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        For my children,

        whose awesomeness inspires me to be a better,

        stronger, more patient version of myself.

        I love you to infinity and beyond, to the moon and back,

        and even the boundless expanse of space

        cannot contain my adoration.

        Even if you prank me.

        Maybe especially then.

      

      

      

      
        
        Now put the book down, boys.

        Come back when you turn twenty-eight.

        Trust me.
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      I once concealed my dominance beneath a cloak of leather. But I no longer need the mask.

      I pull my body up, down, up, my shirt plastered to my back, the fabric sticky like blood. Every time I release my body below the bar and catch a glimpse of my arms, rippling with exertion, I can practically see my rise to supremacy in every taut muscle—each of them once so weak, now hard as rock. Even the lamplight, staining the walls with yellow haze seems to shimmer off my glistening skin, not daring to touch me.

      It was not always so.

      I used to think my fate was predetermined—set in stone. Father told me as much. I threw like a girl. I was soft-spoken. Hesitant. No one saw me and trembled.

      That is the mark of a real man, is it not?

      A bead of sweat carves a wet path down my nose, and I stare at the drip until it falls, then push harder, growling against the sting in my agitated triceps as perspiration trails down my cheeks like tears. But real men don’t cry. Men play football and fight battles and work honest jobs that eat at their knuckles—construction, janitorial, even truck driving. I no longer detest the memory of my father’s hands around my throat. A real man is an imposing force, one whose mere voice inspires terror, and now the rasp from my own damaged vocal cords is a testament to his brutality, the ultimate measure of manly affection. Father made me more respectable. He did his job well.

      Outside, a car honks, and I feel it in my gut, one sharp prick of agitation. But it passes just as quickly because the bastard driving clearly has no way to assuage his irritation at his own inadequacy but to pound on some blasted horn. He cannot do what I do. Creating is savage, requiring more slashing and tearing and stabbing than any macho job one might have—my work is the epitome of power. Of dominance. Unlike some stupid horn.

      Those who cower behind their car horns, protected by cold steel doors and windows of glass, could never understand what this hot, raw power feels like, or what it has granted me. A woman who gave her love to an undeserving man, to some joke of a football player, deserves to suffer. A woman who looks at me and winces does not deserve pity—she deserves to be broken. A woman who availed herself of my friendship but withheld the devotion she was meant to give has little recourse when I show her my blade.

      I was owed their affections. I was owed their adoration.

      I was denied.

      I drop from the bar, and the floor shudders with the force of it, the very light wavering as if the room itself is trembling within my presence. And it should. Because I know better now. Though I may have been rebuffed in years past, I’ll never again let anything best me. I’ll never again accept a whore passing me over for some shmuck, some jock spending his daddy’s money, each fancy car an extension of the bastard’s ego, a symbol of his power. Most men are of this type. Overt, free, undisguised, their authority always assumed and accepted because of the nature of their appearance—perhaps even because of their birth. In years past, women ignored me in favor of “better men.” I was no more significant than the dirt upon their high heels. And in the midst of every denial, my father whispered in my ears that I needed to get up, stand up, put them in their place.

      I needed to be a man.

      And so I became one. I took back the women’s affections from those self-proclaimed masters of the universe. Those men were more like mild-mannered shepherds tending their flocks, relaxed as they surveyed their domains, knowing the sheep were theirs to be slaughtered at will.

      But they were fools.

      I no longer have the need to take; they follow me willingly, thankful to be in the presence of such power, grateful to me for showing them what a real man looks like. The lucky few that I’ve chosen will never again need to tolerate the affections of lesser men—now I have them for all time. Subservient. Silent.
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      Edward Petrosky felt it before he opened his eyes that Thursday morning: the pressure. Some days, it was more a tugging in his chest like a motivated but sloppy panhandler snatching at his lapels. Today, an elephant was crushing his sternum. Tomorrow, it might squash him completely.

      He hacked once, twice, then swallowed the slime and watched the predawn light spread slowly over the ceiling, trickling down the walls like dirty water dripping into a catch pan under a roof leak. Drip, drip, drip. Already the day was trying to make him insane.

      The light reached the boy band poster on the wall above the bed, illuminating each gelled specimen with its frozen smile, and his heart seized, as always—but he’d never remove the picture. He welcomed that pain like an old, devoted friend. Other than the poster, Julie’s room had been scrubbed of her, though her clothes were still boxed in his bedroom closet. He imagined her sifting through the slouchy socks and fuzzy headbands when she hit thirty, “Can you believe I used to wear that?” And she would have laughed. But now there would be no sighs of remembrance—all that was left were the clothes.

      And that fucking poster.

      A knock at the front door pulled him from thoughts of the clothes Julie would never outgrow, but Petrosky didn’t move. The knock came again. He rotated his ankles, trying to release the stiffness and the swelling. Maybe his chest would explode, the light would suddenly fade to black, and it would be done. But the light kept coming with the persistence of a leaky pipe—like that knock, begging to be acknowledged, when all he wanted to do was go back to bed and forget he was drowning under the crushing pressure of another day.

      The knock came a third time, more insistent, each rap sending a stabbing pain through his skull. Petrosky grunted and pushed himself to sitting, the tattered comforter sliding from his leg to the carpet. The woman beside him stirred—maybe because of the sudden loss of the blanket, maybe because of the pounding from the kitchen—and shifted her weight toward the wall. She had taken her heels off but still wore her miniskirt under one of his T-shirts.

      His stomach gave a liquid lurch. He swallowed hard to keep the sour awful from creeping up his gullet and shot an agitated glance at the empty bottle of Jack Daniels on the end table. And the needle beside it–empty now too. Empty for two years, the length of time it’d been since he’d allowed himself to partake. Four months since he’d set the Jack aside. He still kept both sitting on that end table, a constant reminder of the night he’d overdosed, and the morning after when his partner Morrison had found him unconscious on the living room floor in a puddle of vomit. The horrified look on Shannon’s face, staring down at him when he’d awoken in the hospital. And the cost—he was still paying that off. Morrison had taken him to a private hospital to hide his sickness from the department. The kid didn’t know when to give up.

      He punched the Jack off the table and watched it teeter on one square side then tip onto the floor where it was saved by the comforter. Jack was one smug bastard. And rightly so—no matter how many times Petrosky tried to walk away, Jack stuck like an infection too deep to heal.

      Petrosky staggered into the kitchen, not quite limping but favoring his left leg though he couldn’t recall doing anything to injure it. He coughed again, phlegmy, gelatinous, and spat into the sink. The foam appeared angry, a mass of slime tinted pink by the night-light on the wall.

      “Hang on!” he yelled at the door. If they wanted to come this early, they could wait.

      Petrosky grabbed a slice of two-day-old pizza from the open box on the counter and chewed off a stale corner while he poured grounds into the world’s most unreliable coffee pot—though maybe it’d actually work today. His wife had gotten the good coffee pot in the divorce, along with the good half of everything else. The coffee pot spluttered like she had when he refused to sign the divorce papers, and then it gave up—like he had.

      He threw the front door open before the knocking could blast another round of pain through his temples.

      “What is wrong with you?” Shannon’s blue eyes flashed venom— his partner’s wife, always the instigator. Stray snowflakes clung to one blond tendril that had come loose from her bun in the blustery wind, and her jacket billowed around her pin-striped suit despite her crossed arms. Her car was still running in the driveway. The kids were probably asleep inside, on their way to the sitter so that she could head to work at the prosecutor’s office.

      “Did you bring coffee?” he said.

      “I’m not my husband. And if you disappear like that again, I swear I’ll slap the shit out of you.”

      “Well, good morning to you too.”

      “I’m not kidding, Petrosky. Morrison’s worried sick. Says you dropped him at the precinct last night and took off. He’s been calling you all morning.”

      “All morning? Where’s he at?”

      “At work. Like you should be.”

      A toilet flushed, and Shannon frowned as her gaze darted to the room behind him. “You have a working girl in here again?”

      He raised one shoulder and took another bite of his pizza.

      “Goddammit, Petrosky. You’re going to lose your job.”

      But Shannon wasn’t going to turn him in. Petrosky was the only one who knew about the man she’d killed. Not that he’d use it against her—Frank Griffen had deserved to die, would have in short order anyway because of the tumor in his brain. “So what if I do lose my job?” he said. “Without me handcuffing your husband to this city, you’d get a free pass to move wherever you want.” Away from that asshole ex-husband of yours. Roger McFadden was the head prosecutor in Ash Park. How Shannon still worked with that twat was beyond him, as was the fact that his partner didn’t seem the least bit concerned about Roger’s obvious desire to make Shannon his again.

      She clenched her jaw, and the needle scars around her mouth puckered—remnants from two years ago when a psychopath had sewn her lips shut. Still felt like yesterday, a sentiment his partner shared if Morrison’s posse of guard dogs was any indication.

      Shannon put her fingers to her temples as if the conversation was giving her a headache, too. “Listen, just…forget it, okay? You want to lose your job, that’s on you. Just don't act like an asshole and make the kids…worry about you.” She dropped her arms. “How about dinner tomorrow?”

      “Soon.”

      She rolled her eyes and turned toward the car.

      “Taylor, wait.”

      She reeled back to him. “I married Morrison years ago, you can stop calling me by my maiden name.”

      “Some feminist you are.” Petrosky stepped back into the house and grabbed a box from the floor of the closet: a remote-controlled car that sang the ABCs when you drove it.

      He thrust the package at her. “For Evie. And Henry, should he seem interested. Tell them Papa Ed will see them soon.”

      “You better make good on that, Petrosky.” She stared at the gift like she thought it would be the last thing he’d ever give her. It just might be.

      As soon as the door shut behind her, Petrosky grabbed another slice of pizza and watched three drops of sludge hit the bottom of the coffee pot. Then, he retreated to his bedroom, purposefully ignoring the pink princess night-light that cast a rosy glow on the countertop.

      His blue button-down shirt seemed unnecessarily optimistic somehow like he was anticipating lunch with the queen. He hauled it on anyway, covering the tattoo of Julie’s face that he’d had inked on his shoulder. The wound had stopped bleeding since he’d gotten it last year—but it would never heal. The buttons strained over his spare tire; hell, who was he kidding, this was no doughnut, but the real deal, earned honestly through fast food and booze. He could barely tuck his shirts in these days. He resisted the urge to kick the Jack bottle and heaved on jeans, gray sneakers, and his shoulder holster.

      Petrosky turned abruptly when the phone rang and followed the peal of “Surfin’ USA” to the kitchen, scowling at the irritating-as-shit ringtone his partner had put on his cell, knowing he had no idea how to turn it off. Fucking surfers. He snatched the cell from behind the coffee pot—last place he would have looked if it hadn’t been ringing. “What’s up, kid?”

      “Hey, Boss. We’ve got a situation over on Pearlman, off Martin Luther King. Woman hacked up on her front lawn. Texting you the address.”

      “You know I hate tex⁠—”

      “Too bad, you old fart. I’m bringing you coffee too, so turn that ancient machine off.”

      Petrosky side-eyed the coffee maker, which was still belching steam into the air. There were three drops in the pot, same as when he’d left the room. Son of a bitch. He opened his mouth to give Morrison a snarky comeback, but the line clicked.

      “Everything okay, baby?” The girl smiled shyly, like a little kid, but she wasn’t a child. Old eyes stared at him from beneath mascara-clumped lashes, her frown lines caked with makeup. She’d removed his T-shirt to reveal a halter top and a skirt that wouldn’t have been warm enough in May, let alone in the dead of winter.

      “I have to run.” He pulled his wallet from the pocket of his coat and peeled off four hundreds.

      Her eyes widened. She took the money. “You don’t want me to…do anything for it?”

      “Buy a coat.”

      She stared at him, open-mouthed.

      “Come on, I’ll drop you back where I picked you up.” He pocketed the phone, glowered at the empty coffee pot, and hauled on his jacket. Another day, another girl, another drive to leave her on the corner just as cold as he’d found her. Maybe today would be the day some perp finally put him out of his misery for good.
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      The undercarriage of his car groaned as Petrosky maneuvered over rutted side streets and fought a skid on a rogue patch of last night’s sleet, now hardened to ice. The houses on Ash Park’s east side were packed closely together, some with little more than squeeze room between one person’s detached garage and the neighboring home. Most of the drives had been cleared of snow, the ice already melting on salted walks. Clean. Friendly, almost like those who lived here were inviting you up into their houses. The windows were the only sign of insecurity—most had bars. Clean up all you want, but you couldn’t prevent the destitute surrounding area from encroaching.

      Desperation knew no bounds.

      Neighborhoods like this had four kinds of people. Squatters who kept to themselves. Kids with college aspirations who’d probably end up working at McDonald’s—not because they were dumb, but because they didn’t have time for school when they were helping their parents with the basics. The third type was the old folks who’d moved into the hood back when Detroit was a thriving metropolis. They stuck to their guns—literally and figuratively—told stories about the good old days, and clucked their tongues when the squatters failed to take care of their yards. Sometimes the old bastards even called the authorities like the cops had nothing better to do than settle disputes over grass.

      He turned onto Pearlman and frowned as the flashing red-and-blue lights from a parked police car irritated his eyes. Then there was the fourth type: the criminals—burglars, dope fiends, the odd rapist. And of course, the killers.

      The street milled with brass, most of them stringing yellow crime tape or barking orders. Asshole flatfoots who had no idea what they were doing. Around the perimeter of the barricades, people clustered in knots of three or four, appraising the bustling crime scene with shifty eyes. Almost all were over sixty—figured. Maybe their perp was among them, but more likely, these were just busybody jerkwads with nothing to do.

      Petrosky parked across the street behind Morrison’s ride, a Fusion that the kid insisted would save the world because it was electric. Though Morrison also said the car was blue when it was really a washed-out gray—a kind of pewter, like halfhearted thunderheads.

      Petrosky couldn’t see the lawn past the patrol car in the driveway, its lights flashing like a beacon for the lookie-loos, its tires probably destroying critical evidence. But what did he know? He was only a detective.

      He squinted through the windshield at a group of older males, one of them laughing at something the other said, steam escaping his mouth below a knit hat. Far too much glee for the situation. When he felt eyes on him, Petrosky noticed the group of old hens standing at the curb behind his car, and glowered at a woman in boots and a housecoat until she looked away.

      None of the other cops were watching the watchers. Idiots. They needed to pay attention; many killers liked to come back and admire their handiwork. Probably wasn’t that type of situation—a front lawn stabbing was likely a robbery gone bad, maybe with a rape since they’d called him—but he’d been extra paranoid since the Adam Norton case.

      It had been two years since Norton had kidnapped Shannon and her daughter, Evie. That he’d gotten away still chapped Petrosky’s ass. And the house where Norton had tortured his victims was less than two miles from the frigid bit of loathsome tundra he was sitting on now.

      Petrosky exited the car and started toward the driveway, but paused in the middle of the road to assess a pair of black streaks on the asphalt—tire tracks. From their perp, or some other assface peeling out? Someone better have gotten samples before the spectators showed up.

      He glanced up at the sound of approaching footsteps, and here came Surfer Boy, a head above anyone else on the force and with teeth big enough to take a bite out of you if he wasn’t always grinning like a pothead who’d just found out grass was legal. Though these days, the circles under Morrison’s eyes were darker, the hollows deeper. The job—it got to you. Life got to you. At least the kid still dressed well; the collar of his suit jacket poked above his wool coat. A buttoned-up Hulk Hogan but without the fancy-ass yellow sweatband.

      He should get Morrison a sweatband. Kid would love that shit.

      “They check this here?” Petrosky snapped, gesturing to the street.

      “Morning, Boss. And yes, they got samples off the treads already. Pictures, the works.” Petrosky could almost smell the animal on Morrison’s leather-clad hands as he passed Petrosky a stainless steel mug. No Styrofoam. Save the damn planet, and all. But screw the cows—leather gloves are warm.

      Morrison sipped his own coffee out of another steel mug with a peace sign emblazoned on the side in an aqua far too bright for any self-respecting officer. Same one, every day, like the kid needed a reminder to be zen.

      Morrison gestured to Petrosky’s coat. “That the one Shannon and I got you?”

      “That’s right, Nancy. You make the best style choices.”

      “I’ll tell Shannon.”

      Petrosky shrugged. It really did have a good gun pocket. Way better than the department-issued jackets.

      “You catch the Lions last night?” Morrison smiled.

      Petrosky cleared his throat and narrowed his eyes.

      “I called you twice,” Morrison said. “Figured maybe you were…watching a game or something.”

      No, you wanted to know if I was plastered. Petrosky resisted the urge to slap the knowing look off Morrison’s face. “I was just busy, kid.” He took a sip from the mug—Morrison’s brew was far better than what his coffee maker produced on its best day. “Go brush your hair. You look like you just went down on a donkey.”

      Morrison ran his hand over his haircut: short on the sides, thick and wavy and way too long on the top. The kid called it the “Marky Mark”…whatever that meant. “Speaking of hair, you should consider that Rogaine stuff. With a little spit and polish, you’d be a hit with the ladies.”

      “Fuck you, California.” He might have been irritable, but at least he was sincere.

      “I grabbed you a granola bar too,” Morrison said as they started up the drive toward the detached garage. “It’s in the car.”

      “Next time, save yourself the trouble and hit the doughnut shop. What kind of cop are you, anyway?”

      “Think outside the box, Boss.”

      “Just because you have a fancy English degree and more hobbies than James Franco doesn’t mean the rest of us are as evolved. Some of us are still talking monkeys.”

      Morrison raised an eyebrow. “What do you know about James Franco?”

      Petrosky didn’t have time to answer. Past the police cars, the lawn came into view, a knot of cops and techs in the middle blocking what was, presumably, the body. They stopped beside a kneeling crime scene tech in a hooded black jacket, and the man’s gloved hands paused above the dead grass.

      “What do you have?” Petrosky asked him.

      “Small prints, big prints, some holes in the ground.” The guy kept his gaze on the dirt, his face hidden in the black hole of his hood.

      “Small prints, huh?” Frigid wind stung Petrosky’s nose. That’s why they’d called him. Sex crimes dealt with special cases: prostitution, domestic violence, child abuse, and the like. With a kid involved, this wasn’t a standard homicide or home invasion.

      “Yeah.” The tech still didn’t grace them with a glance. “The smaller prints go all the way up to the house, but they seem to start out here, on the lawn. Could have gotten here over the pavers in the back, though. Probably made by a child either way.” He gestured to the street. “I’m thinking your killer came from the front, had the kid with him, maybe had the kid knock on the door to lure our victim out. But you’ll be able to tell more after they powder the door—the prints aren’t my job today.”

      Speculation isn’t your job, either. Petrosky squinted at the ground where dirt bubbled up through the dead grass like someone had tried to slice open the earth. “Let me know when you have something conclusive from forensics instead of bullshit suppositions.”

      The guy finally raised his head long enough to grimace as Petrosky headed to the sidewalk in front of the house, scanning for anything out of the ordinary—well, anything besides the dead woman on the lawn. The drive was still iced over from the early morning sleet. Glassy and slick, no indication that anyone had disturbed it since the storm, but precipitation could hide evidence or wash it away altogether—they’d check underneath the ice to make sure they weren’t missing something. Beside the drive, the disturbance was more obvious; muddy divots marred the lawn as if someone had used the business end of a baseball bat to assault the ground. What the hell would make a print like that? A pole? But no, the marks were too big for that—softball sized. And…the footprints. Some small, some larger, but none particularly deep in the frozen earth. Nothing on the walk, save a smudge that might have been a child’s heel. And what looked like a sock print on the porch.

      He leaned closer. Tiny pink threads were embedded in the mud on the ball and heel of the foot in uniform rows like treads. Slipper socks. Julie’d had a few pairs of those. From the color of the fuzz, the child was probably a girl.

      A kid without shoes in the middle of winter was definitely a bad sign. Maybe she was running from the perp and had knocked on the door for help—which made the victim on the lawn collateral damage instead of the target. Without knowing the intended victim, their case would be even more of a pain in the ass to solve, and they still had a child in trouble. Somewhere.

      “Victim’s Elmira Salomon,” Morrison said as Petrosky sipped his coffee—annoyingly delicious, as always. “Sixty-eight, slashed to death with some kind of large knife, maybe a machete. I’m going to head around back, check out the footprints on the side of the house.” He tapped the folder under his arm. Since Shannon had been kidnapped, Morrison’s paperwork had only gotten more specific. Must be the nerves. Maybe the guilt. Petrosky understood that all too well.

      “Got a classified folder going already?” He asked, using his partner’s weird name for the case file’s subsections. “Thinner folders are easier to walk around with,” Morrison had told him, though they tossed it all into the main case file at the end of the day anyway.

      “Always have the classifieds.” Morrison turned to leave, already opening the folder to check whatever notes he had on the footprints. “Got one for the scene notes too, and another one for canvassing in case we need to split up.”

      “Sounds like a waste of a tree,” Petrosky called after him, then swung his gaze to the victim, and the two crime scene techs on the ground by her body. She lay facedown in the grass just off the front stoop, her robe splayed out around her as if she were being smothered by a snow angel. Stiff gray curls coiled from her head like springs, save the ones that were matted flat with blood—blood, and what might have been brain matter. The stains on her back were wide, the gore a frozen burgundy under the dim yellow glare of the porch light—her heart was still beating when she’d bled through the robe. But the robe itself hadn’t been slashed open. Interesting. Though she was on her front now, she must have been lying on her back when she’d been assaulted for that much blood to soak into the back of her clothing. And her legs stuck straight out as if she’d simply fallen forward and landed facedown in the grass. She’d been arranged.

      Petrosky squinted at the ice around the body, then the exposed earth near her legs. There were a few footprints, but not the disturbance you’d expect with a major struggle. She hadn’t had time to fight.

      He stepped over to the techs. “You guys flip her?”

      “No sir,” one said. “This is how we found her. And the ME was already here, so if you want a look before we bag her…”

      Petrosky was already kneeling on the ground. “Help me out, tech.”

      The guy scowled but cooperated, and they gingerly flipped what was left of Salomon. The tech retreated as soon as her body flopped back against the earth.

      Aw, fuck. A gaping incision bisected her throat, angry and jagged. The side of her head had been hit hard enough with a blade that white and gray brain matter, tie-dyed with blood, was visible beneath the gouge. On her chest and abdomen, half a dozen slashes—most deep enough to have caused death on their own—crosshatched her ribs, belly, breasts. Gaping wounds, gelatinous and wet, black with congealing or frozen gore. One rib poked through the surface of her skin like a sword made of bone. Surely her killer hadn’t tried to rip the bone from her chest. Had whatever he stabbed her with gotten stuck? Probably the latter—the attack was vicious, but the killer’d had no time to remove bones or anything else. They were on the front lawn in a quiet but populated neighborhood; anyone could have shown up.

      Petrosky glanced to his right, peering into the house, which was not more than five good-sized steps away. The exterior doors stood open, a tattered piece of screen flapping in the January air. Another crime tech was prying something from the molding around the door, his pea-soup down jacket blocking Petrosky’s line of sight.

      Petrosky’s boots thwacked against the walk, and he tried to ignore the difference in size between his own prints and the tiny feet that had made the others. Just a kid. How much had the kid seen? Was the child still alive?

      The tech at the door turned, a new guy with a crooked smile and eyes narrowed by the wind and some brand of Asian genetics. “Detective.”

      “What’d you find?”

      “Stabbing, wounds to the chest and head. Bled out.”

      “I can see that, genius. I mean, what are you doing up here?”

      The kid reddened. “Oh, okay. Uh, we found some marks here on the molding. Pretty deep—had some power behind them. Like someone swinging an ax, but this was sharper. Thinner. And the pattern…” He gestured to the doorframe, and Petrosky leaned in to squint at the marks. Some were small—a few inches tops, the size of a standard knife—but each one had obliterated a chunk of the molding on one side. The other marks were long, much wider than an ax, the edges straight and uniformed around the splintered wood.

      “Two different weapons?”

      “Looks like it.” The tech nodded at the door. “And one of the weapons has a barb, like a hook. It yanked off sections of the molding when he pulled it out. Hopefully, we’ll get more when I take the molding itself apart.” He shook his head. “Never seen anything like it.”

      A hook. That explained the rib. Petrosky locked his gaze on the lower gouges. Darker than the others, but not because of the depth of the slashes. Blood. Some of the carnage had splattered around the doorframe as if the killer had swung the already soiled weapon and missed, or like the blade had hit Salomon and then continued its trajectory toward the house and embedded in the doorframe. Had to be the same weapon used on the vic, but what would leave different-sized gashes like that? Had the killer really been swinging two different weapons?

      “Definitely not the work of a seasoned pro,” Morrison said behind him, and Petrosky turned. How long had that sneaky hippie been standing there? “He didn't just come here to kill her, or he would have planned better, kept it clean. Not your usual robbery, either.”

      So why did someone come here and hack her apart? Petrosky stepped back onto the lawn and examined the front of her robe instead of looking at the bloody mess that had been her torso. The terrycloth was speckled with tiny bits of dead grass. “Was she on her back when you got here?”

      Morrison shook his head.

      Odd that they’d have killed her, let her bleed out, then flipped her onto her belly. Maybe the murderer hadn’t wanted to see her face. Was watching her dead eyes judging him too much? Even Petrosky didn’t want to meet her vacant stare.

      “The neighbor flipped her.” Behind Morrison, Officer Norman Krowly, the son of the chief of police, marched up the walk. Thick neck, wide shoulders, and the same fresh-faced look they all had before the job sucked the life out of them. Petrosky might have been bitter about working with Krowly if he hadn’t suspected the chief would have no issue booting her own flesh and blood off the force if he screwed up. Just a few years back, she’d fired her right-hand man for hiding an illicit affair. The chief had no time for bullshit. Petrosky liked that about her—except when she was on his case for screwing up.

      “Neighbor was coming home from working the night shift.” Krowly pointed to the house across the street. “He thought he could help her, picked her up to take her inside, but dropped her—that’s why she was on her stomach. He moved her legs too because he said it wasn’t right for her to be lying spread-eagled like how she landed. I told him you’d be over in a little bit.”

      “So it’s fine if she’s on her face in the dirt?”

      “He feels shitty about it,” Krowly said.

      “He should. He fucked up a crime scene.” Petrosky turned to the Asian who was wrapping the last piece of molding he’d pried from the house. “Get over to the neighbor’s and take tissue samples. Blood, skin, hair, under his fingernails, the works.”

      “You trying to rule him out?” Krowly asked.

      “Or arrest him if he killed her.”

      The Asian passed his bags to another tech and started across the lawn.

      “Don’t be afraid to hurt him a little,” Petrosky called after him. The tech practically ran down the walk.

      “I give him three weeks,” Krowly said. “One if he has to spend another hour working with you.”

      “He’ll be gone by tomorrow if he keeps telling me shit I already know.”

      Krowly turned to the crowd, which was growing by the minute. Petrosky scanned the faces: curious, sad, scared, but no one who looked excited because they’d just wielded a machete against their elderly neighbor.

      “Off to finish the grunge work,” Krowly said, eyes still on the crowd. “I’ll have a list of names and addresses within the hour if you’re still here.”

      “Fine.”

      “Thanks,” Morrison said, and Petrosky startled. He'd forgotten the kid was there. Morrison jerked his head toward the house, eyebrow raised, and Petrosky nodded.

      At least inside, it’d be warmer. Morrison’s hippie coffee was the only reason his hands weren’t already frostbitten.
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      The tattered screen looked ominous, but the front door itself was intact. No slashes in the metal frame. A tiny wooden entry table topped with lace sat on spindle legs just inside the door, a knick-knacky ceramic vase on top. The lace whipped around with the chill draft from outside like it wanted to fly away.

      Petrosky squeezed past two techs into the kitchen. A pot rack over the sink held four saucepans, the handles all facing the same way. He ran his finger along the top of the fridge—clean. This was the job—looking, examining, pausing to take in every detail, seeing what others couldn’t. But it took time, and there was a kid out there somewhere, probably terrified. The thought hooked a spot in Petrosky’s gut, though surely that hook was smaller than whatever this psycho had used on Ms. Salomon.

      Kneeling on the spotless kitchen floor, a twenty-something woman with jet-black hair was powdering the lower cabinet drawers while a pimple-faced ginger peered at Petrosky and Morrison from behind owlish glasses. What was he, twelve?

      “Thought there were rules against child labor,” Petrosky muttered to Morrison.

      “There should be laws against working the elderly, but then you’d be out of a job.”

      Petrosky snorted then asked the kitchen: “Anything yet?”

      The black-haired girl turned. She looked ready to spit at him, so they’d probably worked together before, but he always remembered the idiots—she must be competent. Good. “Looks like normal patterns so far,” she said, “no signs of an intruder, but we’ll get everything down to forensics to make sure.” She drew a breath through flared nostrils and brushed at the next cabinet.

      Petrosky turned to the entryway. Freckle-face had disappeared.

      Morrison put a hand on Petrosky’s arm, and the weight of that paw was so unexpected that Petrosky stared at it until Morrison let go. “Drink your coffee, and then we’ll check the bedrooms for signs of disturbance. Single woman, that’s where I’d keep valuables. Jewelry anyway.”

      “You ordering me around, Surfer Boy?”

      “No, sir.” Morrison gave him a mock salute. “Just suggesting that the elderly need more breaks.”

      There was a snort from the floor. Petrosky decided he didn’t like the black-haired spitfire after all. He watched Morrison go, sipped his coffee, wishing it wasn’t so good, and eyeballed a door at the back of the kitchen. Probably the garage. But…the garage was detached. Had to be the basement. He tried the handle, but it held fast, and above the knob gleamed a newer model deadbolt—no way to jimmy that one with his Swiss Army knife. He could break the door down, but⁠—

      “I haven’t found anything yet, sir.” The ginger had miraculously reappeared, freckles now redder than his hair. “But I’ll make sure everything gets to the lab.”

      Evidently, it was repeat-obvious-bullshit day. If only Petrosky had gotten the memo. “Got a key to this door?”

      The tech’s face fell. He shook his head, and Petrosky pushed past him. They’d worry about it later.

      The living room was immaculate. Unblemished floors. Couch cushions in a floral velour fabric, no stains, no evidence of sagging, unlike his own lazy bastard of a sofa. The two potted plants near the bay window didn’t even have dirt on their leaves, not a smudge of grime beneath the pots. Nothing disturbed, no evidence of breaking and entering, no dust mites, even. Just their mess in the foyer: fingerprint dust, and the occasional leaf skittering around in the icy breeze from outside. Oh, and that hacked-up doorframe. If there was such thing as an afterlife, Ms. Salomon was looking down, royally pissed.

      He headed upstairs. The guest bed was made so tight you could bounce one of the crime techs off it. Through a Jack and Jill door in the bleach-scented bathroom, Petrosky entered the master bedroom. The closet door was open, one neat row of clothes visible inside, but a wooden hanger sat lonely on a carpet, where he could still see vacuum tracks. The bed was unmade, the comforter crumpled at the foot of the bed. Messy enough to be an anomaly.

      “Looks like she heard something, grabbed her robe, and ran downstairs,” Morrison said from his spot by the window, scribbling on a sheet inside his manila file folder like the notes would matter later—and they probably would. That was why the kid was in charge of the paperwork.

      “Think she caught our guy trying to break in?” Morrison asked.

      Who brings a kid on a robbery mission? But then again…people did weird shit. And they had to rule out all possibilities, or they weren’t doing their job. “She heard something unusual, that’s for sure. But that weapon… A gun’s far easier for robbery or even for a murder mission if he wanted her dead.” Petrosky scanned the bedroom, disheveled by this woman’s standards, exceptionally neat by his own. “I can’t imagine he planned to come here and hack her up on the lawn. If theft was the motive, maybe she spooked him, and he grabbed the weapon from his car.”

      “Or she.”

      “What?”

      “A female killer with an ax would have gotten enough power behind her swing to do…that.” Morrison abandoned his notes and pulled one curtain panel back to gesture out the window. “Hopefully, forensics will get something off the tire tracks.”

      “Any signs of disturbance besides what Salomon did herself trying to get downstairs?”

      “Not in here. But there were some other footprints out back and around the side of the house. And the basement window—glass was broken with a rock.”

      “The door to the basement’s locked,” Petrosky said slowly. Too much of a coincidence that the one place someone smashed a window was the one place that was locked up. Either the killer was trying to get in, or the kid was searching for a place to hide. “Maybe this psycho was looking for something—it could still be down there.” He crossed to the dresser. A silver-handled hairbrush sat on top—fancy, not that cheap plastic shit he always bought—along with a pincushion and a paperback novel.

      “The killer wasn’t trying to get into the basement, Boss. The prints around the side of the house next to the window were the child’s.” Morrison went on to describe a larger set of running prints they’d found closer to the drive, a man’s boot, sized eleven or twelve. Same as the larger prints out front. Morrison’s expression was pained as he said, “I’m guessing the kid was running from the suspect and tried to crawl through the window to hide, but the opening was too small. The window breaking was probably what woke Ms. Salomon.”

      So the kid had tried to get into the basement and failed. If she’d escaped into another house, someone would have alerted them by now. And if the killer had simply been ambushed by a child, there’d be another body on the lawn. A killer caught hacking up a woman wouldn’t have hesitated to hack up a witness, child or not. So what were they dealing with?

      A headache was taking root in Petrosky’s temples, and the muscles in his neck twitched as if little electric currents were trying to jolt their way down his spine. “We’ll check the basement anyway.” Petrosky rubbed at his neck, trying to loosen the cramp. “Want to make sure Ms. Salomon doesn’t have some huge coke stash down there.”

      “She doesn’t seem like the type,” Morrison said. “Though I guess they rarely⁠—”

      “Sure they do. Almost always.”

      “That’s just because you’re suspicious of absolutely everyone.”

      “Like you should be.” Petrosky knelt to look under the bed but saw nothing, not even a single dust bunny like the ones that overran his place. “There’s got to be more here than we’re seeing.” This guy had swung his weapon hard enough to lodge it in the wall, at least six times—way more force than was necessary to incapacitate an old lady. He hadn’t just wanted to make sure she was dead. He’d wanted to tear her apart.

      Raised voices from somewhere downstairs cut through Petrosky’s thoughts—a female yelling. He and Morrison looked at one another and hit the stairs.

      “No, this is my mother’s house,” a female voice was pleading. “I have to talk to someone in charge.”

      Just what we need. Petrosky’s legs were leaden—his shoes felt tight. He needed a freaking nap already, and it wasn’t even lunchtime.

      At the bottom of the stairs, Krowly stood with a pale, blond woman in heeled boots, pajama bottoms, and a poufy jacket that all but swallowed her thin frame.

      “No family in my crime scene,” Petrosky barked.

      “Please, I⁠—”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Courtney. Courtney Konstantinov.”

      He cut his eyes at Morrison, and Cali whipped out his pad to make a note. “I’ll speak with you at the station,” Petrosky said.

      Her face was streaked with tears. “I just want⁠—”

      “Since you’re here, we’ll need a key for the basement door.”

      “I…don’t have one on me, but⁠—”

      Petrosky turned to Krowly. “Break it down.”

      “No, please, I’ll get the key! It’s around here somewhere!”

      “We don’t have time for a blind search.”

      “I just lost my mother, dammit!” Her voice had become shrill. “She loved this house, just⁠—”

      “We don’t have time for a search,” Petrosky repeated more softly. “There might be something in the basement of relevance to this case. I’m trying to catch your mother’s killer, not play housekeeper.”

      Morrison put a hand on his elbow. Petrosky shook him off but moved aside so that Morrison could have a word with Salomon’s daughter. The kid was better at that grief shit.

      “Why is the door locked, ma’am?” Morrison’s voice was so slow and calm, Petrosky could have believed he’d just smoked a joint.

      The woman’s shoulders relaxed, and she took a deep breath. “I know it’s weird, locking the basement like that, but it made her feel safe.”

      Safe. Maybe Ms. Salomon had a reason to be afraid…but a lock on the basement door wasn’t going to keep anyone from hurting her. Hadn’t kept her from bleeding out on the lawn. What was she hiding? Petrosky stepped forward. “Was someone after your mother? Did she keep something special down there?”

      “Oh, no, nothing like that.” The woman shook her head. “Mom kept it locked because she has bats living down there; bats and mice and maybe rats too—she was always freaked about disease or whatever. She never could get rid of them no matter what she did, and she is such a clean freak…was such a clean freak…” Her eyes filled with tears. “Please don’t break it down. Please. I’ll get you the key.”

      Petrosky stared past her into the kitchen, where the basement door called to him like a siren, practically begging him to find a way inside. But the woman’s sniffling, the beginnings of grief or maybe denial… She was trying to hang onto something, anything she could control. Sometimes it was the little things that gave you comfort. Like a dead daughter’s rose-pink night-light above the kitchen sink. And unbroken doors.

      “There’s no evidence that the killer even tried to get into the house,” Morrison whispered behind him. “Just the kid. And the opening in the window is definitely too small for the child who made those prints to have squeezed through. I’ll show you in a minute.”

      Mellow Mushroom was right. With the scene out front—the deep prints in the mud, the blood spatter—they’d have evidence if the killer’d broken in to snatch something in the basement. But…they still had to look. Not like they could ignore potential clues.

      “I can break it down.” The ginger was staring at him expectantly, and Petrosky’s blood pressure rose, pulse pounding in his temples. Who did this kid think he was?

      “We can search the basement tomorrow,” Morrison said. The kid seemed keen to save Salomon’s door, perhaps as a consolation prize for her grieving daughter. “We’ll station someone outside in the meantime, in case the killer comes back.”

      True, that would preserve the evidence until tomorrow. Everybody wins. Well, except the carved-up lady on her way to the morgue.

      Morrison squeezed past Petrosky into the foyer to address Courtney something-or-another, asking her about any valuables. Nothing expensive but a hundred-and-fifty-dollar pearl necklace that she kept in a safe deposit box at the bank. Petrosky kept his eyes on the basement door.

      “What about personal files?” Morrison continued. “Insurance papers, tax forms, bank account information?” The kid knew what he was doing. They didn’t need tax forms; they needed access to the bank box in case there was any evidence that Salomon’d had an enemy—and, with a crime this brutal, someone with a grudge was a definite possibility. A safe deposit box could hide a blackmail note. Unlikely…but missing the smallest detail could spell a cold case.

      Petrosky left them in the foyer and headed for the kitchen. Mice. Rats. Bats. He put his ear against the basement door. Nothing.

      From the foyer, Courtney said, “Not here. She kept everything at the bank. Her accountant takes care of her taxes, or has since Dad died.”

      “What about passwords to her accounts?” Morrison said. Petrosky’s head throbbed with a dizzying ache, but the chill wood of the doorframe calmed the heat in his temple.

      Courtney sniffed. “Never wrote them down.” Her voice shook. “She’d just tap her head and tell me her brain was a steel trap. I was worried she’d get old and senile, you know? And we wouldn’t be able to manage her money. Now old and senile sounds…wonderful.” Her voice cracked on the last word, and something in Petrosky broke. Every morning, Julie’s princess night-light reminded him why he still worked the beat. Why he still bothered with anything. No child should die in a field alone, raped and burned, and with her throat slit the way his baby girl had. And this woman’s mother shouldn’t have died on an icy lawn, a murderer standing over her, watching her bleed. A hook for fuck’s sake.

      “What about a boyfriend?”

      Courtney snorted. “Absolutely not. She said my dad was her one and only.”

      Might be true. Might also just be what she’d told her daughter.

      “Did your mother mention seeing or hearing anything strange in the neighborhood? Conflicts? Anyone who seemed sketchy?” Morrison asked.

      “No, she really liked it here. I tried to get her to move over to Rochester Hills once I had the kids, but she wouldn’t leave. ‘Born and raised in Detroit,’ she’d say.” She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “I just can’t believe this.”

      “She go to church?”

      “Not since they got this new Pope. She says he’s making a mockery of Catholicism.” She blew her nose. “I really like him.” She pressed her lips together, and their silence stretched, the only sounds were the crime techs scratching at cabinet doors and rustling evidence bags and some imbecile out front humming “Welcome to the Jungle” like a fucking tool.

      Petrosky headed back to the foyer, and her tearful gaze met his—not only sad but afraid, a nervous twitch at the corner of her eye. Because of him? Or did she know more than she was saying?

      “Any idea where that basement key might be?” Petrosky asked. Unless forensics came across it, locating a key would take time—time their missing kid probably didn’t have.

      She sniffed and looked back at Morrison, the safer one—or at least the more stable one. “I have copies of all her keys at my house. And I’ll call pest control and have them meet us here tomorrow, just in case Mom was…right.” Her voice cracked again, and she covered her face with her hands.

      Grieving. In shock. She’d surely seen the bloody lawn, even if they’d already taken the body away. Petrosky peered past her toward the front door, then dropped his eyes before she noticed.

      The yard was where the action was—not the basement. “You can call pest control, but don’t let them down there until we’ve checked it out,” Petrosky said. “Why don’t you go home and let us finish up here. Bring the key in the morning, and we’ll look downstairs.” He was a such a sucker.

      No, not a sucker. Their priority needed to be finding this little kid with the pink socks. Courtney was in the way, and Ms. Salomon was already beyond help—whatever was in the basement could wait. The child was the one in danger.

      Morrison showed her to the door to make sure that she didn’t touch shit, jotting down a list of things she needed to bring tomorrow. When she was gone, Morrison turned to Petrosky. “We’ll have the car keys tomorrow too—no sign of disturbance out there anyway. For now, you want to check out the prints?”

      Petrosky followed Morrison out the front door to the driveway and then up the drive to the side of the home. In the mud next to the house, one small set of stockinged prints led from the front lawn to the side basement window. They were covered with dust and what might have been that clay the techs used for casting indentations. The jagged remains of the window were gray too—the break itself no more than eight inches wide, marred with fingerprint powder and grime. Apparently, Ms. Salomon’s cleanliness did not extend to the exterior windows of a rat-infested basement.

      “They take the rock she used to break the window?”

      “Bagged in evidence.”

      Petrosky knelt beside the prints outside the window. Small. “Maybe six years old?” he said. “Seven? But they’re wider than I’d expect.”

      “Might be the socks themselves, or the kid was wearing more than one pair,” Morrison said. “But with the treads—looks like these bulky slipper-sock things Shannon bought Evie and Henry.”

      “Your son can’t even walk yet.”

      “He’s learning, though.” Morrison beamed. “And Shannon wants to be ready. He misses you, by the way. And Evie keeps asking about Papa Ed.”

      Shannon must not have told her husband that she’d visited Petrosky two hours ago to tell him the same. “I’ll come by this week.”

      “You said that last week.”

      “I mean it this week.” He glanced into the backyard, where the earth was hidden beneath a sea of concrete pavers. No bare ground anywhere. “Looks like Salomon didn’t even want dirt outside,” Petrosky muttered.

      “Nope. And they didn’t find much back there with the sleet last night. Hard to tell where the kid came from. But at least the prints in the grass are intact.”

      Petrosky gestured to the divots in the earth, sporadic indentations beside the prints. “I was thinking he had a baseball bat or something to threaten the kid or even Salomon with, but the way these are smeared…looks like knees, maybe. Like the kid was running and fell.” But there were so many as if the child had fallen over and over. Drugged? Or just scared, tripping, constantly checking behind her? He could almost see the girl, face still round with baby fat, panting and scrambling across the frozen ground, her screams lost on the howling wind. Her pursuer was brutal and surely angry after chasing her. They needed to find the girl now, or they’d be picking up her corpse.

      Morrison nodded. “I thought knees too, but I was hoping”—he dropped his gaze—“for anything besides a kid sliding and collapsing while running from a killer in the middle of the night.”

      “There’s no room for hope in this job, California,” Petrosky said. He could almost hear the little girl’s screams.

      “I’ve got you to keep me grounded, Boss.”

      “You won’t always.”

      “You’ll be around for a good long time yet.”

      “There you go again with the optimism. You need to think darker.”

      “Maybe I’ll balance you out.”

      “Don’t count on it, kid.” Petrosky touched the basement window and leaned down to get a closer look. Too dark to see anything, but he could hear a subtle rustle like tiny claws, then a tinny squeak that abruptly stopped when he shifted at the opening. Maybe a feral cat, but probably not. A cat would have made more noise if it took off across the floor. Rats. Probably had rabies. No wonder the old woman was paranoid.

      “You hear that, Cali?”

      “Hear what?”

      “The rodents down there—scratching.” Petrosky scooted closer to the window, planting his knee against the brick. “Hello?” he called into the opening, half-certain a bat would come flying out and slap him in the face, all wings and claws and fangs. “Police…anyone in there?” Of course, there was no response save the keening of the wind and the distant prattle of the officers out front. Stupid idea—the opening was far too small for a child to climb through. He pulled his head from the window. “Glad the pest guys are coming out tomorrow. I’m allergic to varmints. All varmints. Rats and bats and cats.”

      “You’re not allergic to my cat.”

      “I’m allergic to the idea of cats. Those antisocial assholes would eat your face off in ten minutes if you died of a heart attack in your living room.”

      “So would you.”

      “Yeah, but I smell better.”

      “That’s debatable.”

      Fucking surfers. Petrosky started for the driveway. “Let’s go talk to the neighbors and see what Krowly missed.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      “Where exactly was she when you found her, Mr. Frazier?” Petrosky eased back onto the floral sofa, Morrison beside him with his notepad at the ready. Though neat and tidy, this home felt remarkably different than the one they’d just come from—here, life went on, while even the air at Salomon’s felt heavy and still with death.

      Derrious Frazier, the neighbor who’d found Elmira Salomon, sat across from them on a green La-Z-Boy, wearing a threadbare blue robe, red striped pajama pants, and the shell-shocked look of a combat pilot. He’d taken a shower, and his wet salt-and-pepper hair released the occasional drip into his bulging brown eyes. He blinked, once. Twice.

      “She was right near where I left her, only face up.” It rang true—the marks in the doorframe indicated she’d been killed just outside the door, almost exactly where Frazier had dropped her.

      Frazier had been driving home from the factory, he told them, just like every other night. When he’d passed the house, he’d seen the open door and a crumpled body in the yard. Petrosky furrowed his brows, watching the set of Frazier’s shoulders, the twitchy little movements of his mouth. This guy was nervous as hell. Not that he shouldn’t be after finding a dead neighbor and messing up a crime scene, but still.

      “So then you…what? Decided to pick up a woman who’d had her throat slit?”

      Frazier retched, choked, got control of himself. “I…” His hard-bottomed slippers clacked against the edge of wood around the thin rug that looked like wool but was probably cotton. “I shook her. But she didn’t move, and that’s when I saw the slashes down below and the front of her robe…it was all cut up. Before I thought it was just the pattern in it, you know? Like maybe she’d come outside having a heart attack.”

      “You didn’t notice the slices in her robe before?”

      “I just…I never would have thought…and it was kinda dark, I guess.”

      Petrosky thought back to the scene. She’d been found right outside the house, and with the porch light on, it wouldn’t have been “kinda dark” at all. “You’re telling me that you couldn’t see she was⁠—”

      “My eyes aren’t what they used to be, okay? I thought that if I moved her inside where the light was better, I could…help somehow.” Clack, clack, clack went the slippers. Somewhere a grandfather clock chimed—twelve o’clock. The longer the child was missing, the less likely they’d find her alive.

      “So you picked Salomon up, and then what?”

      “I slipped. And she fell… I dropped her.” He looked at his hands. “I used to be much stronger.” He said the last like he was trying to convince Petrosky, or maybe reassure himself, that this was true. “And then I called you.” Frazier squeezed his own thumb, maybe testing his own strength, maybe punishing the digit for failing him.

      “Did you see anyone when you pulled down the street initially? Other cars, other people, kids?”

      Frazier jerked his head from side to side in a movement that was more like a shudder.

      “Did you hear the squeal of tires?”

      Again a head shake. “Why?”

      “Got some marks outside the house.”

      “That’s just neighborhood kids. Don’t know any of them, but they always…” His eyes widened. “You think one of them…”

      Nope. Not with the brutality, the fury, at the scene. Unless one of them was a psycho with a kid sister who followed him out on a killing spree. “Covering all the bases, sir. Now, did you see anything at all out of the ordinary? Unusual lights anywhere nearby?”

      “Nothing.”

      “When you got out of the car and approached the body, did you notice any strange sounds? Someone moving away or heading around the side of the house?”

      “I…I was just looking at her, and it was all I was seeing.” Frazier straightened at the sound of the front door opening. A gust of bitter air blew into the room, and a spry woman in cream slacks, a red turtleneck, and faux leather rain boots rushed around the corner, her unbuttoned black overcoat streaming behind her. But her black hair seemed impervious to rain and wind—piled high on her head in stiff curls.

      “Derrious? Der—” She knelt beside his chair, gaze flicking from Petrosky to Morrison to Frazier. Frazier put his hand over hers and held it against his still rollicking knee.

      She looked at Petrosky. “Is it true? About…” Her eyes filled.

      Petrosky nodded.

      “Oh, dear God.” She sat on the floor. “I… Not Elmira. She was a good woman. Never had a bad thing to say about anyone.”

      “That’s not true,” Mr. Frazier said, and Morrison stiffened. Someone was lying, and it was probably the person trying to paint life all rose-colored. Real life was a shitshow.

      “Don’t you speak ill of the dead, now,” Frazier’s wife said.

      “I’m not, Trina. She didn’t like no one.”

      “She liked me fine.”

      Petrosky cleared his throat, adding enough impatience to the sound that both Fraziers turned. “Ma’am, what can you tell me about Ms. Salomon’s character? It might be important for the case.” Especially if she was enough of an asshole to have made a few enemies.

      “She was a good woman. A good, good woman.”

      Mr. Frazier pursed his lips like he wholeheartedly disagreed.

      “I don’t care how good she was, ma’am,” Petrosky said. “I need to know if she ever mentioned anything, did anything that might have made someone else angry. What about a boyfriend?”

      “No, no boyfriend. No other friends even.” Mrs. Frazier stared at him, tears drying on her cheeks in the breeze from the door. She stood and backtracked to the foyer, out of sight for a moment, and the wind disappeared with a sound like an airlock closing.

      “Ma’am?”

      Mrs. Frazier reappeared, her face drawn. She swallowed hard. “Well, she didn’t like her neighbors, you know. The ones on the left. They had parties sometimes that kept her up. And they didn’t take out their trash every week, so sometimes it stank back there. ‘Lazy fools’ she called them.”

      “To their faces?”

      She nodded.

      “Anyone else she didn’t like?”

      “Well…” Mrs. Frazier looked at her husband as she sat on the arm of his La-Z-Boy. “Her son-in-law, I guess. Called him a hoity-toity good-for-nothing. Though I seen her daughter—she looked happy. Well taken care of, too.” Mrs. Frazier glanced from the floor to a candelabra on the end table and back to Petrosky. “She didn’t talk to anyone else, really. Just me because I did her hair. I own the salon on Fifth.” Her spine straightened—proud.

      “Ironic that your husband would be the one to find her seeing as how you’re her only friend.”

      Her eyes clouded, but like her now-silent husband, she didn’t respond.

      “Anything seem out of the ordinary lately? Maybe Elmira seemed off or mentioned something that distressed her?”
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