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Where the dead red leaves of the years lie rotten
 The cold old crimes and the deeds thrown by,
 The misconceived and the misbegotten
 I would find a sin to do ere I die

Algernon Charles Swinburne,
 The Triumph of Time





Prologue

The prisoner squinted at the threatening ebony sky through the steel mesh that made up the cage in the rear of the patrol car. He knew he should be afraid, but he was dead inside. His heart was black. All he could do was watch the big wind come and hope it would scoop him up into its twisting, churning middle.

Five seconds later, the storm howled down upon them.

‘Oh, mother of God,’ the cop who was driving squealed. She was a rookie and heavyset, with squat fingers clutching the wheel. Sweat dripped down her cheeks from under her butch dark hair. The ferocity of the wind lifted the front wheels of the speeding vehicle off the highway, and rain like a deluge sheeted across the glass. The driver did the only thing she could do; she stopped, because she was blind. The car danced, doing a shimmy on its tires.

‘Keep going,’ her partner told her.

‘Are you fucking crazy? The storm shifted, you stupid son of a bitch, it’s coming right at us.’

They were stopped askew on a rural section of highway, surrounded by deserted farmland. All the residents had left, headed north, abandoning homes to the wind and water.

‘We’re thirty miles from Holman,’ the other cop said. His voice was scratchy, like quarry dust. ‘We need to get this sack of shit back behind the walls. Keep going.’

Debris hammered the car windows: rocks, tree branches as large as his thigh, roof shingles, dead birds.

‘No way, man, no way. We have to get inside right now.’

‘Inside ain’t going to make any difference,’ the other cop replied. The inmates called him Deet, because he trailed a sweet smell of insect repellent to drive away the Alabama mosquitoes. That was the only sweet thing about him. He was short and lean, but he was a beast.  He wore steel-toed boots and liked to break shin bones with a swift jab of his toe.

‘I saw a farmhouse,’ the driver said. ‘I’m going back.’

She wheeled around in her seat as she backed up. The prisoner stared into her eyes, which were wild with animal panic. She was petrified, close to soiling herself. The smell of her fear awakened something familiar and arousing inside him.

The pavement gave way to gravel, and she stopped.

‘I see it!’ she said, as lightning lit up a battered farm.

Deet jerked a thumb at the back seat. ‘What about him?’

‘We can’t leave him in the middle of the storm.’

‘We ain’t letting that guy out of the cage,’ Deet growled.

The prisoner leaned forward, his hard face against the mesh, and spoke to the two cops. ‘Leave me here, I don’t give a shit.’

He didn’t care. Dying here was better than going back to Holman.

For weeks, he had anticipated the road trip to Tuscaloosa, so that he could inhale the river stench of the Black Warrior again and eye the street girls in their halters. There was nothing they could offer him for his testimony; he was a lifer. All he wanted was a taste of the city grit on his tongue and a vibe off the street. One more bite of the life that had been stolen away from him ten years ago.

Ten years ago. He remembered that smug bitch watching from the back row of the courthouse as he was sentenced. She had tracked him across the south and tipped off the Alabama cops, and he went down for murdering a competitor, his life erased over a nobody who deserved what he got, because he was skimming the merchandise. He wished he could have had another half-hour with her, to wipe that fucking grin away like sand, before they buried him inside the walls.

Being outside again only made it worse to go back. The few minutes in court, in a suit, without the cuffs or the leg irons, were a hoax, like a steak dinner before they slipped you the needle. It made the years ahead, overcrowded in the stinking cell, seeing gray cement and steel every minute of your life, seem unbearable. Getting sucked up by the storm would be a blessing.

‘Where the hell can he run?’ the woman screamed at Deet. ‘Come on, we have to go now!’

Deet cursed and flung open the car door. The wind ripped it out of his hand, and the metal groaned. The noise of the storm roared like a train. Deet pulled his gun and pointed it at the prisoner’s head.

‘You give me any trouble, you’re dead,’ he shouted. He unlocked the rear door.

The prisoner got tangled up in the chains and fell to the ground as  he tried to plant his feet in the dirt. He felt Deet’s hand on his shirt collar, pulling him up. He spat out mud from his mouth.

‘Let’s go!’ the woman yelled. She waved an emergency radio and slammed the trunk of the squad car shut.

Rain buffeted the prisoner, like ice picks jabbing at his face. He struggled to walk in miniature steps up the driveway, which was a rushing river now. When he stumbled, his feet hobbled by leg irons, he felt the barrel of Deet’s gun on his neck, pushing him forward. They reached the front porch of the two-story farmhouse, but the door to the home was barricaded with plywood nailed to the frame. The woman cop put down the radio and clawed at the boards to tear them away. Her fingers bled.

He wondered how far he would get if he tried disappearing in the storm. Deet read his mind. He eyed the prisoner and cocked his gun. ‘You want to run? Go ahead. It’ll save—’

Deet stopped talking. When the prisoner narrowed his eyes against the driving rain, he saw that Deet didn’t have a head anymore. Right above Deet’s body, a yellow highway sign with a dripping, blood-red fringe bobbed in the side of the house where it had flown like a guillotine and become impaled. Something like a soccer ball rolled down the porch and then was picked up by a gust and whisked away. Deet’s head.

He heard the other cop wail, an awful noise, primal and terrified. Deet’s body collapsed in a heap, gushing watery blood that spilled down the wooden steps like paint. He dove for the gun, but so did the other cop, and she was surprisingly fast for a big woman. She kicked him backwards off the porch and drew her weapon. She grabbed Deet’s gun and shoved it in her belt, and not taking her eyes off the prisoner lying prostrate in the blood and mud, she squatted and threw up over Deet’s body.

‘Get up!’ she screamed, wiping her mouth.

She got the front door open and waved him in ahead of her with a flick of her gun. He pretended to limp. The frame of the house rattled like aluminum cans, and the wooden beams under his feet shuddered as if their nails were about to pop. It was black inside, and the cop switched on the radio and its emergency beacon. Angry static crackled between the walls, and every two seconds the room flashed with red light.

‘Downstairs,’ she instructed, pointing to an open door.

‘Unlock me.’

‘Bullshit.’

‘I can’t take stairs in these chains,’ he insisted, keeping the desire out of his eyes. Do it, do it, do it.


‘No way.’

‘I’ll break my fucking neck, you stupid bitch. I can’t see in the dark.’

‘Move.’

‘Shoot me if you want, I’m not going anywhere like this.’

She swore and threw a set of keys at his feet. He kept a tired mask on his face as he freed himself and stretched his numb limbs. He took stock of the cop, who held her gun with unsteady hands. Her uniform was wet and painted on her skin, and water dripped from her hair. She danced with impatience.

‘Downstairs,’ she repeated, her voice cracking.

The uncarpeted steps shrieked as his foot landed on each one. She was right behind him, but she was young, and she stayed too close, the gun jabbing into the small of his back. He tripped, and she froze. His hand snaked back and in an instant he yanked her wrist, pulling her past him and uprooting her down the steps. She screamed, tumbling, breaking her legs, breaking her collarbone, landing in a fleshy heap on the concrete floor. The radio shattered into plastic pieces. He was on her immediately, stripping away both guns, dragging her by the scruff of her shirt into the center of the basement.

She moaned in agony. Blood spat out of her mouth. ‘You bastard!’

He fed on her fear. Seeing her at his feet, helpless and desperate, made him feel like a reptile sloughing off an old, unwanted skin. He was reborn out of ten years in hell, a new man.

With a great crash, the half-window notched into the concrete wall of the cellar erupted inward, and water poured through in waves. The smell was fetid and moldy. The cop screamed as dirty water puddled around her. ‘Oh Jesus, the river’s flooding. We’ve got to get out of here.’

He laughed at her. ‘We?’

‘You can’t leave me here, for God’s sake. I can’t get up.’

Three inches of water swirled around his feet and grew steadily deeper. He watched as the cop pulled herself up and then splashed back as her splintered bones gave way. She flailed at the water and shouted for help, but her voice was a whisper as the storm assaulted the house.

‘Please,’ she begged him. ‘Please.’

He became physically aroused watching her. He rubbed himself through his jeans and listened to the sounds of her pain. She went under for the first time when the water was up to his thighs. She came up again, coughing and gagging, and then swallowed as the water closed back over her head. Each time she rose up, she screamed obscenities now, railing at him because he was the one in control of  her fate, he was the one with absolute power, he was the rock-hard instrument of life and death. There was no escape.

A metamorphosis took place before his eyes. He no longer saw her face. Instead, he saw the face of the bitch who had taunted him like a devil for ten years, and he knew there would be no escape for her now, either.

‘That’s the thing about floods,’ he told the cop, the last time her face broke free of the dank river water. ‘They wash away your sins.’




PART ONE

I KNOW WHO IT IS




One

Maggie awoke with a start, dreaming about sex. She wondered if she had dreamed the gunshot, too.

She lay tangled in the black sheets, her skin moist with a sheen of sweat. As she blinked, her brain tried to stutter out of the dream world, but the nightmare held her in its grip. Her eyes were open, but she was blind. She felt impossibly strong hands on her body, holding her down. A stench of dead fish overwhelmed her nostrils and made her want to vomit, but her mouth was clamped shut. She thumped against his flesh with her fists, but it was as if she were a fly tapping against a glass window, trying to get out and getting nowhere. He laughed at her, a mean rumble of pleasure. She screamed.

Her eyes snapped open. She was awake. Except she wasn’t.

Stride was sitting on her bed. She heard herself say, ‘Hey, boss,’ making it sound seductive, which it wasn’t. He was smiling at her, his eyes maddeningly dark and ironic. She opened her arms wide, and he came into them, and she was ready to taste his kiss when he crumbled into sand.

That was when she heard it. Muffled and distant. Bang.

Maggie sat up in bed. Her breaths pounded in and out of her chest. She looked at the clock on her nightstand and saw that it was three in the morning. She had been asleep for two hours, although it wasn’t sleep so much as a drunken unconsciousness filled with strange dreams. That was all they had been - dreams.

Except she wondered about the gunshot. Something had woken her. Maybe it was Eric, moving around restlessly downstairs. Or maybe it was the violent wind outside, making the timbers groan. She sat in bed silently, her ears pricked. Snow had begun - she could see the white rain through the window - and tiny flakes of ice hissed like whispers on the glass. She listened for footsteps, but she heard nothing.

She remembered what Stride always told her. Never listen to worries that come to you in the middle of the night.

Maggie realized she was cold. The bedroom was drafty, and her skin was damp. Even in January, she slept only in panties, not liking the confines of clothes under the blankets, but it meant she often woke up freezing. She got out of bed and scrambled to the thermostat, bumping it up several degrees. Down in the bowels of the house, the furnace rumbled to life, breathing warm air into the room.

She went to her closet to grab a robe. There was a full-length mirror on the door, and Maggie stopped to look at herself in the moonlit shadows. She had spent years finding things wrong with her body. She was too short, not even five feet tall, and too skinny, with bony limbs and breasts that were like twin bunny slopes. Like a doll in her mid-thirties. Her black hair was cut as it always was, in straight bangs across her forehead. She was pretty - everyone told her that. She didn’t see it. Her nose was small and pert, but her cheeks were too rounded. Her almond-shaped Asian eyes were so dark as to be almost black, with a few yellow flecks in an irregular pattern. Her features were too symmetrical. She could make her face do amazing things, twisting it into sarcastic expressions, making her mouth into a tiny ‘O’ rimmed with cherry-red lips, like a fish gulping for air. But pretty? She didn’t think so.

She held up a forearm. There were goosebumps on her honey-colored skin. She placed a hand on her bare, flat stomach and watched herself in the mirror as she rubbed her abdomen in slow circles. Her vision blurred as she began to cry. She opened the door so she didn’t have to look at herself anymore and slipped a silk robe off a hanger. She shrugged it on and tied it in a tight knot.

Maggie turned away, sniffled, and wiped her eyes. She felt dwarfed by the huge master bedroom and its massive mahogany furniture. On the far wall was a burgundy dresser, taller than she was; she had to stand on tiptoes to see inside the top drawer. Four hand-carved wooden posts loomed on each corner of the great empty stretch of king-sized bed. It was too much bed for her by herself, which was how it had been for weeks. She hated even being near it.

She took a step, and her head spun. She still felt the effects of the wine she had drunk in the park. She steadied herself with a hand on her nightstand. When she looked down, she saw her shield and felt all the complex emotions that came with ten years on the job. She hadn’t expected to be working now, but there was a part of her that couldn’t leave the Detective Bureau, that wanted and needed to be with Stride. Or maybe it was because, step by step, the rest of her life  had become a horror in the past year, and being on the job was a way to forget.

She stared down at the nightstand again and felt unease worm its way into her stomach. Something was wrong. She mentally retraced her steps, what she had done, where she had gone, hoping she had simply made a drunken error. But she hadn’t. She had come upstairs and dropped her shield, her wallet, her gun, her keys, on the nightstand by the clock.

Now her gun wasn’t there.

 



It had been an ugly Wednesday night. Bitter cold, the way January always was. By ten o’clock, Eric hadn’t come home. Maggie had ginned up the courage to talk to him, but when he didn’t show up, she felt herself growing angry. He had been secretive and withdrawn in the week since the holidays. She couldn’t blame him for that. They had been strangers for weeks, arguing constantly. It was her fault. She was the one who had closed herself off, who had shut him out, because she couldn’t deal with everything that had happened to her.

She grew sick of waiting for him and left the house. She took a bottle of Chardonnay and a corkscrew. She bundled up in her Russian sable coat, a wedding gift that she didn’t wear often, but it was warm and made her feel like royalty. The snow hadn’t started yet, and the streets were clear. She drove down into the city, which was still festive with holiday lights, and then north along the shoreline drive until she came to a turn-off by the lake. It was deserted. She parked and opened the wine. When she got out of the truck, the wind blasted her face, but she ignored it as she followed a snowy trail to the dark, moving mass of Lake Superior. The stars winked down at her, undimmed by the glow of lights from the city to the south. The branches on the evergreens drooped with snow. Her boots sank into the drifts. Her coat hung to her mid-thighs, and between the fur and her boots, the cold slashed at her legs.

There was no ice growing from the shore here; the water moved too fast. Only in the worst stretches of winter was the cold powerful enough to send a tentative sheet of ice a few hundred feet into the lake. Instead, there was nothing but angry midnight swells now, frigid whitecaps breaking on the rocks and undulating hills of water that looked like sea monsters wriggling toward the beach.

She tipped the wine bottle to her lips and drank. It was chilled and dry. She had skipped dinner, and the wine went straight to her head. She felt sorry for herself, but with each swig of wine, she cared less and less. She stayed there for an hour, until the wine was gone and  her limbs were numb. She threw the empty bottle end over end into the fierce waves. She thought about lying down in the snow and not getting up.

Take off her clothes. Die of exposure.

But no. Even though she had nothing to go home to, she knew it was time to go. She climbed unsteadily back to the parking lot and sat, thawing, inside the truck. Her mouth felt stiff. Her face was pale, and her hair was crusted with snow. She was like the Tin Man, rusted over, needing oil.

She drove home slowly, feeling the effects of the wine. Her street was dark and quiet at one in the morning. Everyone had turned off the lights in their big houses and crawled under their goose-down comforters. When she opened the garage, she saw that Eric was home too. He would be sleeping in his office. She thought about waking him up and doing what she had planned to do, but it could wait until morning.

She stripped off her fur coat in the hallway, not even turning on a light. There was an antique chest near the door, underneath a brass mirror. Something was sitting on the varnished wood. Eric had left it behind when he came in. It was a black ceramic coffee mug, and under it, a small folded note with her name scrawled in Eric’s handwriting. The mug still had remnants of coffee grounds in it.

She unfolded the paper. Even in the dim light, she could make out the words: ‘I know who it is.’

Maggie stared at the note long and hard. It was the same old song, the same tired accusation. She was angry that he still didn’t trust her. She crumpled the note into a tiny ball, shoved it into her pocket, and went upstairs to sleep.

 



Where was her gun?

She could think of only one explanation. Eric had taken it. He had come into their room and taken it off her nightstand. She had not dreamed the gunshot. Except it made no sense at all. Eric was not suicidal; he was a life force, energetic, passionate, pushing his limits. And hers.

Maggie saw a cone of white light shoot through the bedroom. Instinctively, she crouched, then crawled to the picture window that overlooked the lake. She stood up, out of sight, and edged her face against the cold glass until she could see. The blackness in the room kept her hidden. She saw headlights on a car parked fifty yards away, and as she watched, the car accelerated, its wheels spinning in slushy snow as it did a U-turn and vanished. She couldn’t see its make or color.

She waited, watching the street. Snow was falling outside, big wet flakes streaking the window. She stared straight down and saw footprints in the white dust, leaving a track down her driveway to the street. Already the wind and snow were making the indentations fade.

Maggie ran for the bedroom door. Turning the knob, she hesitated, then threw it open. The hall was filled with vast shadows. She took a chance and said quietly, ‘Eric?’ She said it again, louder.

‘Eric!’

She heard only the oppressive silence of the house. She smelled the air and caught the stale odor of beef she had made for a dinner that went uneaten. Maggie kept close to the wall as she went downstairs. She glanced in the living room and dining room and found them empty. Her feet were bare, and the floors were cold. She tugged the robe tighter and crept up on the open door to Eric’s office. She wished she had a weapon.

Near the doorway, she heard dripping. Slow and steady. Drops falling into a pool. Her stomach lurched. She reached around the doorway and clicked on the light, squinting as the brightness dazzled her eyes. From inside, the noise kept on, drip drip drip. There was a new smell, too, one with which she was very familiar.

She went into the office. Eric was there on the sofa, limbs sprawled, blood forming creeks down his face and splattering into red puddles on the slick floor. A gunshot wound burrowed into his forehead. She didn’t run to her husband. There was no point - he was already gone. He was one more body in the hundreds she had seen over the years. Her eyes studied the room by instinct, a detective hunting for answers. She found none, only a terrible mystery - her gun, which had been on her nightstand when she went to sleep, was now in the middle of the floor. Smoke mingled with the mineral stench of blood.

Maggie wished she could cry. More than anything, she wanted to crumple to her knees and weep and ask God how this could have happened. But when she looked inside herself, she had nothing left. She bit her lip, stared at the man she had once loved, and knew that as bad as her life had been in the past year, it was about to get worse.




Two

No footprints in the snow, Jonathan Stride thought. That was going to be a problem.

Footprints didn’t last long in this weather. Looking down at the front yard, he could see the harsh wind already erasing his own boot prints, which he had left seconds earlier. Even so, he would have felt better if he could have used his camera phone to take a photograph to prove that the tracks had been there.

The tracks of an intruder. Someone other than Maggie.

He hated thinking like that, but he knew how the investigation would go. Maggie knew it, too; she had described the scene to him on the phone. She would be the prime suspect. They had solved murders together for more than a decade, and it was almost an immutable law. If a husband got killed at home, the wife did it. And vice versa. It didn’t matter if you were a preacher, a Christian, a politician, a family man, a saint, or a cop. Your spouse gets murdered at home, you did it.

Stride brushed snow off his heavy, black leather jacket and his jeans. He was tall, almost six foot two, and lean. He ran a hand back through his wet, wavy hair, and the silver streaks glistened amid the black. He didn’t need to ring the doorbell; it opened while he waited on the porch. Maggie stood in the doorway, looking tiny in a red silk robe. He searched her face for tear stains and didn’t see any.

‘Hey, boss,’ she said.

He looked at her, at a loss for words. ‘I’ll leave my boots outside,’ he said finally. He slipped off his boots and took his coat off, too, and left them in a corner of the porch. As he stepped over the threshold, he bent down to study the lock on the door.

‘It wasn’t picked,’ Maggie told him. ‘I checked.’

‘Don’t try to run the scene yourself, Mags.’

‘I know whether a lock has been picked,’ she sniped at him. She  bit her lower lip, and then, as if to apologize, she hugged him. She was small but strong, and she spent long seconds embracing him. ‘Sorry,’ she murmured. ‘Thanks for coming.’

‘Why didn’t you call nine one one?’ he asked, not liking the accusation in his voice.

Maggie backed up and folded her arms together. ‘I know what’s coming. Cops tramping through the house. Hours of interrogations. Newspapers. Television. I didn’t want to deal with it, not right away.’

‘This is a murder investigation. Minutes count.’

She scoffed. ‘Investigation? This is going to be a witch hunt. Let’s not sugarcoat it. I’m in big trouble.’

He didn’t disagree with her. ‘Did you search the house?’ he asked.

‘No.’

‘All right, let me look around.’

‘I told you, he’s gone.’

‘He?’

‘I’m assuming it was a he. Then again, we’re talking about Eric, so I shouldn’t assume.’ She gave a sour laugh.

Stride frowned. ‘I’m going to tell you something as a friend, Mags. Not as a cop. You should not say things like that. OK? You should shut up.’

Maggie kicked at an imaginary piece of dust on the floor. ‘Yeah, but I don’t want to shut up. I want to get mad. I want to scream at someone.’

‘That won’t help.’

‘No? It’ll sure make me feel better.’ She saw his face and softened. ‘I know, I know, you’re right. Look, you shouldn’t be here. If you want to leave, that’s OK.’

He didn’t reply, but it was true. He was on thin ice being here, because this wasn’t going to be his case. He and Maggie had been partners and friends for more than a decade, and as a result, he would be walled off from the investigation. He was the lieutenant in charge of the Detective Bureau that investigated major crimes in Duluth, at the southwestern corner of Lake Superior, where the lake narrowed like a knife point plunging into the city’s heart. Duluth was small enough for Stride to play a lead role in most of the serious cases himself, but this homicide would wind up in the hands of one of his senior sergeants.

He knew that was why Maggie wanted him here before the others arrived. She wanted him to see the scene, to talk to her, to form his own opinions. She was drafting him onto her team.

‘Make us both some coffee, OK?’ he said. ‘I’ll check out the house.’

Maggie screwed up her face. ‘You know I don’t drink coffee.’

‘You do now,’ Stride told her. He added, ‘I could smell the alcohol on your breath when you opened the door.’

Her face blanched as she turned away.

Stride began in Eric’s office, but he stayed at the threshold and didn’t go inside. He saw the single gunshot wound in Eric’s forehead. His muscular body was stretched out on a burgundy leather sofa, a white blanket draped over his legs and stomach. His hairless chest was bare. His head and its long mane of blond hair lay propped on a pillow, which now cradled blood like a punch bowl. The gun was in the middle of the floor, at least ten feet away from the body. Too far to be a suicide. He looked for dirty water on the floor that might have been left by snowy boots, but whoever had done this had been careful. He had probably left his boots in the entryway where everyone else did and then crept through the house in stockinged feet.

Assuming anyone had been in the house at all.

He felt nothing looking at Eric’s body - he had deadened himself to that kind of emotion years ago. Even so, he knew Eric well. Eric and Maggie had been married for more than three years, and Stride had been to their house many times. It was awkward for all of them. Stride and Maggie had a long history before Eric entered the picture. For years, Maggie had indulged a quiet crush on Stride, and he wasn’t sure it had entirely gone away. Eric knew it.

Stride went room to room on all three levels. It took him nearly half an hour. The house was huge and ghostly for two people, full of cubbyholes with strange slanted ceilings, and secret spaces where cold breezes sneaked through the walls. It was in a neighborhood of vintage estates, clustered together a few blocks west of the north-south highway near 24th Avenue. Once this had been an old money enclave; now it was dominated by city professionals and entrepreneurs. Eric had owned the house for more than a decade. He was an ex-Olympic swimmer who had built a lucrative international sporting supply business, mostly serving athletes in the Winter Games. It was his kind of house, like a European castle, full of social aspiration. The outside was weathered tan brick and gables, an imposing monster from the street. Maggie hated it. When Eric went on business trips to Norway and Germany, she sometimes came down to Stride’s house on the lake and stayed with him and Serena.

When he returned downstairs, he found Maggie in the kitchen, staring into her coffee cup. The empty stretch of azure marble counter behind her was wiped clean. ‘I didn’t find anything,’ he told her.

She nodded as if this wasn’t news.

‘Go over it for me again,’ he said. ‘Like you did on the phone. Tell me what happened.’

Maggie recited the events of the evening in a monotone. She told him about waking up, hearing the shot, seeing the car outside, and then finding Eric downstairs. She didn’t mention getting drunk, and Stride wondered what else she was leaving out.

‘How did the killer get in?’ Stride asked.

‘I’ve been thinking about that,’ Maggie said. ‘He could have been waiting outside and slipped into the garage when I came home. We don’t lock the door from the garage to the house.’

‘And your gun?’

‘Let’s just say it wouldn’t have been hard for him to come into the bedroom without waking me up.’

‘Has Eric been having problems with anyone?’

‘Not that I know of.’

‘How’s his business going?’

‘As far as I know, great.’

‘As far as you know?’

‘I don’t ask. I have no idea how much money he has. The bills get paid. I assume he makes more than I do, even on a cop’s lavish salary.’

Stride smiled thinly. ‘Where was Eric today?’

‘I don’t know. He was in the Cities over the weekend. He got back on Monday, but I barely saw him. He didn’t come home for dinner tonight.’

‘How were things between the two of you?’

She shrugged. ‘Fine.’ Her voice wasn’t convincing.

Stride waited to see if she would say something more, but she didn’t. ‘Is there anything else you want to tell me?’ he asked.

‘No.’

‘Can you think of anyone who would want to kill him?’

‘You mean, other than me?’ she asked sharply. ‘I didn’t do this. I need to know you believe that.’

‘I do.’

‘But?’ Maggie was smart. She could see that he still had questions.

‘You haven’t been yourself for weeks,’ he said. ‘Why?’

Maggie’s face reddened with anger. ‘That has nothing to do with this.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Drop it, boss. It’s none of your business.’

‘I thought we didn’t have secrets from each other.’

‘Stop treating me like a child.’ She stood up, and her robe slipped.  He saw more of her chest than was appropriate, but she made no effort to fix it. ‘I should get dressed. We better call in the dogs.’

‘You know what they’re going to ask you,’ he said.

She nodded. ‘Why wasn’t Eric sleeping in the bedroom with me.’

‘So?’

Maggie shoved her hands in the pockets of her robe. ‘Eric had trouble sleeping. He’d go down to his office and work, and when he got tired, he’d crash out on the sofa.’

She didn’t meet his eyes as she left the room. He knew she was lying.




Three

Stride sat outside in his Ford Bronco, watching the crime scene investigation unfold around him. His window was rolled down, and he was smoking a cigarette. He allowed himself one a day, sometimes two. This was his third. The snow continued to fall, sticking in wet sheets to his windshield and blowing into the truck. The icy flakes landed like mosquito bites on his cheek.

He didn’t like being shut out of the police activity, but he had already recused himself. When several cops came his way for instructions, he shrugged and pointed them inside Maggie’s house to find Abel Teitscher. None of them was happy to realize Teitscher was in charge. That included Stride.

His cell phone rang. He felt as if he could take the pulse of his life by the country song playing on his phone. For a while, he had used ‘Restless’ by Sara Evans as his ring tone. He had been away from Duluth then, on a brief, strange detour to Las Vegas. Now he was back home, but he had never been able to relax, no matter where he was, and he didn’t know why. So he put Alabama’s ‘I’m In A Hurry’ on his phone. As the song said, all he really needed to do with his life was live and die.

It was Serena on the other end of the phone. He and Serena shared a house and a bed, but they spent so much time with Maggie that they sometimes felt like a threesome.

‘How is she?’ Serena asked.

‘She’s hiding something,’ Stride said.

‘You don’t think she did it, do you?’

‘No, but she’s not being honest. That’s going to hurt her.’

‘Who’s running the investigation?’

‘I talked to K-2,’ Stride said, using the department’s nickname for Deputy Chief Kyle Kinnick. ‘He handed it off to Teitscher.’

‘Shit.’

‘Yeah, he wouldn’t have been my choice.’

‘Can you help her?’

‘Not much. I’m between a rock and a hard place.’

‘I’m not,’ Serena said.

‘That’s true, you can do whatever you want.’

‘Keep me posted.’

Stride closed the phone.

He had been given a second chance after the death of his first wife, Cindy, five years ago. Serena was a former homicide detective from Las Vegas. They had worked a case that had roots in both cities and wound up as lovers. When the case came to an ugly end, he followed Serena back to Las Vegas, but it was obvious after only a few months that he was a fish out of water there. When he had a chance to get his old job back in Duluth, he jumped at it and asked Serena to come with him. She didn’t offer any promises or guarantees; she was worried that she would be as much an outcast in Duluth as Stride had been in Vegas. But she had been with him here for more than a year now.

Stride glanced at the stone steps leading to Maggie’s front door and saw Abel Teitscher heading his way. Strangely, he had Teitscher to thank for the opportunity to come back to Duluth. When Stride left the city, Teitscher had applied for and won the job as lieutenant overseeing the Detective Bureau. He was a solid investigator, dogged and thorough, and he had the gray hair for the job. Teitscher, in his mid-fifties, was almost a decade older than Stride, but he was a stubborn loner with no gift for leadership. The detectives on the force launched a near rebellion after a few months with Teitscher in charge, and K-2 was forced to rescind Teitscher’s promotion. He used the opportunity to lure Stride back from Las Vegas to lead the squad again.

Teitscher still carried the grudge.

The older detective came around to the passenger side of Stride’s Bronco and squeezed his long legs inside without being asked. They eyed each other with strained politeness.

‘Hello, Abel,’ Stride said.

Teitscher nodded. ‘Lieutenant.’

The older detective carried all of his years in his face. He was tall and lean, with white skin and a spider’s web of wrinkles carved into his narrow cheeks. His hair was gray, clipped in a military crew cut that neatly matched his trimmed Hitler mustache. He was an obsessive runner, without an ounce of fat on his body, but he wound up looking skeletal and unhealthy, with jutting cheekbones and a protruding jaw line. His wire-rimmed glasses were too large for his face.

‘Have you lost your mind, Lieutenant?’ Teitscher asked.

‘Meaning what?’

‘You contaminated a crime scene.’

Stride shook his head. ‘I did no such thing.’

‘You were here for an hour with the body and the suspect before you called the police.’

‘I am the police,’ Stride reminded him.

‘Not on this case. You knew damn well K-2 would yank you. What the hell were you thinking?’

‘This is Maggie we’re talking about. She didn’t do it.’

‘No? You’re not looking at the evidence, Lieutenant.’

Stride didn’t want to get into a fight, not here, not now. ‘Look, Abel, Maggie called me first. We’ve worked side by side for ten years. I came and talked to her. I made sure there was no one else in the house. Then I rallied the troops. End of story.’

‘You’re a witness now. I have to interrogate you.’

‘Go ahead.’

Teitscher shook his head. ‘Not now. But I want a report from you of everything that went on while you were alone in the house with her. This is on the record.’

‘Fine,’ Stride said.

‘I want it by noon.’

Teitscher opened the truck door, and Stride clapped a hand on his shoulder. ‘You’re a good cop, Abel, but sometimes you get so focused on what’s in front of you that you don’t see the big picture.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘This is Maggie. If she says she didn’t do it, you can take that to the bank. Something else is going on here.’

Teitscher leaned in close, and Stride winced at the musk of his cologne. ‘I’ll tell you what’s going on. I’ve got a woman inside with a dead husband and her gun on the floor. And she’s lying to me. You think I can’t tell?’

‘If she’s hiding something, it’s not about the murder.’

‘Listen to yourself, Lieutenant,’ Teitscher said scornfully. ‘If this were anyone else, you’d practically have her in cuffs by now.’

Stride knew he was right, but he also knew that Abel had his own bias, too. ‘Are we talking about Maggie here, or are we talking about Nicole?’

Teitscher flushed. ‘That was years ago.’

‘That’s right. Years ago, it was your partner with a dead husband on the floor. You trusted Nicole, and you were wrong. So now you’re poisoned against Maggie.’

‘You should have learned the same lesson that I did,’ Teitscher snapped. He thrust his long legs out of the Bronco, then stuck his head and shoulders back through the door. He wore a trench coat that wasn’t suited for the cold, and it billowed behind him like a cape. ‘You can’t trust anyone, Stride. Instead of covering for Maggie, maybe you should ask yourself how well you really know her.’

 



Stride thought about Teitscher’s words as he drove home. How well did he really know Maggie? The answer was, better than almost anyone else on the planet.

She was nothing like the quiet, conservative Chinese girl he had first met more than a decade ago. She had grown up in Shanghai and gone to the University of Minnesota at age eighteen to study criminology. When she became enmeshed in political activism on campus following the uprising in Tiananmen Square, she found herself on the wrong side of the Chinese government and decided to stay in Minnesota after graduating, rather than risk prison back home.

Stride hired her for her near photographic memory and her razor sharp ability to size up a crime scene. She was smarter than most cops who had been on the job for years, but she was blunt and serious, much more Chinese than American. She didn’t care about fashion or makeup, and she didn’t crack jokes. Her face never moved. When Stride teased her, she thought she had done something wrong.

But times changed, and so did Maggie.

A decade in the US had transformed her. She was stylish and hip today, with a closet full of leather and spiked heels. Most of the time, she shopped in the girls’ department because she was so small, and she was as well turned out as any trendy teen. In her mid-thirties, she managed to look twenty-five and pull it off. Her round bowl haircut was oddly old-fashioned, as if that were her one concession to her Chinese roots. But otherwise she was carefully made up, right down to the diamond stud she had added last year to her thimble of a nose. Hurt like hell, she said, but she loved the glint of the jewel on her face.

She had grown into a sexy woman, but Stride had never seen her as anything but a daughter, of whom he was fiercely protective and proud. Maybe it was because he had first met her when she was barely out of her teens, at a time when he was happily married to Cindy. He mentored Maggie and watched her blossom, and soon she fell in love with him. Cindy warned him about the huge crush that Maggie was developing, but he pretended that the attraction wasn’t there, and eventually Maggie did the same. It was still the elephant in the room  between them, invisible but something they always had to dance around.

She didn’t carry much of her past with her anymore. She was bubbly, sarcastic, funny, sharp-tongued, and foul-mouthed. It had taken years for all her rough edges to blend together. She was more like a machine in her early days, not revealing any trace of her emotions, because she thought cops didn’t do that. But Stride knew that you needed emotion to succeed in this job. You couldn’t divorce yourself from your feelings, and you couldn’t let them dominate you. It was a delicate balancing act.

He still remembered the investigation where Maggie took the first big leap, becoming someone new and whole. It was the kind of case detectives hate, the kind that haunts them. That was something Maggie didn’t understand. She was accustomed to solving cases. She figured she was smart enough that if she simply brought enough brainpower to bear, and studied all the details, she would dig her way to the truth. Usually she was right. But not always.

She and Stride had been working together for more than a year when a girl’s body was found one late August morning on the dewy grass of the golf course near Enger Park. She was nude, and the rape kit came back positive. Her head and hands had been hacked off and were never found. The coroner concluded that she was about seventeen years old, and from the bruises on what remained of her neck, she had been strangled. The only identifying marks on her body were a collage of tattoos from rock bands and video games, like Bon Jovi, Mortal Kombat, Aerosmith, and Virtua Fighter.

They tried everything to solve the case, but in the end they weren’t even able to find out who the girl was. They reviewed thousands of missing person reports from the entire Midwest. They ran DNA from the semen found in the girl’s body and came back with nothing. They worked with a local psychiatrist on a profile that got them nowhere. They contacted hundreds of tattoo parlors. They checked video game fan clubs. They got in touch with each of the bands. Weeks went by, and the case got cold.

She was simply the Enger Park girl, and that was who she was going to stay.

He remembered Maggie pacing back and forth in a City Hall conference room a month after they had found the body. She kept re-running everything they had tried, looking for something they had missed, or some other angle they could pursue. Finally, her face serious and confused, she looked at Stride and asked him how they were going to solve the case. As if he had been deliberately holding back the answer.

He had to tell her the truth. Unless someone came forward with new information, they weren’t going to solve it. A murderer was going to walk away free. A young girl wasn’t going to get justice. Sometimes that was how the world worked.

It was as if the idea had never occurred to Maggie before.

She dropped down in a chair, looked him dead in the eye, puffed out her cheeks in frustration, and said without a trace of an accent, ‘That really sucks, boss.’

At that moment, Stride knew she had become an American. And a cop.




Four

Stride and Serena lived in an area of Duluth known as Park Point, a narrow finger of land that separated the churning waters of Lake Superior from the ports where the giant cargo boats loaded and unloaded shipments of coal, taconite, and grain. They lived on the lakeside, steps from the beach. He arrived home before dawn on Thursday morning, and in the windy darkness he heard the roar of waves like an invading army on the other side of the dune. He followed the snowy trail behind their 1890s-era cottage up the slope toward the shoreline, where he was face to face with the muddy waves rolling onto the sand. There wasn’t much beach to be seen now, just a gray sheet of ice stretched over the sand like a boardwalk. Stripped, bare tree trunks littered the shore, washed up after months floating with the waves.

The wild rye grass on top of the slope formed a wavy auburn wall. Snow and wet sand mingled at his feet like melted marshmallow running over chocolate ice cream. He sucked in cold, fresh air. To the west, he could see the fog-ringed lights of Duluth climbing sharply up the hillside from the lake. On his right, the Point peninsula stretched for another mile, and on the other side of the open water, a gauzy lighthouse beam circled from the Wisconsin shore. The sun would be dawning soon, but the clouds were so thick over the city that he would have to take it on faith that the sun was still up there, giving warmth.

He couldn’t escape a feeling of loss and loneliness when he came here. All of the important people from his past were long gone. He had grown up on the north shore and in the course of his life had lost his parents and then his wife of twenty years here. He had never missed having children while Cindy was alive, but there were days when he regretted that he had no reminders of her other than fading memories. Staring at the angry waves, he thought of his father, too, who had lost his life to the lake when Stride was a teenager. He often imagined his  father’s ore boat, shouldering through the deep, cold troughs, out of sight of land. You just never knew when a rogue wave could reach up and snatch someone away. They never recovered his body.

He wondered if it was true that you couldn’t go home again. That was what he was trying to do. For years, he had lived on the Point with Cindy, but he had moved away after his second marriage and always regretted it. That marriage lasted only three years and was a mistake from the beginning, which he realized when he met and fell in love with Serena. When she came back to Duluth with him from Las Vegas last year, they bought a house out on the Point again, and he was back where he had spent most of his life. He felt renewed, but his only worry was that he would spend too much of his time living in the past.

He heard the crunch of snow behind him and turned to see Serena climbing the slope. Her black hair was loose and uncombed. She had a grace and beauty about her even when her body was buried in a heavy coat and her long legs were up to their knees in drifts. She joined him without saying anything, and they stood watching the lake and feeling the brittle morning air make its way under their skin. The cold made her face flush pink. She wasn’t wearing makeup.

‘I know you don’t want to hear this,’ Serena told him quietly, ‘but Maggie could have done it.’

Stride’s face hardened into a mask, and he kicked his boots in the wet sand. ‘No way.’

‘I’m not saying she did do it, but she’s been on an emotional roller-coaster for a year. Everyone has a breaking point.’

‘I know all that, but she says she’s innocent.’

‘What does Abel think?’

‘Teitscher? He’s already got a target painted on her chest. I’m worried what he’ll find when he starts digging.’

‘Like what?’

‘I think Maggie and Eric were having big problems.’

Serena showed no surprise. ‘She’s had three miscarriages in eighteen months, Jonny. You don’t think that plays hell with your emotions?’

‘I know it does, but if their marriage was in trouble, it gives her a motive. Particularly because of Eric’s money.’ He added, ‘Abel also thinks that Maggie is hiding something, and I think he’s right.’

‘Do you know what it is?’

‘No.’

Serena slung her arm through his. ‘Listen, Maggie asked me something a couple months ago. I don’t know if it means anything.’

‘What?’

She hesitated. ‘Do you really want to know? I don’t want you to feel like you have to feed all this back to Teitscher. We’re pushing the box pretty far here.’

Stride grimaced. Driving over to Maggie’s in the middle of the night, he knew instinctively that he was walking into an ethical gray area, where he had no roadmap. His principles were about to be stretched like elastic, and he wondered when they would snap. ‘Tell me.’

‘She asked if you and I had ever done anything strange.’

Stride raised an eyebrow.

‘Sexually,’ Serena clarified.

‘Did you tell her about the garden hose?’

Serena punched him. ‘I’m serious. It sounded like Eric was pushing her to do some weird stuff.’

‘Like what?’

Serena shrugged. ‘She didn’t say.’

Stride chewed on this idea and didn’t reply. He didn’t like where any of this was going.

‘But officially, you don’t know about this, OK?’ Serena repeated. ‘Maggie didn’t want me to tell you.’

He nodded. ‘She could use your help, Serena. She’s going to need someone to investigate her side of what happened, and it can’t be me. I can’t be seen giving her any special treatment.’

‘I’ll do what I can.’

Serena hadn’t joined the police force in Duluth. Stride supervised the city’s detectives, and the employment lawyers frowned on nepotism. Instead, she had obtained her state license as a private investigator and begun struggling to find work. So far, her projects mostly involved plowing through trade journals and attending industry conventions to unearth competitive intelligence for a few Duluth-based start-ups. He knew the assignments left her bored and restless. She was a cop at heart, and she missed the street.

‘I’ve got a new client meeting today,’ Serena added.

‘Oh?’

‘Dan Erickson wants to hire me.’

‘Dan?’ Stride retorted. ‘Why the hell does he want you?’

Serena arched her eyebrows in offense. ‘Excuse me?’

‘You know what I mean.’

‘He said my police background was a plus,’ Serena said.

‘Except you live with me. That should be a big minus for Dan.’

Dan Erickson was the county attorney and chief prosecutor for the region. He blamed Stride for the media fallout over a botched trial  that had cost him a statewide election as attorney general. He was now widely considered damaged goods in Minnesota politics, and it was an open secret that he resented being stuck in the north woods of Duluth and was looking for a way out.

‘You might want to think twice about this, Serena,’ he cautioned her.

‘I can’t say no. This is a big break for me.’

He heard the stubborn resolve in her voice and knew her mind was already made up.

‘You can’t trust him.’

Serena shrugged. ‘Dan can open doors for me all over the state.’ She added, ‘Besides, I don’t trust any of my clients.’

‘Do you know what he wants?’ Stride asked.

‘No, he wouldn’t talk about it on the phone. He asked me not to tell you anything about it.’

‘But you’re telling me anyway.’

‘It’s in the box.’

They had struggled to find a way to work through the secrets they both had to share, without creating personal or professional problems for either of them. The reality was that they needed each other. Stride wanted her input on investigations because she was one of the most experienced detectives in the city, but her contributions had to be confidential and unofficial. Serena in turn wanted to get Stride’s bounce on her own assignments, without worrying that anything she told him would wind up in a police file. So they invented the box. When they wanted to share information privately with each other, it went in the box.

‘He’ll make a pass at you,’ Stride added, smiling.

‘He makes a pass at everyone.’

‘That’s Dan.’

‘Why does Lauren put up with it? She’s the one with the money.’

‘Dan and Lauren are all about power, not sex. If Lauren cared about Dan’s affairs, she’d have cut him loose long ago.’

‘Spoken like a man,’ Serena said. ‘So what do you think Dan wants?’

‘He probably needs to dig up dirt on a political opponent.’

‘Yeah, that was my guess. The Legislature is back in session soon.’

‘Just make sure he doesn’t hang you out to dry,’ Stride said. ‘For Dan, everyone around him is expendable. I’ve been there.’

‘I can take care of myself.’ Serena closed her eyes and lifted her chin to let the icy wind strike her face. When she did that, you didn’t argue with her.

Stride knew she had survived a long time on her own and was  fiercely determined to make it here without his help. He didn’t bother warning her that Duluth could be as extreme and cruel in its own way as Las Vegas. All anybody needed to do was look at the great expanse of the lake to remember that one person alone was pretty small in this part of the world. No matter how strong you were, there were things around here that were stronger.




Five

Serena climbed the steps toward the county courthouse for her meeting with Dan Erickson and felt an odd sensation dogging her again, as it had for weeks. Uneasiness settled over her, and she stopped dead in her tracks. The feeling blinked out of the gray morning like a neon sign in her head, broadcasting the same word.

Danger.

She stood on the top step of the garden with her back to the courthouse, studying the comings and goings in the government plaza. A stony-eyed statue of a centurion towered behind her, guarding the three historic buildings clustered around the park. City Hall, where Jonny worked, was on her left. The federal building was directly opposite it, on her right. All three government buildings were austere monuments from the 1920s, built of sand-colored granite blocks. Cars were parked in the slush around the circular driveway, and people hurried up the sidewalk, tramping through the cold in their winter coats. No one looked at her. She spied the windows in the neighboring media buildings one by one, then examined the street, her eyes moving from car to car.

A television truck with a satellite dish on its roof. A purple van from a computer repair shop. A delivery truck from Twin Ports Catering. A police car.

Nothing out of the ordinary.

Serena shrugged off the feeling and blamed it on the ugliness of January. It wasn’t the cold that she found hardest to get used to, living in Duluth. It was the deathly pallor of the city at this time of year. Days would go by, sometimes weeks, with only the same charcoal mass of clouds overhead. Winter felt like a long, cheerless twilight, full of somber faces and ominous skies. Those were the times when she felt a sharp pang of longing for the desert, with its sunshine and energy.

But for all that, she liked it here.

Her old home was barren compared to this ever-changing landscape. The Duluth summer had been cool and glorious. The fall, with its palette of reds and yellows stretching for miles on the trees, had awakened a strange, uplifting sadness in her when she passed through the rain of dying leaves. Even the winter was beautiful, with something spiritual about the severity of cold and clouds that made her live inside her mind.

She stood out in this city, and she liked that. She was tall and athletic, with full, highlighted raven hair. In Las Vegas, she had regularly been mistaken for a showgirl, but statuesque beauties were a dime a dozen in that city. Not in Duluth. She enjoyed the stares. She liked watching men melt. It fed her sense of power and gave her the confidence that she was up to the challenge of making a new life for herself, in a new place.

She liked what being here did for Jonny, too. He was home, in a cold place, in the shadow of the lake. Serena found that her love for him had deepened and matured this past year, as she got to know him in a more intimate way. Their attraction had been electric and physical in the beginning, but the longer she lived with him, the more she had come to respect his decency and humanity. It also aroused her no end that he thought she was one of the sharpest detectives he had ever known.

But she couldn’t escape the sense of unease that twisted her insides now. The sensation of eyes putting her under a microscope.

Danger.

She had learned to listen to her intuition. Back in Vegas, there had been a stretch of weeks when she got the same feeling, that something was wrong, that she was sharing her life with a secret stalker. Later, she discovered that a predator named Tommy Luck really had been watching her all that time, and she wound up with a narrow escape.

That was then, she thought, and this is now. Tommy was history. The past was behind her.

Maybe it was simply that she couldn’t escape her demons so readily. She was still haunted by memories of her teenage years in Phoenix, before she ran away to Las Vegas. Her mother had descended into a life-stealing addiction to cocaine and begun living with a sadistic drug dealer named Blue Dog who used Serena as his personal whore. She had fought long and hard to get past the helplessness of those days and still saw a psychiatrist every month to help her cope. It was over, but it was never really over. It only took a strange, disconnected sensation of danger to reawaken the scared child.


I’m not fifteen anymore, she told herself.

Serena continued through the park to the courthouse. She took the antique elevators to the top floor, where Dan Erickson kept his office as county attorney, with windows overlooking the lake. She introduced herself to the receptionist, hung up her coat, and took a seat on the almond-colored sofa. Serena wore black dress slacks, heels, a burgundy blouse, and a black waistcoat with gold buttons. It was a conservative outfit but didn’t hide her figure. She noted the sideways glance from the receptionist and wondered if the girl had pegged her as the next in a long line of Dan’s conquests.

The inner door to Dan’s office opened.

A woman in her forties appeared in the doorway and gave the receptionist a cold smile that barely crinkled her lips. She had wheat-colored hair crisply pulled back behind her head, leaving only a few strands free to carefully graze her forehead. She was small and elegantly thin, with ruler-straight posture that would have made a Catholic nun proud. She had a Coach purse slung over her shoulder and wore a knee-length charcoal skirt and ivory jacket. Pearls dangled on inch-long gold chains from her earlobes, and a matching strand glinted discreetly in the hollow of her neck. When her lake-blue eyes latched onto Serena in the waiting room, her brows arched into perfect twin peaks. She marched over and cocked her head.

‘You’re Serena Dial?’ she asked.

‘That’s right.’

The woman took the measure of Serena from head to toe. ‘Well, good for Stride. I didn’t realize you were such a gorgeous creature.’

‘And you are?’ Serena asked.

‘Lauren Erickson. Dan’s wife.’

‘Oh, sure, of course. I’m sorry, we haven’t met before.’

Serena recognized her now. Lauren was in the papers regularly, tangling with the city council over zoning issues on her real estate properties. She rarely lost; it helped to have the power of the county attorney quietly behind you and enough money to grease itchy palms. She was the banker and brains behind Dan’s career.

‘You’re from Las Vegas, aren’t you?’ Lauren asked.

‘That’s right.’

Lauren clucked her tongue as if Vegas belonged to a different solar system. ‘Duluth must be quite a disappointment for you. No Elvis impersonators. No topless chorus lines.’

Serena stood up. She was nearly a foot taller than Lauren, and the other woman’s small mouth puckered with annoyance as she tilted her chin upward to look at Serena.

‘I was always a fan of the Liberace museum,’ Serena replied, smiling.

The receptionist smirked. Lauren silenced her with a glare and nestled her expensive purse against her shoulder.

‘Everyone is talking about Eric’s murder,’ Lauren said. ‘I took an early flight back from DC this morning, and Dan called me at the airport with the news.’ Lauren leaned in and whispered, ‘Of course, I always thought Maggie might blow his head off one day.’

‘Why would you think that?’ Serena asked.

‘This is a small city. People talk.’

‘What do they say?’

‘Oh, please. We both know that Eric had a reputation.’

‘So do a lot of men,’ Serena said. Like Dan.

‘Maybe so, but I own a dress shop, and my store manager says that Eric was a regular customer.’

‘So?’

‘So not all of the dresses he bought were in petite,’ she said, with a wink. ‘Get the picture?’

Serena said nothing.

‘What business do you have with Dan?’ Lauren asked, giving Serena a cool smile.

‘I don’t know.’

‘That’s discreet, but you can tell me. Dan and I don’t keep secrets.’

‘I’m sure that’s true, but I really don’t know what he wants yet.’

Lauren took a long moment to consider Serena’s face and apparently decided that she was telling the truth. Serena suspected that Dan had already given his wife one story, and Lauren was trolling to see if he had told Serena the same thing.

‘As it happens, I’m on my way to see Stride,’ Lauren continued.

‘Oh?’

‘Yes, there’s an issue involving one of my employees. She’s disappeared. ’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘Well, it may be nothing, but she’s a little unstable.’

Serena didn’t reply.

‘I’ll leave you to Dan,’ Lauren said. She added with a frozen laugh, ‘This is almost like wife-swapping, isn’t it?’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘Me with your boyfriend, you with my husband. That’s a Vegas kind of thing, isn’t it?’

‘Not for me,’ Serena said.

‘I’m glad to hear it,’ Lauren told her. ‘It’s not my thing either.’

 



Lauren was gone when Dan Erickson invited Serena into his office.

She wondered how long it would take before he touched her. It turned out to be three seconds. As he guided her toward the red leather sofa near the window, he put a hand on her shoulder and left it there too long.

‘I’m sorry to keep you waiting,’ he apologized. ‘It’s been a crazy day. Everyone’s calling.’

‘That’s all right.’

‘Do you want some coffee?’ he asked.

Serena shook her head.

‘I’m addicted,’ Dan said. ‘Two pots a day.’

He poured himself a cup and sat down uncomfortably close to her on the sofa. Serena slid away, putting more space between them. He noticed her maneuver and grinned. Serena didn’t think she had ever seen whiter teeth, and she assumed that he treated them every night to keep them glossy.

Dan was one of those men who was every bit as handsome as he believed himself to be. She could smell his ego oozing from him like cologne. He had blond hair, heavily sprayed so that not a strand moved out of place, and a blemish-free complexion with a store-bought tan. His forehead was creeping northward, and Serena imagined him frantically applying Rogaine to stem the damage. He wore a shimmering navy suit, a gold Rolex, and a thick band on his wedding finger. He wasn’t tall, no more than five foot nine, but she had no doubt that women found him attractive. Serena had seen carbon copies of him for years in Las Vegas. A predator, like a hawk. Self-absorbed. A sex addict.
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SOMEONE IS WATCHING YOU.
BE VERY AFRAID.






