t believe that Cindy would have carried on a relationship with a woman from their teenage years and never told him about it. Even so, he found himself liking Tish. Maybe it was because she reminded him of Cindy, and maybe it was because he sensed that her passion about Laura wasn’t faked. This was about more than a book. This was personal to her. He wanted to know why.

‘What can I do to make you trust me?’ Tish asked.

‘You can start by telling me your story,’ Stride said.

‘What else can I do?’ she said, smiling.

He didn’t smile back.

Tish sighed and studied the hills of the city, where the streets climbed from the water like terraces on the face of a cliff. ‘You’re right, the city hasn’t changed much in thirty years. All the old buildings, all the old houses, are still there. I could close my eyes and be a kid again.’

Stride heard a tremor in her voice. ‘Is that not a good thing?’

‘Not really. Most of the places I go, people complain about too much change. Nothing’s the way it used to be. I guess I expected Duluth to be different, too. I wasn’t ready for the memories to hit me in the face.’

He waited.

‘Back then, I couldn’t wait to get out of Duluth,’ Tish continued. ‘I left the city the day after I graduated from high school.’

‘What year was that?’

‘It was June of nineteen seventy-seven, the month before Laura was  killed. I moved to St Paul, got a job, got an apartment. I never wanted to see Duluth again.’

‘Why were you so anxious to get away?’

Tish hesitated. Stride watched her carefully, wondering if she was about to lie. He had interviewed suspects for years, and most of them got that same look on their faces when they made up a story. It was as if they needed those few seconds to play the lie out in their heads to see if it hung together. He expected a generic lie from Tish that didn’t tell him anything about her life. I was a kid. I was born to run. Something like that.

She surprised him.

‘Look, I was screwed up, OK? My mom was killed when I was eleven. For the next few years, I bounced around the city in foster homes. I was an angry girl. I felt homeless. I don’t blame it on any of my foster parents. They did their best, and I didn’t make it easy for them.’

‘What about your father?’ Stride asked.

‘He wasn’t in the picture. Mom got pregnant when she was only twenty-two. She sold perfume in a department store back then, so she met a lot of married men. When I was a kid, she told me that she dated a handsome Finnish sailor who came to the city one day on an ore boat. To me, that sounded romantic. She didn’t bother explaining the truth. It wasn’t until much later that I realized what a coward I had for a father.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Don’t be sorry for me,’ Tish said. ‘Mom was the one who had it tough. Being single and pregnant in the nineteen fifties was like having the plague. She got run out of her church. Got fired from her job. She was out of work for months before she landed a teller position at a bank. We were always scratching to make ends meet. But she was great. Very proud. Very independent.’

‘I’m sure it was hard to lose her.’

‘It was.’

Stride knew a little of how she felt. He had felt homeless himself when his father died. He was sixteen. If he hadn’t been rescued when he met Cindy a few months later, he might have wound up a lost child, like Tish. Bitter. Lonely. Looking for escape.

‘Anyway, I try not to dwell on it,’ Tish said. ‘That’s just how it was. I’ve lived a pretty amazing life, and that wouldn’t have happened if I had had a normal childhood. We all pay our dues.’

‘What did you do after you left the city?’ Stride asked.

Tish leaned on the wall of the pier and stared down into the chocolate-brown water. ‘If you’re running away from Duluth, St Paul isn’t far enough to get away, so I decided to go someplace warmer. I went down to the Caribbean and did odd jobs, buzzing from island to island. Eventually, I wrote an article about my experiences, and I sold it to a travel magazine in the UK. That was what got me started. I began to do more articles, and I built relationships with other magazines around Europe. They started paying me to go all over the world, so I did.’

‘Sounds nice.’

‘It was. I did it for a long time. Then I met someone, a photographer who worked with me on a piece from Tallinn in Estonia. We fell in love. That was how I wound up in Atlanta. We both got jobs at the Journal-Constitution. It was great for a while, but it didn’t work out. I mean, we’re still friends, but we realized after several years that we weren’t going to make it as lovers. So I started traveling again, but my heart just hasn’t been in it. That was when I decided to take some time off. When I did, I realized I was thinking a lot about Laura.’

‘Laura died a long time ago,’ Stride said.

‘I know, but some wounds never really heal.’ Tish slid a silver chain away from her neck and let it swish against the white silk of her blouse. She fingered a slim ring that dangled on the end of the chain. ‘See this ring? Laura had one just like it. We got them together at the Grandstand at the State Fair. That was the summer before she died. It’s cheap, but I like to keep it with me.’

‘You two were close?’

Tish nodded. ‘Inseparable.’

‘So how come I don’t remember seeing the two of you at Cindy’s house?’

‘Oh, that. You were never a teenage girl.’

‘Meaning?’

‘Meaning we had a fight. That was probably around the time you  and Cindy got together. We didn’t talk to each other for a few weeks. It was May, not long before school let out. I went to the Cities right after that.’

‘What was the fight about?’

‘I don’t remember. Something stupid.’

This time, Stride thought she was lying.

‘How did the two of you meet?’ he asked.

‘We were both in Rikke Mathisen’s geometry class in our junior year,’ Tish said. ‘Laura and I sat next to each other. It was like we were kindred spirits. Laura was restless, like me. She had lost her mom too, and her dad was a piece of shit, so she could relate to what I was going through.’ She hesitated. ‘I’m sorry, I guess I shouldn’t have said that. He was your father-in-law.’

Stride shrugged. He and William Starr had never been close. The man had dealt with the tragedies of his life by taking his anger and his Puritan guilt out on everyone around him. Except Cindy. He knew better than to tangle with his youngest daughter. Cindy had pretty much run her dad’s life for the next fifteen years after his wife’s death, until William Starr succumbed to cancer. Just as Cindy would do ten years later. Stride finally understood how easy it would have been to end up like his father-in-law, when he lost his own wife in the prime of her life.

‘I think Cindy was a little jealous of me in those days,’ Tish said. ‘You know as well as I do that Cindy and Laura were never really the same after their mom died. Cindy took over, and Laura let her, but that’s not the same as being sisters. So when I came along, it was like I was the sister Laura had been looking for. Cindy never said anything, but I don’t think she liked it. I was always there. I slept over a lot. Laura and I shared everything. We were going to run away from Duluth together, see the big wide world, you know?’

‘Except you moved away, and Laura didn’t,’ Stride said.

Tish’s face clouded over. ‘Yeah.’

‘What happened?’

‘I told you, it wasn’t important.’

‘No, you told me you didn’t remember,’ Stride said.

Tish looked at him. ‘You’re right, I don’t.’

She was still lying.

‘Anyway, we were past it,’ Tish went on. ‘I wrote to her when I moved to St Paul, and she wrote back, and we became friends again, just like before. Laura was going to join me in the Cities. She never got a chance, though. She was killed before she could get away. I guess that’s why it’s gnawed at me all these years. It wasn’t supposed to be that way. She and I were supposed to escape together. Instead, we let some silly argument come between us, and she stayed behind. And she never made it out.’

She made it sound as if Duluth were a war zone, and Laura had been a soldier trapped behind enemy lines.

‘When did the stalking begin?’ Stride asked.

‘During the spring. Late April, early May.’

‘Did Laura have any idea who was doing this to her?’

Tish shook her head. ‘No, but it must have been someone at school. Most of the notes wound up in her locker. She thought it would all go away after graduation.’

‘It didn’t?’

‘No, the letters and photos started arriving by mail after school let out. Laura told me about it when she wrote to me in the Cities. I was scared for her.’

‘Why did you bring up Peter Stanhope’s name? Do you have any reason to believe he was the one who was stalking her?’

‘He was one of the last people to see her alive. I know he was a suspect in the murder.’ She added, ‘Does your girlfriend have some kind of relationship with Peter Stanhope?’

‘He’s a client,’ Stride said.

He didn’t tell her that the relationship went deeper than that. Stanhope had asked Serena to be a full-time investigator at his law firm, and Serena was wrestling with the decision. Stride thought she was planning to say yes.

‘Is that going to be a problem?’ Tish asked.

‘Peter’s rich and powerful. That’s always a problem.’

Tish shrugged. ‘I’m not afraid of him. Look, I know that Peter was after Laura. They dated for a while that spring. Peter was looking for another conquest. If Laura had put out, that would have been the end of it.’

‘But she didn’t?’ Stride asked.

‘No way. Peter was hot for sex, but Laura didn’t want to do it. So she broke it off. He took it badly. You know how rich young punks like Stanhope can be. They think they can have whatever they want because their daddies have money. He wanted Laura, and he was furious when she turned him down. The letters started arriving not long after that.’

‘That’s not enough to make a connection,’ Stride said.

‘Well, I know what Peter was like. He came after me before Laura, and I didn’t want anything to do with him. He got nasty when I told him no.’

Tish shivered as the sun sank below the crest of the hill. Long shadows accompanied a damp chill off the water.

‘Listen, Tish,’ Stride said. ‘I’m going to tell you a couple things, but like I said before, it’s off the record. OK?’

Tish nodded unhappily.

‘I need to hear you say it,’ Stride said.

‘Yes, this is off the record.’

‘Good. You have to remember that I know this case inside and out. I lived it back then with Cindy and with Ray Wallace, who was the cop in charge of the investigation. When I took over the Detective Bureau, I went through the file page by page. I reviewed all the evidence, because I had my doubts, too. I didn’t find anything new that pointed at Peter or at anyone other than Dada - the man I confronted near the railroad tracks.’

‘So what did you find?’ Tish asked.

‘First, there was a fingerprint report. There were prints on the baseball bat that matched Dada’s.’

‘Except it was Peter Stanhope’s bat,’ Tish said. ‘I read about that in the paper. His prints must have been on the bat, too.’

‘Yes, but his prints made sense. Dada’s prints didn’t.’

‘Laura was being stalked,’ Tish insisted. ‘Someone had been pursuing her for weeks. That wasn’t a stranger. It was someone who knew her.’

Stride put a hand lightly on her shoulder. ‘The police knew about the stalking.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Cindy told them. I was there when she told Ray. Look, Cindy thought the same thing you did, that whoever had been pursuing  Laura was the one who killed her. She even had one of the notes that this guy sent her. A porn photo with a warning scrawled on it.’

‘So?’

‘So there weren’t any fingerprints on the photo,’ Stride said. ‘It wasn’t helpful.’

‘That was then. Don’t they have better techniques for raising prints now? Maybe there’s still something there.’

Stride nodded. ‘We have much more sophisticated techniques for that kind of thing, but what we don’t have is the photograph. It’s gone, along with the other crime scene photos they took back then. So’s the bat. Somewhere along the line, much of the physical evidence from the case was lost.’

‘Son of a bitch!’ Tish exclaimed. ‘Don’t you think that’s suspicious?’

‘You’re talking about a case from thirty years ago. Things get misplaced.’

He didn’t tell her his own suspicion that Ray Wallace was the one who had made the evidence disappear.

Tish walked away. They were near the lighthouse at the end of the pier. She climbed the steps and leaned back against the chapped white paint of the light tower with her arms folded. Her purse was slung over her shoulder. Stride followed her up the steps.

‘I’m sorry,’ he told her.

Tish looked up at him. ‘Can I trust you?’

‘What?’

‘You said you don’t trust me. Can I trust you?’

‘I think you can. There will always be things I have to keep confidential, but I won’t lie to you.’

Tish unzipped her purse. She slid out a small, clear plastic bag that contained a yellowed envelope. He could see block handwriting, and even without taking it in his hand, he saw the name written on the front.

LAURA STARR.

‘Here,’ Tish said. ‘Physical evidence.’

‘What the hell is this?’ Stride asked.

‘It’s one of the stalking letters that Laura received. She sent it to me while I was living in St Paul.’

‘You’ve had the letter all this time, and you never told anyone?’

‘In the old days, I didn’t think it mattered,’ Tish said. ‘Then I put it away and forgot all about it. I was clearing out old boxes in Atlanta a few months ago when I moved out of my partner’s apartment, and that’s when I found it again. Don’t you see? This changes everything. That’s when I started thinking about the book again, because I knew I had something that could reopen the case.’

Stride did see.

The letter to Laura wasn’t a note that had been pushed through a school locker. Whoever sent it to her had put it in the mail, using a stamp and licking an envelope. Even thirty years later, that meant one thing.

DNA.




Three

Clark Biggs watched his daughter squirm on the living room floor with her legs tucked underneath her. Mary picked up her colored blocks and carefully stacked ten of them one on top of the other, until she had built a rainbow tower. When she was finished, she beamed at Clark with the biggest, most beautiful smile he had ever seen, the kind that made his heart ache every time he saw it. Then she toppled the tower by blowing on it like the big bad wolf, giggled at him, and began setting up the blocks again. She could do it over and over and never tire of the game. She was like every other five-year-old girl in the world.

Except Mary was sixteen.

To anyone looking at her, she was a typical teenager. She had a curly mop of blonde hair and eyes that Clark thought of as Caribbean blue. Her face was round and bright. She was almost six feet tall, with a stocky frame. A big girl. She could have been a runner or a wrestler. It seemed so wrong and unfair that she kept growing into a pretty young woman while remaining trapped in the mind of a child. Clark lay awake nights blaming himself and God for the accident in the water. He consoled himself with the belief that Mary would be perpetually happy, perpetually innocent, without the awkwardness, pain, doubt, and self-consciousness of becoming a real teenager. It was little comfort.

‘It’s bedtime, Mary,’ he murmured.

She pretended not to hear him. She kept playing with her blocks and humming a tune to herself. Clark realized it was the theme song  to a television show they had watched earlier in the evening. He was always amazed at the things that made it inside her brain, when so many other things did not.

‘Bedtime, Mary,’ he repeated without enthusiasm.

Mary stopped and frowned. Her lips turned downward like a clown’s. He laughed, and she laughed, too.

‘Five more minutes,’ he said.

Clark hated Sunday nights. At ten o’clock, Mary would go to bed, and he would be alone in the small house for another hour while he watched TV and poured himself a last beer. In the morning, his ex-wife Donna would come by the house, and they would silently make the exchange. Mary would cry and go with her, and Clark would cry and watch her go. Then he would pour coffee into a Thermos, silently wrap up a turkey sandwich for his lunch, and head off to his construction site on the Duluth harbor, knowing that the house would be empty when he returned home. Five long, lonely days awaited him. During the week, it was as if he were in a trance, waiting for that moment on Friday evening when Donna’s SUV pulled up in front of his door, and Mary ran up the sidewalk to get folded up in his arms. His beautiful girl. His baby. He lived for the weekends with her, but they were over almost as soon as they began, leaving him right back here, dreading her bedtime, feeling his soul grow cloudy at the thought of a week alone.
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