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"A certain period elapses, and some unseen mysterious principle again sets in motion the magic pinions and the wizard wheels. The silver cord was not for ever loosed, nor the golden bowl irreparably broken. But where, meantime, was the soul?"

~from "The Premature Burial" by Edgar Allan Poe

 

 

Prologue

I've done the right thing, Stephan Kelley told himself.

Just yesterday, seventeen-year-old Tyaa Savic had given birth to twin daughters. Considering the young girl's many dangerous addictions, it had been a miracle in itself that Tyaa managed to carry them for seven months.

"The first little girl that came out was kicking and screaming," the nurse had told Stephan--the adoption case representative--outside Tyaa's room. "Healthy as a horse with good lung development. All that blond hair! The second is smaller. Frail. She'll need to be taken care of 'round the clock for a good long while. I hope she makes it, poor little thing."

Throughout a sleepless night, Stephan had wrestled with the knowledge that finding parents who would take two newborns at once was difficult at any time. This time it had been impossible. Only weeks ago he'd located two couples, each of whom wanted a single child, and the paperwork and interviews had been completed in record time.

How do I choose? Stephan had agonized in the darkness of his living room, his hands clenched into tight fists. How do I decide which girl goes where? How can I make a decision like that when the worlds are so severely different? If both couples had been middle class...it would be easier. So much easier.

Stephan had finally taken a deep breath and told himself to be logical, the way his boss was. "Face facts instead of emotions," Mr. Corley was always saying. Never mind that the differences in the couples had been antipodal to the extreme.

The fact was, the DeMazzinos owned a chain of posh restaurants around the United States and were in the process of expanding overseas. They literally had servants on every doorstep. They were the type of ideal couple the Second Chance Adoption Agency loved to provide children for.

The fact was, one of the twins was weak and would need medical care for the first few weeks or months of her life to survive. Logic dictated that her parents would need money to afford the expenses. The DeMazzinos had the finances and the love to give this weaker twin everything she needed to thrive.

As soon as Stephan called them with the good news that morning, they rushed to the hospital to meet their new daughter. They insisted that money was no object. She would have the best doctors in the world to nurse her to complete health. While they hugged each other and smiled with tears in their eyes as they viewed their beautiful new child, Stephan reluctantly forced himself to depart.

The fact was, the strong twin would survive. She would have to spend her life fighting for everything she got, but she would survive better anywhere than with a mother who cared nothing for her.

Now, with the strong newborn behind him in the backseat of his car, Stephan drove through the precarious streets in one of the worst sections of the city. The Bronstons owned a run-down hotel in this area. Regardless, they'd passed the usual battery of tests required and had three foster children already--all girls under the age of ten.

As he approached the building, a shudder ran through him. He had to ignore the dread that had multiplied with each visit to the Bronstons' home. They'd passed the tests more than once. The cold feeling in Stephan's middle had to be nothing serious--a mere reaction to the poverty the family lived in, especially compared to what the DeMazzinos could offer any child.

Jane and Elmo Bronston were waiting for him, looking anxious as he presented the child to them. The little girl was crying with all the gusto of a tidal wave, and Stephan's own instincts were to comfort her. Smiling slightly as he took the tiny child from the car seat and snuggled her in his arms, he watched her become calm against him.

"She's ours?" Jane asked, a woman who'd never been able to have children of her own. She'd explained that numerous times during the interviews. She'd said there was nothing more she wanted in this world than a child of her own.

Swallowing with difficulty, Stephan handed the cherub over to her new mother. Why don't I believe her? he wondered. Why don't I feel her and her husband's desire to love and care for this child is genuine? I'm being foolish.

"Go back in your room!" Elmo shouted suddenly, forcing Stephan's attention to snap to the doorway behind them. One of the foster girls ducked back into the darkness beyond so quickly, Stephan was certain he must have imagined what he saw. She was probably outside, playing in the dirt. That was dirt all over her face.

Mrs. Bronston handed the baby to her husband, hurrying through the doorway the girl had disappeared back into.

"Is everything all right?" Stephan asked when the newborn wailed alarmingly.

"Not easy with so many kids. They're into everything," Elmo said in a you-know-how-it-is tone. "But we love 'em."

Stephan nodded, feeling that chill again in his middle when he looked into Mr. Bronston's eyes. Cold eyes. Heartless eyes. The eyes of a predator.

"It's been hectic this morning. If you wouldn't mind, Mr. Kelley--" he started pointedly, and Stephan nodded. 

When he got outside the house, he stood on the doorstep for a minute, wondering if he could get himself to leave here without looking back. At once, he knew he shouldn't but couldn't stop himself from shifting over to the dirty panels of windows next to the door and peering inside.

What he saw there took the air from his lungs. Mr. Bronston had laid the baby on the floor and kneeled on hands and knees over it. Though Stephan had told them as soon as he arrived with the child that she'd just been fed and her diaper had been changed at the hospital, the baby now lay naked beneath Mr. Bronston. His lips were curled back like that of a hungry wolf.

Jane Bronston came into the room, barely noticing her husband as she instead hurried toward the window. Stephan ducked his head back quickly to avoid notice and rushed to his car.

He'd imagined it. The man was just checking the baby's diaper. Surely if the wife hadn't noticed anything amiss... The couple had passed the tests. Their other foster children had all looked healthy and claimed to be happy, though their extreme shyness and empty eyes had bothered Stephan on more than one occasion.

I had no choice, he told himself over and over until he convinced himself.

And Stephan Kelley washed his hands of it, never once believing it was a decision that would haunt him for the rest of his life.

 

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 1

 

Twenty-one years later...

 

If this day sucked any worse, it'd have a straw, Teresa thought, heaving in the fresh air as she stumbled out of Danse de Minuit into the darkness. She felt better than she had a little while ago when she'd puked up just about everything that wasn't permanently fixed in place. Sure ain't gonna tell Andre I feel a world better though!

If she did that, she'd be back on stage faster than she could wink. Andre never allowed any of them to "shirk" their duties to him.

Tottering slightly on her stiletto heels, she turned toward the front of the building and headed out onto Third Avenue. Her throat felt raw, and she wished she'd had time for a drink of water before Andre appeared demanding to know why she wasn't out on stage dancing. She'd run the risk of having to do what her boss expected of her or the even more dangerous task of lying to him. She'd gone against her every instinct and lied, saying she'd thrown up and felt feverish now. The first part was true. Looking peeved, Andre had told Lacey to go get Roy to drive her home.

According to Lacey, Roy had been "throwing some punk out." Teresa had assured everyone she could walk home; she'd make it somehow. Silently she'd wondered if the truth of the matter was that Roy didn't want to be in that close of contact with her. After all, less than six hours ago she'd told him it was over between them. I chose Andre over him; Roy's got a right to be royally pissed at me. Can't blame him...but Lord, I miss him.

She'd never forget the look on his face when she blurted out that she couldn't run away with him. Lordy, but he'd been infuriated after that, convinced Andre had brainwashed her, threatened her. Worse, Roy believed she'd used him the whole time.

Teresa pressed a hand gently to her stomach. Roy was no good for her. He was no better than a sugar pimp, using his charm instead of violence to control her--she knew he wouldn't have changed even if they got away. But...she loved him, loved his gentleness, his sweetness. He was a teddy bear encased in armor and she'd found her way straight to his heart. They shared something so vital. How could she have let Andre talk her out of their plans?

No sense crying over spilt milk, hey. It's all over now anyway. Andre blackmails me with my own emotions, just like forever, no shame for him. He always gets what he wants, one way or another, and you know it, girl.

A chill went up her spine when she remembered how he'd grabbed her by her arm so hard and yanked her toward him. She'd never forget the look in his eyes as he'd said coldly, "You'll never leave me. I'll never let you get away, baby. Never. If you try--if you even try--I'll kill you and anyone foolish enough to go with you."

No, she'd never forget again. She belonged to Andre. 'Til death do us part.

But me and Roy, we were so close! Ah, damn it, so close. Roy loved me. Somehow I don't believe Andre even cares unless it benefits him somehow. Roy'll never forgive me now. No way. He told me I was one of Andre's stupid b@#s, tied tight to the post with a leash. He'll never forgive me--never, never, never.

Unless...unless I tell him...

As she neared the park, Teresa decided to cross the parking lot and sit on a bench awhile, give herself time to think. Maybe she ought to go to Roy's instead of home. Tell him when he got back later that she was stupid--that she'd changed her mind, if he'd still have her. Somehow they'd get away from Andre.

Yeah.

She'd made the detour through the entrance of the park and toward the nearest bench overlooking the pond when she felt something come down hard on her neck. For a moment she didn't have a clue what was happening to her. Then she realized she couldn't breathe. Something cold cinched around her throat. Before she could more than grapple for the constrictor, a knee slammed into her back and a weight came down on her. She was falling, clawing for air.

Ain't happening...ain't-- Not when...my dreams...finally...coming true. My Roy...baby...

The darkness swooped down from above and swallowed her whole.

 

 


 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

Lieutenant Pete Shasta glanced at his watch as he waited at the drive-thru window. It was seven o'clock. He'd be home before his wife for once. Tonight he'd be there to greet her for a change.

Lisa had called him just before he left work to say she'd be late. Pete's first thought had been, Go through the drive-thru so neither of us has to cook. Something that's good cold.

Accepting the bag of food from the attendant, Pete grinned crazily again at the idea of being alone with his wife. He'd been married to Lisa Mercer for two years now and had yet to settle into any routine with her. Except when he was on a case, he thought about her constantly, remembering something she'd said, the soft scent of her perfume on his skin, the intensity in her beautiful, burnt-sienna-colored eyes when he kissed her.

Ah, hell no, the newness of being free-fall, don't-catch-me-I'm-gone in love with a woman as incredible as Lisa hadn't worn off at all. She wasn't like his ex-wife. She had her own career, a demanding one even if it couldn't equal the strain his job posed on their lives. Pete knew Lisa came home at 6 o'clock almost every night, something she hadn't done until they met, just in case he got off early. She brought work home with her but dropped it the second he walked in the door.

Pete rubbed at the gnawing in his gut, leaning forward to punch on the radio--anything to prevent the appearance of a fear that always seemed to come whenever he realized just how deep he was in love with Lisa. If he lost her he'd never survive it. It'd taken him years just to get involved with a woman again after Donna left him. With Lisa, he'd had no choice in the matter. None whatsoever.

He'd gotten just far enough into the house to set the bag in the front hall so he could remove his jacket when his doorbell rang. He didn't know any of his neighbors, and Lisa wouldn't ring her own doorbell. Frowning, he went to answer it.

His partner, Danny Vincent, stood on the doorstep. At twenty-eight, Danny still had a boyishly expressive face that spoke volumes to Pete at the moment.

"Ah, say it isn't so, Van Gogh," Pete groaned.

In addition to being an investigator at the Falcon's Bend Police Department, Danny was an amateur artist who'd once had the ambition to make it his career. Now he did it as a hobby and occasionally worked as a sketch artist for the department when they needed one.

For all of two seconds, Pete got the chance to pray fervently that the call was just a bunch of kids desecrating graves, breaking into some abandoned warehouse on the outskirts of town, or spreading graffiti around the eclectic mix of buildings. In the summer they got a lot of those calls. Any of the officers could handle a call like that. Then Danny shook his head soberly. "Murder. DCDS. Witmer Park."

Pete swore under his breath--Deceased Confirmed Dead at Scene. The last murder they'd had in Falcon's Bend had been over a year ago and that'd been some drunk out of control who'd regretted his anger the instant he'd sobered up--too late.

Falcon's Bend was a small town in Wisconsin on the Falcon River with just under 8000 Green Bay Packer football-loving folks. The town had more taverns than churches but filled both on the appropriate days. Teenagers talked of escape from a one-horse town like Falcon's Bend, but transportation in or out was limited if you didn't have wheels. No train, no commercial flights, one bus stop, and one taxi service that only took calls from around town and some of the nearby areas. For Pete, Falcon's Bend was the only home he'd ever known, the only one he cared to know.

The Falcon's Bend Police Department employed twelve full-time officers, six qualified reserves, along with the patrol sergeant and chief, an administrative assistant, and two investigators. It was a good thing murder happened infrequently here; they didn't have the manpower for excessive crime.

"Who called in to confirm it?" Pete asked.

"Lambert. He secured the scene."

Dennis Lambert was one of the full-time officers.

"ID?"

"Nobody knows at this point."

Pete nodded, shucking his jacket back on. "You call DCI?"

Danny nodded. "They'll be here as soon as they can, and Cora will meet us at Witmer Park on the double."

Cora Kingsley wouldn't be too happy about the call. She faced the same potential Pete did--calls at any hour of the day. He was never thrilled when the calls for him came in the ungodly hours of the night as well.

"You need to leave a note for Lisa?" Danny asked.

Pete glanced back longingly at the bag of food. Only twenty minutes ago, he'd been promising Lisa he'd be home when she arrived and she'd been promising him something a whole lot sweeter than that.

"I'll call her later, from the car," Pete said with a grimace. 

Ah, baby, don't give up on me, he thought, then cursed again under his breath.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

"This was definitely not a suicide, boss," Lambert said as soon as Pete and Danny stepped out of their unmarked, department-owned car--a beige Caprice.

Witmer Park was at the end of the street, not more than a block from the main business district of town. With all the usual playground equipment toddlers loved and a couple of  amenities for the grown-ups like benches, a baseball diamond with bleachers, and a small bridge overlooking a duck-filled pond, the park rolled out into a good size field in the background, edged by a patch of woods with a trail that looped back on itself. In the summer, the park was usually filled with people every day.

It was hard for Pete to believe that there'd been a dead body here for most of the day--had to have been, yet no one had seen it. He scanned the area, looking for a place it could have been hidden. The shelters? They were locked. Under the merry-go-round? Not enough room there.

"It's under the bridge," Danny said just as Pete considered it and concluded that it was actually possible. Not easy, but it could be done. The bridge was made of iron with a treated wood deck, curving up slightly in the middle. Below, surrounding it on both sides, were rock and grass-lined banks that bordered the stream which emptied out in the Falcon River half a mile away.

"Yeah," Lambert said quietly. "Hard to believe someone would even think to put it there."

Lambert had taped off the scene. Both Pete and Danny ducked under the yellow line.

"Who found the victim?" Pete asked as they moved carefully around the perimeter of the park toward the bridge. Dozens of patrons had been in the park throughout the day. The chances of finding any clues at all would be slim, but Pete examined each inch nevertheless.

"Kid. Davy York. Ten years old. Came over on his bike to feed the ducks. Rosch went with him to get the parents. They only live four blocks from here."

Pete nodded. "Call Dispatch. Tell 'em to get everybody on duty over here to canvass the area."

Lambert nodded, handing Pete his flashlight since Pete had left his own in the car, and said, "You'll need this."

About three feet from the bridge, Pete and Danny saw that the grass was torn up for a couple yards in two jagged but otherwise parallel lines. "Dragged," Pete said. "Just before the perp stopped and took the victim's shoes off, probably."

Danny murmured agreement. The two of them continued on, being even more conscientious in studying the stone rip-rap along the stream on both sides of the bridge. Nothing out of place. No blood. Nothing obvious except one hot pink shoe lying on its side on the rocks under the well-shaded underpass of the bridge. Any further to the edge and the stream would have washed the pump away down toward Falcon River.

From Pete's angle on the north side of the bridge, across from Danny, he still couldn't see the victim. Danny stepped into the middle of the stream and muttered, "Clever." As Pete did the same, he was glad he hadn't asked Lambert to show them exactly where the body was. If not for the shoe that had obviously tumbled away from the body stuffed so far under the crossbeams of the bridge, they might not have found it until the smell drew attention.

"Looks like the perp dragged her under here, stuffed her in, and then tucked the shoes in around her. Probably this one fell after the perp took off." Danny swore colorfully under his breath as Pete climbed the bank under the bridge next to him. The body was wedged in tightly, in the darkest shadows beneath.

Pete trained his flashlight on the head. "She hasn't been dead that long," Pete said softly as he stared at the bright purple band around the victim's neck, the bulging eyes.

"Yeah," Danny agreed. "You know her?"

Pete shook his head. "I've only seen her around town."

"Can't really miss her."

The girl was African-American. Pete had noticed her around town because Falcon's Bend was not a culturally diverse place in any sense of the word. At least 90 percent of the population was white, for the simple reason that most of the community had lived there all their lives. People more often moved out of Falcon's Bend, not in.

Outside of that, the girl was so striking because she had waist-length blond hair. Even in death, she was exotically beautiful--wide, heavily-lined brown eyes tilted up at the outer corners, high cheekbones, and fine arched brows. Her makeup was heavy--showgirl style--with glittered cheekbones and bright colors on her eyelids, cheeks, and mouth. Her nails were like daggers with glitter and jewels sparkling in the polish. She looked tall, at least five eight, and voluptuous without being overweight. Her clothes would certainly also make her stand out in a small town like Falcon's Bend. She wore a bright orange, skimpy top with a plunging neckline and a hot pink mini skirt. The one pump that remained against her back had an extremely long stiletto heel. There was no sign of a purse anywhere near the body. Did she carry one? Had it been stolen?

"How old do you think she is?" Danny asked.

Pete glanced at his partner, shaking his head. "She doesn't look more than sixteen."

He knew the hard look on Danny's face. Danny had spent five years on the mean streets of New York City, seeing every twisted kind of crime a person could commit. The ones that still haunted and infuriated him the most were the crimes against children.

Pete and Danny climbed out from beneath the bridge when they heard the arrival of Cora Kingsley. Pete already knew she'd give them an earful for even looking at the body, which they were supposed to do. Cora just liked to be the one to figure every whodunnit out first.

"Why wasn't I notified sooner?" she demanded, stalking toward them. Cora was in her forties, tall, lean, with short, no-nonsense brown hair and a booming voice that sounded like she'd swallowed a tuba.

"You were notified minutes after I was notified," Pete said calmly.

"Minutes? In minutes, the entire world could blow up."

Pete wanted to shake his head at her in disbelief but simply handed over the flashlight. She yanked it out of his hand with a "humph" of fury. "Where?" she demanded, and Danny told her.

Putting aside thoughts of gentlemanly behavior she would have cut him off at the knees for anyway, Pete watched--with a small degree of satisfaction--Cora slip and slide, tumbling once, until she got up the bank and under the bridge with her medical bag and the flashlight in tow. After her initial once-over, she asked Pete to hold the flashlight while she worked. She then proceeded to detail her findings as if she was the first who'd seen the body. Pete listened circumspectly nevertheless, especially when they emerged and Cora announced, "Strangulation was achieved by a flexible, extremely strong chain approximately eight millimeters wide. The chain had no links or texture to distinguish it. Were you able to locate a murder weapon?"

"Not at this time," Pete said. "DCI's due to arrive in about two hours."

Cora nodded. "Throttling is generally caused by a man against a woman."

"But an extremely strong woman would be able to do this," Danny added. "And, if this goes against type and isn't a heat-of-the-moment strangulation, an average woman might also be able to do it if the victim was drugged beforehand."

Pete nodded approvingly. He'd always said the devil wasn't in the details--Danny was. His analytical mind went over every problem from all possible directions. Pete usually formed an impression early and was rarely wrong about it even if it was out of focus for awhile.

Cora glared ruthlessly at him as if Danny had interrupted her to say the very thing she'd been about to say, stealing her thunder. "Yes, it's possible," she agreed tightly. "At this point, I would say she's been dead a little more than fourteen hours. Time of death could have been anywhere between 2:00 and 4:30 this morning. You'll have my report in the morning. I don't know why the hell these things always happen so late."

As she stalked off, Danny jotted down notes and Pete called cheerfully after her, "Thanks, Cora. 'Night." She didn't bother to turn around or return his farewell.

Lambert joined them to say, "Confirmed DCI's ETA--hour and fifty minutes."

"No leads on who she is?" Danny asked, and Lambert shook his head.

Dennis Lambert had been on the force for over thirty years and was closing in on retirement soon.

One of the cop cars and a red Sedan pulled up outside the tape. "That the kid who found her?" Pete asked of the boy who sprung out of the backseat of the Sedan.

Lambert nodded. "Davy York."

As Pete and Danny approached the yellow tape, the boy's mother joined her son and put both hands on his shoulders protectively. "Mrs. York?" Pete said after ducking under the line of tape. "I'm Lieutenant Pete Shasta, and this is my partner Danny Vincent. We're investigating a body that was found in the park today--"

Mrs. York paled as if someone would accuse her son. Her hold on Davy tightened, and she eased him further back against her. The kid with a baseball cap mashed down over most of his red hair and freckles scattered over his nose and cheeks stared up at Pete and Danny in awe. Pete wasn't surprised by Davy's excitement. Kids' reactions to death were almost always inappropriate, yet somehow understandable, because almost everything fit into one of two categories to them: it was either a game or it was boring. This was clearly not boring.

"I understand that Davy was the one who found the body," Pete continued, hunkering down in front of the boy. He knew Danny would be taking notes as they talked. "Davy, you think you could answer a couple questions for us?"

"She was actually murdered?" Davy asked, more excited than sad.

"Yeah, she actually was." Pete kept his tone friendly. "How'd you find her, Davy?"

"I rode my bike down here after supper to feed the ducks. Mom gave me some stale bread--"

Pete glanced up to see the mother blushing, as if it was a crime to be caught giving ducks day-old, instead of fresh, bread.

"--and I saw the shoe lyin' there under the bridge. People are always leavin' things behind in the park. I found a pair of girl's red underpants once. I think they were Melissa Dalton's. My friend Putter says she's always foolin' around with guys out in them woods--"

Davy's mom gave his shoulders a hard squeeze that made him squeak and look up at her with annoyance. "Anyway..." Davy turned back to Pete. "I go to pick it up and I thought I saw somethin' up above, under the bridge. Somethin' shiny. So I climb up and I see them fingernails, long as knives, with all that shiny stuff and jewels on 'em and I thought 'Holy s@#t on toast! It's a dead body!' "

"Davy!" his mother scolded.

Davy didn't miss a beat. "I didn't touch nothin'. I know you're not supposed to touch nothin', so I just backed up and got on my bike and jammed it for the booze store over there and tol' the owner."

Pete glanced down the road. In the distance, about a long block away, was a building with a wood sign that said Osbourne Liquor.

"Well, Davy," Pete said, "you did good. The Falcon's Bend Police Department owes you a debt of gratitude."

"Do I get, like, a reward or somethin'?"

Pete chuckled, standing and patting Davy's hat with one hand. "Have your mom bring you by the station one of these days and we'll get you another baseball cap or something. Okay?"

Danny got Davy's phone number and address from the mom while Pete turned and viewed the park again. He had fond memories of this place. He'd ridden here on his bike himself when he was a kid, played baseball with his brother and Danny, fed the ducks. He and Lisa had come here once, too, in the dead of the night, back when she was a suspect in a case he was working. It'd been kind of a neutral ground for them--not the adoption agency where she worked and not the FBPD. She'd agreed to meet him here. He couldn't even remember now why he'd asked her. Something legitimate; something for the case, he was sure. But he did remember fighting with her...and wanting her so damn much he'd hardly been able to take a breath. They'd had their first savage kiss here. He'd almost made love to her in this parking lot. He'd damn sure known at that moment that his case was compromised and his heart wasn't his own anymore. And now someone had been murdered here. Hell.

"Remember that time you hit the ball so hard it went into the woods and we couldn't find it, even after looking for it for two hours," Danny said almost reverently. Sadly.

Pete nodded. "I remember you and me playing cops and robbers here. We always fought about who'd get to be cop. Whoever got stuck playing the robber always ended up being an undercover cop."

Danny laughed at the memory that was possibly part of what led them both to law enforcement careers. "I made out with Danielle Rutherford in that field when I was fifteen." Danny glanced at him. "Got to second base."

"Only second? The playboy wasn't trying very hard," Pete teased instinctively. Danny attracted women like flies, but he'd never had a relationship he couldn't walk away from.

Instead of answering, Danny sighed.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

Purplish-gray fingers of darkness descended in the sky above Witmer Park, but DCI--the Department of Criminal Investigation out of Madison--had set up perimeter lights as soon as they arrived. They worked their way painstakingly and methodically over every inch of the park. Pete and Danny stayed out of the way.

They'd had a shock only minutes after the body was removed from under the bridge to be sent to Wausau in preparation for the autopsy scheduled for tomorrow morning. On the way up the shifting rip-rap of the bank, the victim's long blond hair had fallen off her head to reveal closely-cropped, kinky black hair. Officer Don Rosch had almost dropped his end of the body with a girlish shriek at the sight, and Pete and Danny had had a good laugh at his expense.

"Looks like they're gonna be finished up here soon." Pete glanced at Danny who watched silently though Pete had no doubt his mind was working like a computer on what little data they'd accumulated.

Jeff Chopp, the patrol sergeant, approached. Chopp was a massive guy over six three with red-blond hair, square, tinted glasses that hid his eyes, and a bushy moustache. He'd been with the force for as long as Pete could remember, though he didn't look any older than he had the day Pete joined.

Pete read his answer before he could say a word. "Nothing?"

"Nothing," he confirmed. "With so many people through here today, any clues we might have had are long gone. No sign of a murder weapon."

"Any witnesses? Anything on the victim?"

Chopp adjusted his glasses. "Had some contact with people who were in the park today and we're checking those out, but so far, no one saw anything amiss. Outside of the fake hair on the victim that Rosch so cleverly discovered, we don't have anything on her."

Pete grimaced.

As soon as DCI packed up their equipment, he and Danny headed back to the station, grabbing a quick, unsatisfying sandwich from a machine. They ate standing near the coffee station as they tossed back and forth ideas of who the victim could be.

"I better call Lisa and tell her I'm gonna be late," Pete said after washing down the last of the stale sandwich with even more stale coffee.

Danny gave him a crooked smile. "Gonna be?"

It was after eleven o'clock. Lisa had probably gotten home before seven thirty and wondered where the hell he was. But then she'd figure it out fast. They'd been through this routine for two years. She'd probably called the station, talked to someone to find out what was happening but told them not to bother him. Donna was never that lenient.

Lisa was always glad to see him when he got home--always warm and sweet, regardless of the time and promises he might have made...and unwillingly broken. He'd never walked through his front door and had her scream full in his face that he'd missed dinner again, then proceed to toss the meal in the garbage or across the room. God help him, but he never wanted to face a time when he dreaded going home, dreaded realizing she wasn't there again. Never wanted to walk into his bedroom and find his wife in the arms of another man, agonizingly aware from the get-go that she'd wanted him to find her that way.

"Tell Lis I said hi," Danny said.

Pete nodded, moving into their cube-shaped office and closing the door. He wasn't willing to risk anyone eavesdropping since his co-workers would start teasing him at the first possible moment if they heard his conversation. One time, about three months after he and Lisa were married and made love every single time they got five minutes to themselves, Lisa had called him. Dispatch had patched her through to the car on the radio--and deliberately did it on an open channel. He'd bemoaned the fact that he'd been called away for a burglary while they'd been making love and both were left unsatisfied. Little did he know that his officers were converging in Dispatch Center at that moment, listening to every passionate word he and Lisa had spoken. When he got back to the station, he'd been treated to an ungodly amount of razzing from his men. Now every time he was called in during off-duty hours, Rosch would tease, "Hey, Shasta, called away from makin' love to your wife and get caught halfway toward the moon?" Didn't matter now whether or not they heard anything he said; they'd be on him anyway. At this moment, Pete didn't care about anything except connecting with his wife.

What I wouldn't give to be there instead of here, he thought upon hearing Lisa's soft greeting. Man, he loved her voice. She had no idea how many of these late nights he'd gotten through just because he'd heard her voice for a few minutes.

"Hey baby."

"Pete," she breathed, and he inhaled at the mere word from her lips to his ear.

"They told me there was a murder," Lisa said softly.

"Yeah. Witmer Park."

She knew better than to ask him direct questions about a case. "Oh my, we had our first kiss there."

"I know."

Her sigh made him close his eyes and imagine where he could be now instead of here if things had gone according to the plans they'd made at seven o'clock. "I'll wait up for you," she said finally.

Pete glanced out the windshield to see DCI packing up their equipment. "Better not. It's already late and it'll be a lot later before I'm outta here. By the way, Danny says hi."

He half expected her to say, "I'm getting tired of this," even knowing Lisa never would do that to him. 

"Tell him hi back," she said.

Sighing appreciatively at her willingness to put up with the burdens his job placed on their marriage, Pete shook his head, lowering his tone confidentially as he said, "Not likely. Not when I had a night planned somewhere along the lines of turning on the air conditioner, lighting a fire in the fireplace and making love to you 'til neither of us can move."

Like a spark in a gas-filled room, her plaintive moan instantly ignited him. Pete clenched his teeth, heat coursing through him like a restless river with tenderness enough to make his heart feel like it could burst from his chest. And, more than that, he felt comforted. Lisa didn't retaliate with threats or cruel words, didn't play on the fears that he'd assured himself a hundred times weren't valid anymore. Man, he loved her.

"Ah, baby..."

"I think this new nightgown can wait for another time," Lisa said, obviously disappointed but also understanding in that amazing way of hers. "I love you, Pete."

"I love you, too, Lisa Mercer-Shasta. 'Night, baby."

"'Night."

Pete hung up reluctantly, torturing thoughts of black lace? Red satin? running through his mind.

Hours later, they were having no more luck identifying the victim. Pete emerged from the locker room after splashing his face with cold water to see everyone standing around the coffee station.

"Jensen IDed the victim," Danny told him.

Warren Jensen had been on the force for the last eight years. He'd been a reserve officer while working as a guard at the prison. When a full-time position opened up in the department, he'd gotten the job. He was in his early thirties, in good shape. His wife, who'd been his girlfriend throughout high school, had died a year and a half ago of ovarian cancer. As far as Pete knew, he hadn't dated since.

Chopp had said they couldn't reach all the officers for canvassing; Jensen had been in Minneapolis but said he'd head back immediately.

Jensen turned to them. "She's a dancer from the strip joint."

Danse de Minuit had opened about eight months ago, right off the heart of the town--from Pete's way of thinking, entirely too close to Witmer Park, which was a favorite spot of local mothers with toddlers. Though there'd been talk at council meetings about shutting the strip joint down before the renovations to the building were even completed, it'd opened right on schedule and business was good.

As far as the FBPD was concerned, the "gentleman's club" was just like any other business in town. All its papers were in order, licenses in place, and no problems had arisen from it. The department had kept an eye on it because of the potential for trouble, but everything appeared to be legitimate so far. Nor had Pete had any cause to do a background check on the owner, Andre Trelawney, who'd moved to the area a year ago with his own troupe of dancers in tow. All of them kept to themselves. Again, no problems.

"How do you know the victim was a dancer at Danse de Minuit?" Pete asked, unable to shake the need to be gentle with Jensen.

A flush of red stole into Jensen's face and neck, and he averted his gaze as he admitted haltingly, "I've been there. Only once. In citizen attire. When the place first opened up. I saw this girl dance." He glanced back to add, almost in a begging tone. "It wasn't a hardcore show, boss. Not then, at least. Mostly just on the stage, table dancing, pole tricks, floor work. Nothing cheap or illegal. I don't know what they're doing now though."

Jensen looked down again, as if waiting for an official reprimand. "Happen to know the victim's name?" Pete asked instead.

Jensen swallowed. "I'm not sure, but I think it was Teresa. But maybe that was just her stage name."

Outside of visiting Danse de Minuit in connection with this murder, they would be making sure no underage girls were stripping there, considering how young the victim had looked.

Chopp wrote in his notebook. "We'll check to see if she has any accounts in town, but so far she doesn't seem to have any contacts outside Dan...Dans.. .How the hell do you pronounce it?"

Danny shrugged. "I took a year of French, but my specialty was the kissing variety."

"Daws de minoo-ee. Danse de Minuit," Pete supplied. "It means 'Dance of Midnight'."

Pete had always thought the name of the strip joint was too esoteric and fancy to paint the picture of sexual suggestiveness to men. Not that it really mattered. It was the only strip joint for sixty miles around and everyone in Falcon's Bend and the surrounding areas knew exactly what it was, regardless of the fancy name. Certainly hadn't stopped its popularity.

Chopp shrugged. "In any case, she doesn't seem to have a life outside of that club."

"So what now?" Jensen asked.

Pete and Danny looked at each other and said at the same time, "Danse de Minuit."

 


 

 

 

Chapter 5

 

Danse de Minuit was located at the end of the block in a building that had once been a large, family-owned grocery store that went out of business after the first all-in-one superstore took over most of the shopping in Falcon's Bend.

Damned if he wanted to admit it, but Pete couldn't deny that the outside of the nightclub was classy--tastefully renovated and sophisticated instead of living up to the expectations of cheap and tacky. The white wood had been overlapped with brick veneer in arching patterns coming up from the coordinating base. Even the neon business sign was exotic-looking instead of cheesy. The nightclub was situated a mere two blocks from Witmer Park, just off the Main Street, yet slightly secluded from the rest of the businesses further up. The club sat alone at the end of Third Avenue.

Owner's no fool, Pete conceded. Here the club commanded attention from the night owls in town, but it was settled so discreetly on the back of the street that potential patrons wouldn't be afraid to approach it in fear of being caught entering by a neighbor. It even offered a parking lot around the back for the really skittish.

Pete climbed out of the passenger's side of the Caprice just as two patrol cars pulled up beside them. Reluctantly, he slipped a gray suit jacket on over the white T-shirt and faded jeans he wore. He'd shrugged out of his jacket as soon as he and Danny got in the car at the station, given the warmth of the evening and his tendency to sweat in the damn thing. The jacket had been something of a compromise between him and Chief Sobcynzski. No way would Pete put on a business suit and tie; no way would the chief allow him to conduct investigations in just jeans and an undershirt. Danny had no problem with wearing a suit jacket, and also wore a white button-down shirt beneath it, though he wasn't willing to put on slacks either. He wore black jeans.

Danny, Chopp, and Jensen approached Pete first, awaiting instructions. When Rosch and Officer Roger Bradley joined them, Pete said, "Customers are gonna be leaving in droves as soon as they realize there're cops on the scene. Chopp and Rosch, scope out all back and side entrances and make sure no one leaves without giving their names and contact information. Don't detain them in any other way. Jensen, you take the front door. You've been here in the past, so I'll want a report when we leave as to whether they do business any different in the present."

Pete turned to Bradley. "You're with us. I might need you to collect IDs before we leave or to run a license. Do that right away and come back when you're done relaying the information to Dispatch. All right, let's do it, boys."

Chopp and Rosch separated and moved around the building while Pete and Danny took the lead toward the front door. Pete caught his partner's eye and saw the on-edge expression there, tightening his face. Neither of them had been inside the establishment and neither knew what to expect.

The music coming from inside seemed to be doing its darnedest to burst through the walls and break up the ground. It belted past them like a sonic wave when Danny opened one side of the steel double doors. Inside was darkness threaded through with gleams of soft, sensual red light. For a minute, Pete felt blinded and reached for his flashlight instinctively. But then he saw shapes and movement, and the spotlight seemed to center directly on the stage dead-center in the room. The stage might have been a runway for models as it outcropped into the middle of grouped round tables scattered around it, except for the poles at the base of the stage and the woman strutting down the runway to the raucous cheering of the crowd. She was naked, save for a red feather boa and a necklace gleaming against her bare, high breasts.

Like a deer caught in the headlights, Pete stared in dumbfounded shock as the tall blond stopped walking and grinded her hips slowly to the pulsing rhythm of the music, her hands traveling slowly up to the center of her thighs, holding there for but a moment before they continued higher.

The dancer's eyes seemed to zone in on Pete--cold, hard eyes that didn't even vaguely say what her body did. Those eyes hated every testosterone-charged man who screamed and begged for her attention in the audience.

Pete forced himself to look away and scope out the scene. On the right of the stage, there was a manned booth for the music and public restrooms. On the left was a long, straight bar, and behind it, a door marked private. Recessed and shadowed in the far left behind the stage were two more doors with signs Pete couldn't read from the distance. A large man stood near one of them as though on guard duty.

With his eyes more adjusted to the darkness, Pete saw other nude dancers within the randy throng. Colored lights flickered on and off over them. Another blond danced above the customers on table tops. Not ten feet from him, Pete saw another dancer actually sitting naked as the day she was born on a customer's lap, facing him, her hips swirling over his tent-like lap. The customer's face was buried in the extremely thin, African-American woman's breasts. He wasn't touching her outside of that, wasn't exposed, and she didn't touch him in any other way. Yet Pete had a strong feeling that if they'd walked in the door a few minutes earlier, they would have caught some illegal sexual conduct.

Pete turned when he saw someone approaching from the corner of his eye. The guy had been standing at the door, a bouncer no doubt. The diamond stud in the bouncer's ear winked at Pete just before the man saw Jensen's and Bradley's uniforms. They'd apparently only been here less than a minute, but it'd felt like an hour to Pete.

The bouncer's expression hardened into pure defense mode. Behind them the crowd became quiet as the news that police officers were on the premises spread quickly. The music cut off abruptly; bright overhead lights came on while the dancers on the stage and mingling fled. A handful of customers bee-lined toward the door only to be stopped momentarily by Jensen and Bradley.

"We need to speak to the owner of the club," Pete said to the bouncer. On-edge as he was by the things he'd already seen, his voice remained calm and authoritative.

The door marked private behind the bar opened almost as if on cue.

 

 

 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 6

 

"We're in love, Andre. Don't...don't take it personally, but me and Roy love each other. We wanna be together."

Andre Trelawney pressed his fingers against his temples at the memory. For once, Deidre's big mouth had come in handy by averting him from what could have been a disaster.

Teresa had betrayed him, and even though he'd put her in her place yesterday, the realization that one of his girls could do something behind his back for so long, something so deceptive... He couldn't accept it, couldn't tolerate it. Her punishment had been harsh, but considering his state of mind at the moment, she'd gotten off lightly for her crimes against him.

What had made her think for one moment he'd let her go? What made her consider it in the first place? Would the other girls follow her shameful example? He couldn't risk that, not for anything.

Andre raised his head suddenly, realizing he couldn't hear anything. His office behind the bar gave him a measure of quiet while he could still supervise that everything went exactly the way he wanted them to.

Standing, he cursed. The music had stopped. Generally, the closer he got to the door, the louder the music was. If the music had stopped, it meant the girls weren't dancing.

He didn't need this tonight. He hated it when things didn't follow his definition of order. What possible reason would there be to stop the show now? There would be hell to pay when he found out why.

Stalking to the door, he yanked it open and stepped out. The stage was empty, the dancers gone. The customers were obviously unhappy in the deathly silence.

Andre searched out his head of security, but then remembered with a curse that Roy had the night off. Near the front door, he spotted a group of police officers.

Merde, why now? He'd been expecting them. Not this soon. Not tonight. It was the last thing he wanted to face.

But face them he must. He had to do it with a calm, cool, collected demeanor. He couldn't allow them to perceive his anger, impatience. He couldn't give anything away.

His consolation was that he'd prepared for this inevitability. He had nothing to fear.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 7

 

Pete could feel the tension pervading the room from the remaining customers and the security team standing at points all around the club. The man who appeared out of the door behind the bar started to speak, his expression one of angry dismay at the scene before him.

Pete recognized him as Andre Trelawney, owner of Danse de Minuit. The man looked to be in his mid-thirties, six feet even, and a lean 175 pounds with a golden boy tan. His well-cut, dark brown hair had blond highlights at the top where it parted off to the side.

As Pete, Danny, and Bradley moved toward him, Pete saw the narrow black eyes--eyes that looked like they were habitually trying to shield the sun by squinting--beneath thick blond eyebrows. The expression of infuriated annoyance on his face etched lines between his eyes and bracketed his mouth. His long nose flared territorially at Pete's approach, even as he smiled calmly.

"Lieutenant Shasta, Lieutenant Vincent, I hope you've come to join in the festivities...not to break them up, n'est-ce pas?" Trelawney said in a thick accent.

Pete and Danny exchanged a glance. How had Trelawney known them by name when they'd never been face to face before?

Summing up the guy's character didn't take Pete longer than those few minutes. Women would find Trelawney irresistible for his good looks, his accent, his manners, his charming tone of voice, his pearly-white and ready smile, and his obviously well-off style of dress. Though Pete rarely felt out of place dressed so casually, he nevertheless experienced a momentary twinge of embarrassment that this nightclub owner looked like he'd stepped off the pages of GQ while he could have made the worst-dressed list.

Beneath the surface, though, Trelawney was no prize. Pete pegged him, even at this first, close-up glimpse, as a selfish control freak who always expected to get what he wanted and would make life hell for those who stood in his way.

For the first time, the esoteric name of the club made sense to Pete. Generally, a strip club was named something suggestive that would appeal to a man's base instincts, not his intellect. In this case, the owner's self-perceived sophistication explained the name of the club--Trelawney believed he was selling more than mere sex here. He believed he was offering men some sophistication.

Before Pete could respond, Trelawney signaled to his DJ. The lights went down and the music began once more. Another employee scrambled up on stage and announced, "And now, let's give a warm welcome to the delicious Dee!"

Annoyed, Pete turned back, pulling the Polaroid print of the victim out. He handed it to the club owner. "Do you know this girl?" he asked, shouting over the music and subdued cheering. He watched Trelawney's expression carefully and saw genuine horror upon recognition.

"Teresa." He pronounced it "Ta-ray-sa," in a weak, disbelieving tone. He gripped the edge of the bar. "One of my dancers." Trelawney glanced up, his dark eyes proving his shock. "She didn't come in tonight and no one could find her. Mon dieu, what happened?"

Rather than answering, Pete asked, "Was she scheduled to work tonight?"

"Of course. She wasn't--"

After a few seconds, it was obvious Trelawney wasn't going to continue. From an investigator's point-of-view, Pete always became wary when a person didn't finish a sentence. It told him they were holding back on telling him something, something that had to be important, otherwise they would continue.

"She wasn't what?" Pete prodded.

Trelawney shook his head, refusing to complete his sentence. He ran his hand through his immaculately feathered hair.

"Officers, shall we go into my office where it's quieter and the music isn't so raucous?" They filed into the office where it was indeed much quieter. "I prefer Prokofiev myself, you understand, but the music does fit the medium, n'est-ce pas, gentlemen?" Trelawney said with irresistible charm that grated on Pete's nerves.

Pete found himself in the uncomfortable position of realizing that he and this pompous jerk had the same taste in music. Grimacing, he did a quick, thorough scan of the office, noting it had a back way out.

Standing authoritatively behind the massive oak desk, Trelawney turned his gaze on Pete. "And now, Lieutenant Shasta, will you please tell me what's become of my missing dancer?"

"Teresa is dead."

With another squeamish look at the Polaroid, Trelawney seemed to realize the reality of such a picture for the first time. It wasn't a pretty picture, and it was obvious that the person in it was dead after a violent attack. Under his breath, Trelawney said, "Qu'est-ce qui se passe? What happened?"

Not knowing what to make of Trelawney's surprise, Pete took the picture and tucked it into his jacket. "She was killed. When was the last time you saw her alive, Mr. Trelawney?"

"Yesterday...yesterday morning. We close at four a.m., except on Sundays. She walked home."

"You actually saw her leave the club?"

Trelawney shook his head, seemingly distracted by the details. "No. I didn't see her. I work in my office most nights, coming out periodically to make sure everything's running smoothly. I distinctly saw Teresa a number of times, either dancing on stage or among the patrons. One of the employees mentioned she walked home because she wasn't feeling well."

Though getting witnesses at four a.m. in the morning wouldn't be easy, Pete knew they'd have to figure out as accurately as possible when Teresa had left the club. At this point, it was more than possible that she might have left earlier than closing time.

"You were here the entire time, Mr. Trelawney?" Danny asked, gazing up from the notebook he was scribbling his shorthand in. "From open to close on Wednesday evening, early Thursday morning?"

Pete had no doubt Danny had also glimpsed the hours of operation on the glass pane near the door before they'd come in. The club was open from seven p.m. to four a.m. Monday through Saturday, seven p.m. to two a.m. on Sunday.

Trelawney smiled indulgently at Danny. "C'est ça! This place doesn't run without me, Lieutenant."

"We'll need the deceased's full name and address, sir." Pete gave Bradley the signal to collect the information before they left. On Bradley's nod, he faced Trelawney again. "Did Teresa usually walk home or drive?"

"She walks home or we drive her home. She doesn't have a car. Roy or I take the girls wherever they need to go."

"Roy?"

"Roy Ormond, my head of security. He isn't working tonight."

Why wouldn't she have a car? Pete wondered. Unless she and possibly the other dancers were underage, the fact that the girls had to be escorted around by the club's head of security or their boss was definitely strange. What if they had a date? Needed to go shopping? Wanted to visit relatives or friends? Chopp's earlier implication that the victim seemed to have no life outside her place of employment seemed disturbingly accurate.

"How many dancers work here, and what are their names?"

"Six...five," Trelawney corrected himself in convincing disbelief. "Ah, Dee, Vanessa, Sugar, Lacey, and Cherry."

"Do the dancers have a regular schedule for dancing that they follow?" Pete asked.

"Yes, they have a set rotation that changes weekly. Sugar, one of my dancers, is in charge of scheduling as well as choreography. I leave it up to her to decide who's on stage, who's mixing with the patrons and who's taking a break. Of course, there are fixed times for fifteen minute breaks. We must always have someone on stage and mingling, you understand, so only one girl can be on break at a time."

Teeth clenched, Pete wondered if the dancers were allowed to take a pee when nature called or only when the boss dictated they could make it so. Keeping his voice level, Pete continued, "You knew the victim pretty well then?"

"What are you implying, monsieur?" Trelawney's tone of wariness and distress could have been genuine or fake. At the moment, Pete wasn't inclined to be generous with his assessment. Something about this guy was just too slick. He'd recovered from viewing the disturbing picture of his recently deceased employee a little too fast.

"I'll ask the questions, sir. How old was Teresa?"

Trelawney's spine straightened almost as if someone had slapped him and told him to shape up. "Twenty-one. All the dancers are twenty-one. At least twenty-one. I know all of my girls very well, Lieutenant. And, if you must know, Teresa and I...had une petite liaison once upon a time. I assure you that it was as brief as it was harmless."

Yeah, right. Obviously there was a lot more going on beneath the surface of this establishment than Pete had assumed since it'd opened.

"Besides," said Trelawney, his smooth-as-honey voice drawing Pete's attention back to him, "I'm a married man."

Although there was certainly no reason Pete should know this information, he was surprised nevertheless. "Is that right?"

Trelawney beamed proudly--either because of his wife or Pete's reaction. "Happily married."

"Is your wife a stripper, Mr. Trelawney?" Pete asked, only getting mild satisfaction out of the instantaneous fury that leaped unexpectedly out of Trelawney.

"Jamais! Melody will never get up on that stage!" Trelawney's sophisticated accent waned but returned as he seemed to realize that his reaction had been too violent. He spoke again in a calm yet protective tone. "She's an angel. Please leave my wife out of this. She has nothing whatever to do with my business. You must understand and respect that, Lieutenants. I will not have her drawn into this mess."

"Did Teresa live alone?" Pete asked in a pacifying tone as Trelawney slipped his trembling hands into his crisply ironed slacks. "Do you know any of her relatives and where they might live?"

Trelawney merely shook his head.

"Do you know whether she had any problems? Did she talk about feeling threatened at any time?"

"Not to me, no."

Pete could feel the resistance coming off the guy and sensed he wouldn't get much further with him right now. "You said you were working in your office during regular hours of business Wednesday evening and early this morning and came out a couple times. Is that right?" 

Trelawney nodded. 

"Where were you between 4:00 and 8:00 a.m., Mr. Trelawney?"

"Closing up the club until near 5:00. Roy took the girls home last night. I went straight home to my wife after that."

"Can your wife substantiate that?"

"Of course," Trelawney said confidently.

Danny lowered his notebook. "We need to talk with all of your employees, sir. Right now, if you don't mind."

Knowing he really had little choice in the matter, despite Danny's subtly sarcastic politeness, Trelawney's eyes narrowed further even as he smiled irresistibly. "As long as you don't interrupt the show, you shall have my full cooperation, messieurs."

And the man obviously wouldn't mind if they choked on his cooperation in the process.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 8

 

Danny couldn't say what he'd expected. Andre Trelawney was a slick, handsome-and-knew-it creep who used women and treated them like possessions that had to do his every bidding. What kind of woman would marry him? Danny didn't spend more than a second wondering about it, but every coherent thought left his head when he saw Mrs. Trelawney sitting at the end of the bar.

It was the dancer who'd been on the stage when they'd entered. It was...and it wasn't. This woman didn't have long, straight blond hair. Her thick masses of corkscrew curls swept over her head and draped down one side of her face. The kind of hair that looked great after she woke up in the morning--mussed, disheveled, sure, but so damn sexy no man could resist taking her back to bed. She had narrow, cat-like eyes, the same shape and smoky sapphire color as the woman on stage had had, yet Mrs. Trelawney's eyes held no trace of hardness or the need to intimidate and control. The dancer had been lean, hard, predatory. This woman was soft, vulnerable.

Danny's first thought was, A proper southern belle, especially with the lace handkerchief she clutched in her hands. She looked like the type of woman who'd spent a lifetime being well-taken care of, even spoiled. She wore a loose, flower print dress that revealed no hint of cleavage beneath it, with gauzy sleeves that reached her elbows. The dress didn't seem to fit the woman, in terms of personality. This wasn't a woman who wanted to hide her ripe curves. This was the type of woman who wanted to break free and live life passionately. She had to be one hell of an actress to be so completely different from her stage persona.

Mrs. Trelawney was utterly beguiling, like a warm, crackling fire in a blizzard, melted caramel, the scent of a perfume that could drive a man out of his head. And there was something else Danny couldn't pin down exactly. It was in her eyes, a restlessness that grew when Trelawney said, "Messieurs, my beloved wife Melody."

Danny remembered Trelawney's reaction to Pete's question if his wife was a stripper. In confusion Danny asked, "Ma'am, weren't you dancing on stage when we came in?"

The woman glanced up at her husband while he answered angrily for her, "I told you, Melody will never get up on that stage. It must have been Cherry you saw."

"Cherry?"

"My sister," Melody said softly. "We're twins."

The dancer Cherry and Mrs. Trelawney--the woman Andre stood behind as if he wanted to whisk her to a safe bunker without delay--were twins. Danny had watched Cherry dance when they entered the club and he'd felt nothing beyond a mild acceptance of the fact that she was undeniably sexy. She'd been nothing more than a coldly beautiful dancer with a set of incredible legs. No wonder he'd had such a different reaction to this woman.

Danny wasn't sure why, but he felt immense relief on that point. Yet he wondered what Trelawney was doing with such a young wife. She couldn't have been older than twenty-one, just like the rest of the girls supposedly were. Trelawney was well into his thirties, probably closer to forty.

"Mrs. Trelawney," Danny started, "I'm Danny Vincent, and this is my partner, Pete Shasta. We'd like to ask you a few questions, if you're willing."

With white teeth lightly biting her full lower lip, Melody nodded, getting up when Danny motioned toward the office they'd come out of a minute ago. She moved to the far side of the office, near the back door. When Andre put a protective hand on her shoulder, she eased bashfully away from his touch. Trelawney didn't leave it at that. In a reassuring tone, he whispered to her, "It's all right, ma chère. I won't let anything happen to you. I promise."

"We're investigating the death of Teresa, ma'am," Pete started. "She was murdered early this morning."

Melody paled so visibly, Danny felt his body coil in preparation for reaching out and catching her in case she fainted.

"Oh my goodness gracious," she murmured softly, her accent as fluent and light as a summer breeze, and Trelawney was there again, taking her hand. Again, she moved very timidly but undeniably out of his reach.

"Were you close to the deceased, Mrs. Trelawney?"

Melody's face bloomed with heat, and she glanced up for a moment, not at Pete who'd asked her the question, but at Danny. "Well...I mean, not in...not in the sense you're implying. I liked her as much as I like any of the girls. I just can't believe it. How did it happen?"

Instead of an answer, Pete asked, "Where were you during the hours of operation yesterday?"

A look of terror, maybe even guilt, crossed her face for an instant--one that Danny wondered if he'd imagined--before she said with forced nonchalance, "I come to work with the girls often. I usually sit at the end of the bar, reading a book."

For the first time, Danny noticed she held a book in her hand along with the hankie. She held the over-sized volume up, almost seeming to offer it to them as proof of her innocence.

Danny took it from her. A book of art with sensual depictions of ancient erotica. "You like art?" he asked in disbelief, the interview itself falling away at the realization of their mutual passion.

"My daddy collected art. We attended so many art shows together--" The reminiscing sadness in her tone took on a life of its own before it died on her lips.

"How did you get home last night?" Pete continued pointedly, trying to get the interview back on track. When Danny realized Pete was taking notes, something Danny almost always did while Pete handled the interviews, he knew he'd get an earful when they got out of there.

"Roy took us--that is, Dee, Sugar, and me." Melody lowered her gaze. "I went up to my room because I was feeling so tired, but I couldn't sleep for some reason. So I came back down later and had pizza. I went up to bed after."

"Did you see your husband come in your bedroom later that night?"

Melody whispered no almost too quickly before reluctantly glancing up at Trelawney.

"Is it possible he didn't come into the room that night, Mrs. Trelawney?" Pete pursued relentlessly.

The implication was clear as day, and Melody again looked up at her husband, this time with unease, or even fear, as if she was afraid she'd say something wrong, something her husband would take exception to and punish her for somehow.

"I...I must have slept through him coming to bed. He was there the next morning."

Like hell he was. Danny didn't have a single doubt Melody was lying through her pretty teeth. Why?

"You say you're usually at the bar when the club is open--did you see Teresa leave here yesterday morning?" Pete asked.

Melody shook her head, looking surreptitiously at Danny instead of Pete.

"Did you leave at any time?"

"No. I-- No. I didn't."

Danny's gut instinct told him her response wasn't exactly on the up-and-up. Why would she lie about something like that? About anything? Did she have something to hide outside of her obvious disgust for her husband?

"Ma'am, we're gonna need ID from you. It's standard in these cases, just to check all the angles."

"My wife has nothing to do with any of this!" Trelawney spit his words as if they left a bad taste in his mouth. "You're completely out of line asking for this sacrément. But feel free to waste all the time you'd like looking for any dirt." He turned, slammed open a file cabinet drawer, and came up with a birth certificate.

Melody stood there looking like she was deathly afraid her husband was going to start dropping blows on her from all directions. It didn't add up--Trelawney seemed almost insanely protective of her, yet it was starkly obvious she was afraid of the man.

When Danny handed the art book back to Melody, he had the fleeting impression that all the conflicting emotions he'd seen in her eyes were nothing less than a nervous breakdown waiting to happen.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 9

 

Trelawney led them to the recessed corner behind the stage. One of the doors there, the one not guarded by security, had a gold plate on it that read security personnel only. The other door read private. employees only past this point. At this door, Trelawney turned to a member of his security team. "Please let the girls know they're to be interviewed."

Pete immediately put out a restraining hand. "I'd rather you didn't do that, sir. We'd prefer it if you stayed just behind us," he said in a no-nonsense tone. Gauging the dancers' reactions to the death of their colleague could give them necessary clues.

Pulling Bradley aside, Pete told him to guard the hall and to bring the other dancers one at a time on his signal. Then he allowed Trelawney to lead them past the door into the hallway beyond.

On a bulletin board next to the door inside, Pete saw a sheet with names and times on it. He pulled it off before asking, "Is this the dancers' scheduled routine for this week?"

Trelawney nodded, seemingly waiting for a "Please may I have this?" that never came. 

Pete glanced at the paper for a few seconds, folded it up, and said, "Thanks," before tucking it into his pocket. He also noticed that there were flyers with pictures of the dancers in sultry poses on the bulletin board. He'd have to pick up one for each of the dancers later.

The stretch of hallway had four doors, ending in a bathroom between the two walls. Three rooms were numbered; clearly they were the dancers' dressing rooms. The last door was open and was a break room of some kind with snack and soda machines as well as a small fridge. Pete found it telling that there were no tables or chairs, magazines, playing cards, or even a TV in the room the way most break rooms had. He had a sneaking suspicion Trelawney allowed fifteen minute breaks only for bathroom use, refreshing makeup or changing costumes, water, and a quickly gobbled snack to keep them going.

Kitty-corner to the bathroom was a pneumatic exit door. An exit a person could always get out of, but would need a key to get back in. It would have been fairly easy for someone to slip out this exit, holding it open a crack with just about anything--a makeup case or a shoe--sneak out, and do whatever they needed to before slipping back in unnoticed.

"We'll take it from here, Mr. Trelawney," Danny said.

Mentally, Pete counted to five.

"Messieurs, I really must insist that I be present during these interviews. My girls are very innocent in the ways of death and legalities. I could not allow them to be subjected to--"

"Nevertheless, Mr. Trelawney," Pete interrupted, "we'll have to ask you to step aside."

Trelawney's jaw tightened again in what Pete assumed was a feeling of impotency in a hopeless situation. Hell, the man couldn't let "his girls" off his leash for a second. Was it only a matter of needing to control them or was he afraid they might give something away?

"I'm afraid I can't do that, Lieutenants," Trelawney said, surprising both Pete and Danny with his tenacity. "I have a law degree, and I won't allow my dancers to be interviewed without my representation. You cannot deny that they have that right."

"Look, we're not accusing anyone of anything. They're not under suspicion." Or they weren't until you made them and yourself look suspicious, Pete thought, wondering if Trelawney really did have a law degree or if he was just trying to weasel his way into the interviews. "We're just talking to them. This is not an interrogation, sir. Legal representation is, of course, their choice, but it's not necessary right now."

"Nevertheless--" Trelawney began.

"You'll stay out here," Danny ordered, "where Officer Bradley can keep an eye on you." Danny turned and knocked on the door marked #1.

From inside, they heard a blow-dryer switching off and movement. A couple of seconds later, the door was opened by the blond dancer who'd been on stage when Pete and his men arrived: Cherry, Mrs. Trelawney's sister. It was like looking into two sides of a mirror. Yet the differences between Mrs. Trelawney and her sister were evident even on mere acquaintance.

Cherry wore a short, red satin robe and belted it calmly when she saw them. Her straight hair was partially dry. She'd clearly been expecting them and wasn't in the least distressed over the fact.

"Where y'at?" she said casually.

"Officers, this is Cherry," Trelawney said from the hallway, and Pete watched the blonde with the cat-like, smoky, sapphire eyes glance at her boss instead of at him and Danny. The look she gave Trelawney...Pete had never seen anything like it before and could only describe it as the predatory look of someone who could devour him whole and in the same heartbeat slash him in the jugular just to watch him bleed. "Baby, these men would like to talk to you. Mais ne te préoccupes pas, chérie. Je serais ici tout le temps. Tu ne dois faire ou dire rien que tu ne veux pas dire, compris?"

The tenderness in Trelawney's voice didn't hide what Pete heard as almost a warning to the woman: Don't tell them anything I might not want you to tell them. And what was with the endearment "baby"? Did Trelawney have something going on with this dancer, his wife's sister, despite his happy marriage?

Glad for the two years of French he'd endured in high school and another two in college, Pete stared sharply at Trelawney. "C'est juste, mademoiselle. You don't have to do anything you don't want to, but we would like to talk to you."

Cherry slowly turned her gaze to them. She was street smart--Pete could tell that in an instant. Her eyes seemed to say she'd seen a lot, maybe too much, in her "at least twenty-one" years. She was unusually tall with a hard, yet curvaceous, deeply tanned body. Despite the fact that she was unquestionably beautiful, her attractiveness left Pete feeling cold. He remembered the way she'd seemed to meet his eyes while she danced; the way she'd viewed the men drooling for her in the audience. She'd hated them all, yet she'd given them what they wanted from her.

"I won't talk without Andre here," Cherry said.

Keeping the door open, Pete and Danny filed in, leaving Trelawney to stand in the hall with his arms crossed smugly over his chest. Danny closed the door in Trelawney's face.

The opposite side of the room from Cherry was stuffed full of plants--hanging greenery, flowering, in pots on the floor. There was also a neat, small library of self-help books on the dressing table over there.

"Miss, we need to know your full name and address," Danny started.

The blond sat in a chair before her dressing table and kept her mouth firmly closed.

"If you insist, we can take you down to the station," Danny warned, almost conversationally.

"I still won't talk. Not without Andre. None of us will regardless of what you try to do to force us."

Pete glanced at Danny, giving him a long-honed signal. Mutually they excused themselves, left the room, and instructed Bradley to make sure Trelawney and Cherry stayed apart. In the shadows outside the dressing room doorway, under cover of the loud music, Danny said fiercely, "I don't want Trelawney in these interviews. It's obvious he's got some kind of hold over these employees. They won't be honest with him breathing down their necks."

Pete shook his head at his partner slowly, understanding Danny's reluctance. "Trelawney doesn't have a right to be present, and he damn well knows it. But I think we'd gain more by letting him in. Think about it: First, they're not gonna talk unless he's there. I don't doubt that for a second, do you? Second, it'll be interesting to watch him with these girls. We're gonna find out a hell of a lot about how this place works by observing their interactions instead of their solo acts. Something tells me they don't do anything without his go-ahead, you know?"

With his dark eyes hard, Danny shrugged. "You sure about this, Pete?"

"Trust me, Van Gogh. We can use this to get the upper hand with Trelawney no wiser to the fact. I guarantee we walk out of here with a good idea what makes these people tick--in a way we wouldn't if we interviewed them alone. We might even come up with some possible motives."

Grumbling, Danny nodded, clearly not entirely convinced. Pete knew his partner's instant aversion to Trelawney was worse than his own. They returned to the hallway, and Pete said calmly, "Mr. Trelawney, will you join us?"

Trelawney's smile of satisfaction didn't affect Pete as much as it did Danny, who grimaced in disgust and fury. As soon as Trelawney entered the room and went to stand behind her, Cherry opened her mouth to say, "I live at 519 Butler Circle."

Pete knew the area of town. It was the high-class section where a lot of the local physicians lived, about five blocks from the nightclub. This particular address was on a cul-de-sac.

"My legal name is Cherry."

Danny glanced up from his notebook.

Trelawney put his hands on Cherry's shoulders protectively. "All my dancers have taken their stage names as their legal names, Lieutenants," he explained as if they would ever accept that alone.

"Well, that's fine, but we're gonna need a little more than that to go on. We'll need to see your driver's license, ma'am."

Cherry shrugged. "I don't have one."

Annoying Pete, Trelawney spoke again. "None of my employees have a driver's license, Lieutenant Shasta. As I told you earlier, Roy and I drive them anywhere they need to go."

No driver's license, no car, no last name. Pete didn't like this at all, and he could see the same reflected in his partner's otherwise neutral expression.

"We need some form of identification," Danny said. "Birth certificate, identification card..."

"Including yours, Mr. Trelawney, and that of your security team and bartenders. Do you have waitresses here?" He didn't remember seeing any, but Pete had long since decided they would do a check on everyone even remotely associated with this nightclub.

With an expression of impatience, Trelawney shook his head. "No waitresses. My security all have bartending training and they alternate between the two tasks throughout the week. I'll provide you with the girls' birth certificates when these interviews are finished. My head of security, Roy Ormond, handles the security team, but, as I told you earlier, he has the night off."

Yet again, Pete was astounded at the level of control Trelawney exerted over his dancers and his wife. Why didn't they have access to their own birth certificates? Why would he be the one providing them with the papers?

"So why are you here?" Cherry asked, seeming unperturbed about what might have brought them here and the blatant fact that her boss was caressing her shoulders in a far too intimate way through her flimsy robe.

Pete felt himself flush slightly in disbelief and immediately began the interview. "Your colleague Teresa was murdered, ma'am."

While she didn't burst into tears, Cherry's eyes opened a little wider. But that was all.

"Did you know Teresa well?" Pete asked.

Cherry shrugged. "Teresa was a friend."

"What was she like? What was her personality?"

"Nice. Normal."

"Did she have any friends outside of the club? Did she ever speak of her family?" Pete continued, feeling like he was getting no closer to discovering anything worthwhile about the victim, especially with Cherry's blunt answers.

Cherry shook her head. "I don't know if she had any friends outside here. She never really talked about her family, at least not to me. I never met them."

"What do you know about her?" Danny asked, his voice calm and engaging.

Gaze shifting slightly toward him, Cherry gave him the once-over. "She smoked--that's why she shares...shared a dressing room with Lacey. The rest of us don't smoke. She liked to sing. Collected nail polish. Her dressing room table is jammed with bottles of it."

So far, Cherry had offered them little more than what they could have guessed on their own after viewing the deceased or if they glanced through her personal possessions. Cherry had claimed that Teresa was a friend of hers, yet she didn't seem to know anything personal about her.

"I don't know any more than that, other than the fact that she's been sick lately. Throwing up. I thought she had the flu or something," Cherry said suddenly in a slightly rushed tone, as though she'd read Pete's mind. "We work together. We don't spend much time together. We weren't tête-à-tête friends. I'm sad to hear she's dead, but I don't know anything. I can't help you. I'm sorry."

Trelawney's hands were going on the dancer's shoulders almost as frantically as her tone. "It's all right, baby," he murmured, bent close to her ear, one hand slipping up to caress the top of her head.

The contact and words seemed to give her strength, and she nodded, all but purring as Trelawney stroked her in word and deed. Pete swore viciously in his head at the scene before him. While he wouldn't bet his life on it, he couldn't help wondering if Cherry was sexually aroused despite the fact that she and her boss weren't alone and someone she'd worked with every day was now dead.

"Were you here from opening to closing on Wednesday night until early yesterday morning?" Pete continued, keeping his voice neutral and his teeth from clenching around the words.

"Yes, I was."

"You never left?"

"No."

"Did you see Teresa during working hours?"

Cherry grimaced. "Well, yeah. We work together. But I didn't pay much attention to her in particular. We didn't talk, if that's what you mean."

"Where were you after four a.m.?"

"In my dressing room here, getting ready to go home and get some sleep. I walked home last night--"

"With the deceased?"

Trelawney's comfort had brought back Cherry's unperturbed aura. She spoke conversationally again. "No. We must have left at different times because I didn't see her leave and nothing happened on my walk home. I stayed on the banquette--the sidewalk--the whole time."

Undoubtedly, Trelawney had an accent and so did Cherry, but Pete couldn't place the origin. The farthest he'd gotten from Wisconsin was a honeymoon in Hawaii, and Falcon's Bend had very little cultural diversity to give him that edge. He'd have to talk to Danny about the accents. Danny had left Falcon's Bend shortly after graduating high school and didn't return until a few years ago to accept the position as Pete's partner on the FBPD.

"Anyway," Cherry said, rolling her eyes, "I walked straight home and went to bed. I slept till about three o'clock this afternoon."

"Do you know if Teresa carried a purse?"

"A purse? No. I never noticed her carrying one."

"Where did she carry money? ID?"

Cherry shrugged.

Pete heard Danny scratching down the information in his notebook, and in the meantime, Pete thanked Cherry for her time.

She'd given them little to go on. Nevertheless, she would go on his mental list of suspects, along with her boss. She didn't have a proven alibi and her surprised and frenzied reactions could easily have been faked. Besides, what kind of person got turned on while talking about a dead colleague? Something about her on-and-off personality and her too-intimate-by-half relationship with Trelawney didn't add up in Pete's mind.

"Who do you share this dressing room with?" he asked as he and Danny moved toward the door.

"Sugar. She's not here." Cherry glanced at her boss furtively.

"What do you mean she's not here?" Trelawney demanded.

"Sugar and Lacey went home at three, just before these guys showed up."

Trelawney's jaw tightened, his face filled with hot fury. Yet he managed in a controlled voice, "Were they ill?"

Cherry shrugged as though she wanted to throw herself into Trelawney's arms and beg him to forgive her. For the first time that night, she truly looked upset. "I told 'em not to. I'd never do anything like that to you, Andre. They wouldn't listen to me."

Trelawney barely spared her a glance to give her the consolation she needed only from him. "We'll discuss this later."

"We can interview them as soon as we're done here--in their homes," Pete said, not sure why the two of them were acting the way they were. Was it only a boss angry over employees leaving before their shift? Why would that upset Cherry? "Mr. Trelawney, could you point us toward the dressing room Teresa shared with your dancer Lacey?"

"I shall be glad to accompany you there tout de suite," Trelawney said pointedly, his teeth still clenched in anger.

"Oh, never had a doubt," Pete muttered.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 10

 

They filed down the hall to the next door. In that short time, Danny concluded that he was in a sexually charged atmosphere. Hell, he'd walked in the door and seen three naked women engaged in the kind of acts he considered highly private between one man and one woman. Sex was public here. The dancers gave a mock version of it, and the audience ate it up like rabid dogs. Maybe he'd read into Trelawney and Cherry's behavior because of the atmosphere. That massage was ingrained in his mind firmly, though, and the only way to confirm or refute it would be to talk to his partner and get his impressions. And that wouldn't happen until all the interviews concluded and they headed back to the station.

Danny glanced at his best friend and partner. While most people would see Pete as calm and collected, Danny could tell he was anything but at the moment. His eyes were closed to mere slits; his tan, freckled skin was ruddy with disbelief and uncertainty, almost the same color as his orange-red hair. Even his mouth was set in that hard line Danny knew so well.

When they were kids, Pete had had two states of being--withdrawn and severely withdrawn. Those severely withdrawn times had been a nightmare for Danny. Pete had the kind of control that could go both ways. Maybe he'd explode, let all the s@#t fly and then it'd be out where they could deal with. Then there were the times when he'd stayed locked up like that, holding back an implosion so great it made everyone around him just as uncomfortable. Pete could hold it for days or weeks at a time before he found an outlet.

Pete was one of the few people left in the world who not only believed in idealistic things like morals, principles, and the necessity of willpower, but actually lived by a code of ethics that he almost never allowed himself to shuck off without damn good reason. As far as Danny knew, his friend's only downfall had been Lisa Mercer, and even she'd been a wrong turned right.

Pete had been the solid guy with the strong shoulders all the girls came to cry on in high school. Danny, in comparison, had been the make-out king of Falcon High. Pete had never been comfortable around girls or women, especially in a romantic way; probably didn't trust them after the way his mom had burned his old man. Donna had been the first woman Pete had allowed to get close to him, but one of the last in a long string he'd come to distrust. Lisa was the only woman who'd irrevocably discovered the way to Pete's heart.

Danny saw that it was almost four a.m. when he glanced at his watch. Until he and Pete left, he had to trust his eyes, his sense of reason, and his long-honed gut instincts.

"This was Teresa's dressing table." Trelawney motioned redundantly. One of the many things stuck around the mirror was a metallic and glitter cut-out with the name Teresa on it. Just as Cherry had claimed, Teresa's table was jammed from one end to the other with nail polish, manicure tools, cigarettes, lighters, CDs, and a player. A number of wigs in various colors, lengths, and styles hung over the mirror.

Pete opened the drawers of the table, but didn't see anything interesting inside any of them.

From the hall, Danny heard the door open and close and the tap of heels coming toward them. He and Pete stepped out of the dressing room. A girl entered the hall, her head down, with Bradley trailing her. She'd wrapped the purple feather boa around her in strategic ways that covered most of her front, something the last girl hadn't had the inclination to do.

Before Danny or Pete could utter a word, Trelawney stepped forward and encased the girl securely in a robe.

"Andre, what's happening?" she asked shakily. Her voice could have belonged to a small child--sweet, utterly trusting, and with a quality that probably made everyone around her want to protect her.

Welcome change from the last uninhibited vixen.

Danny had to admit Pete's instinct to interview the dancers with Trelawney present had been right on. They had plenty of clues, and the motives were becoming clearer, even if the puzzle hadn't even begun to take shape.

Trelawney put his arms around his employee, murmuring to her soothingly in French. If he'd said anything he shouldn't in the foreign language, Pete's expression would have told Danny. With his voice loaded with reassurance, Trelawney turned her toward them with his arm around her shoulders as he said, "These officers would like to talk to you, Deidre. Don't be afraid. I'm right here beside you. I won't leave you."

A rush of white hot heat filled Danny's head as soon as he saw the girl fully--and girl was an apt description of her. Before anyone could stop him, Danny reached forward and grabbed Trelawney by the collar of his fancy shirt. "How old is this girl, you sick b@#d?" he demanded.

Deidre let out a cry of fear, but Trelawney just stared at him, eye to unflinching eye. "I told you, Lieutenant, all of my dancers are twenty-one or older. If you doubt that, I shall get their birth certificates immediately. Your choice, of course."

Birth certificate or no birth certificate, this little girl couldn't have been a day over fifteen. Danny would have staked his life on it. But Pete put his hand on his shoulder and eased him back.

"I'm gonna make sure you're not lying," Danny said in a low voice. "And you'll pay if you are."

After too many years on the NYPD, Danny had seen some of the most atrocious crimes known to man. The worst part of it had been that too large a percentage of those crimes were against innocent children. Preying on young kids was unforgivable. As far as Danny was concerned, child predators should be fried until there was nothing left but a sizzling husk.

Deidre moved into Trelawney's arms again, tears filling her big blue eyes. But that wasn't all. She looked up at him with her heart fully in her eyes. Hell and damnation, bad enough this naïve kid was stripping here on a nightly basis. It was obvious she was also desperately in love with her boss. She stared up at him like she'd do anything he asked her to, anything at all, and she'd believe whatever he told her. Hard to get worse than that, but Trelawney managed--his protectiveness toward this girl was fiercely evident.

"Miss, if you want to go in your dressing room and sit down," Pete started in a pacifying tone, "we need to ask you a couple questions."

After the four of them shuffled into her dressing room and Deidre sat at a dressing table covered with makeup and tiny cat knickknacks, she looked up at them with worry and fear infusing her already flushed cheeks. Danny's anger increased. She was so damned small and adorable, he couldn't imagine anybody having the malevolent inclination to take advantage of her. With irresistible dimples; short, wispy hair that she kept winding around her fingers nervously; and the plump lushness teenagers frequently have, she sat before them in a prim, self-conscious way.

"Miss, your colleague, Teresa, was murdered recently," Pete told her as delicately tactful as Danny had ever seen him.

The girl's eyes widened, her hands flew to her mouth, and just like that, just that quickly, she was sobbing in frantic disbelief, moaning, "Oh, no!" over and over. Trelawney had clearly anticipated her reaction, because he'd knelt beside her chair and was ready when she threw herself into his arms.

Danny's gut reaction told him she responded genuinely. He and Pete communicated in a wordless glance, both relieved that someone here had shown signs of honest-to-God distress over Teresa's death.

"How can it be? How can it be, Andre?" the girl moaned over and over. When she finally glanced at the two of them, tears still streaming down her face, she asked in a trusting way that made Danny feel both protective and helpless, "Who could have done something so horrible?"

"Did you know the deceased well, Deidre?" Pete asked gently.

"'Deceased'? How can Ter be deceased? Gosh, she was just in here last night..." The girl motioned toward the dressing table across from her. "She poured her heart out to me. She was sitting, like, right there!"

Fresh sobs shook her, and she wept into Trelawney's shoulder as if she couldn't bear to look at the place where her friend had been recently.

"What did Teresa tell you?" Pete asked as soon as she'd calmed enough to hear him.

Deidre sat motionless for an instant as she tried to remember. She shook her head wildly. "Things... Nothing, like, specific. Just that it was all going wrong. It wasn't what she expected her life to come to, you know? She was so confused about everything. Poor Teresa."

Before she could collapse again, Pete pushed on. "Can you be more specific, Deidre? Anything you can tell us could help us find out who did this to her."

Pressing her fists against her chin, Deidre gave every indication of thinking as hard as she could, obviously wanting to help. "I can't, I can't," she moaned at last. "I don't know. I can't remember anything but that she was a mess. She didn't make much sense then, and she left, and I felt like I didn't help her much. I tried to tell her to follow her heart. You can never go wrong if you follow your heart, you know?"

That might be your problem, sweetheart, Danny thought, glancing at Trelawney who still knelt beside the girl as if he could shield her from any pain.

"What did you want her to follow her heart to do?" Pete asked, and Danny knew he wouldn't get anywhere with the question even though he had to try.

"Whatever she wanted to do," Deidre insisted. "Gosh, maybe if I'd tried harder to help her... But she didn't commit suicide, did she? Someone else must have done this to her."

"That's right. Someone else," Danny confirmed.

"We need your full name and address, miss," Pete said.

"Deidre, 519 Butler Circle."

She lives at 519 Butler Circle? "You live with Cherry?" Danny beat Pete to the shocked question.

"We all live together."

"All the dancers in this club?" Pete clarified.

Trelawney suddenly stepped forward, spreading his hands toward them in a plea for understanding. "Lieutenants, this is a very small town and though business has been average, good on the weekends, my dancers and I thought it would be beneficial and most cost efficient for us to share an abode." He smiled that sickeningly charming smile that Danny was beginning to loathe. "You must realize that there is nothing unusual or scandaleux about this arrangement. I assure you it's all on the up-and-up."

"How many people do you live with, Mr. Trelawney?"

"All of the dancers. All six of them."

Pete stared hard at Trelawney. "You and your wife live with six of your employees--your dancers?"

Holy s@#t on toast, as Davy York had said. What the hell was this? Danny had never heard of anything so asinine in his life. What kind of person lived with their employees, especially when the employees were strippers and the owner was supposedly happily married?

Again, Trelawney gave him that smooth, let-me-explain-and-then-you'll-see gesture. "Call it a bed-and-breakfast situation, if you will. My wife and I have a suite on the upper floor of our home. Each girl has a room downstairs, sort of a shotgun arrangement. I had the house custom-built when we moved to the area in hopes that the town would open their arms to us. And they have. We live in the same house, gentlemen, but we keep to ourselves most of the time, as necessary."

"Your wife doesn't have a problem with this?" Danny asked in disbelief.

Trelawney had balls--he'd give him that. He actually smiled as though he pitied them, his eyes impatient. "Why would she? She knows I'm a model husband."

"Did Teresa mention to you that she'd been sick a couple times lately?" Pete asked Deidre.

After a moment's hesitation, she said softly, as if she believed she was betraying someone, "She didn't get along with Vanessa. She made fun of her eating disorder. Vanessa is anorexic and bulimic, you know. A couple weeks ago, Teresa had a snack during break, something she picked up from MJ's before we came in to work, and she threw up violently after. Roy had to take her home. I guess I thought Vanessa put some of her syrup of ipecac in her snack...kind of, like, revenge for Teresa's teasing. They were fighting so loud the next morning, they woke me up. Then it happened again just last week. Ter threw up again in our dressing room. But I knew it couldn't have been Vanessa putting ipecac in Teresa's snack 'cause she just got it out of the machine across the hall. Vanessa wasn't here; she was riding the cotton pony, you know."

Danny had a "what the hell?" moment before Pete clarified her statement: "You mean she had her period?"

Deidre flushed bright red about what had to be a pretty common phrase between the dancers. "Yes."

"And yesterday? Was Vanessa here yesterday?"

"Uh-huh. Vanessa's trying to get better, you know? She was trying to eat, like, regularly, but she gobbled up an entire pint of ice cream during her break--"

"Which break was that?" Danny asked, pen hovering over his notebook. While it might not matter, he liked to have the facts in case it proved to be important later.

"The one at 2:30. I came into our dressing room when my break started at 2:45 and found Vanessa just, like, tearing up the place, looking for her syrup of ipecac. She looked everywhere, even in my drawers, but she couldn't find it. She started crying because she felt so bloated. She kept saying she was going to die and begging me to help her. Gosh, I still can't believe I did it, but we went into the bathroom and I...I actually pushed my finger down her throat so she'd throw up. And she did. She can't do that herself--that's why she needs an emetic, you know."

Pete and Danny shared a look of disgust. Not a single person in this damn joint was normal, that was for sure.

Pete asked Deidre if she was in the nightclub from open to close on Wednesday night, Thursday morning, and she said as though she'd suddenly remembered, that she thought Teresa had left a little early--about 3:30 a.m.

"What did you do after you left?"

"Roy drove us home...drove me, Sugar, and Mel home. Mel is Andre's wife, you know. When we got there, Sugar went right to bed. I was hungry, though, so I ordered a pizza and sat up reading in the living room. I was right in the middle of a Stephen King book and I have a hard time putting them down once I get started."

"What about Mr. Trelawney's wife? Did she go right up to bed?"

"Yeah, but she came down for awhile later. We talked for, like, twenty minutes. She had some pizza, but she seemed really out of it. Like dead tired, you know? Cherry got home just before Mel went up to bed. She didn't stay up. I waited until about 5:30 for Andre to come home and then--"

Deidre's guileless face suddenly suffused with red once more, and she glanced helplessly at her boss. Danny would have had to be blind to miss the hard look Trelawney gave her.

"I...I went to bed," Deidre insisted.

"It's all right, Deidre," Trelawney murmured. "You've done nothing wrong. Just tell the officers the truth, ma petite."

What he didn't say, and didn't really need to--it was loud and clear--was "tell them my truth."

"You can stop coaching her, dammit." Danny glared at Trelawney. "Keep your mouth shut or get the hell out."

"I've done nothing of the sort," Trelawney said peevishly.

"Did you go to bed alone, Deidre?" Danny asked, giving him a warning look for silence.

Just as abruptly as last time, Deidre burst into tears, burying her face in her hands.

You rotten son-of-a-b@#h, Danny thought contemptuously. Jacking a young girl with your wife right under the same roof. Sick b@#d.

Trelawney shot to his feet with anger flashing in his eyes. "Could you please have a little tact, Lieutenant Vincent? Can't you see she's already upset?" Trelawney put his hand on top of Deidre's head. "Now, I think we've had enough of this for the time being. Allow Deidre to collect herself before you start demanding answers for her every little movement."

"Maybe you'd like to answer the question, you pervert," Danny sneered, not surprised when Pete murmured a word of caution to him.

"Salaud, I'll have you know that I slept in my wife's bed, just as I do every night. How dare you? As soon as Deidre is able, she'll confirm that."

'Course she will, pervert. She'd do any damn thing you ask her to at the mere crook of your finger.

As Deidre had collected herself and said with a degree of conviction, "I went to bed alone," Danny wondered, feeling both mad and sad, how Trelawney looked at himself in the mirror every day.

"I haven't seen Ter since last shift at work, I swear," Deidre added softly.

"Do you know anyone who might have anything against Teresa, miss?" Pete asked.

Predictably, Deidre shook her head. "I can't imagine. Who would do something so horrible? Poor Ter. I don't even want to know how she died."

It was obvious to Danny that this scrap of a girl didn't have the heart to kill a bug, but she wasn't leveling with them and that was cause for concern. Because of her blatantly underage appearance and the possibility she'd lie for Trelawney in a heartbeat, they'd need to run a check on her.

Bradley brought in the next girl, saying she was coming on a break.

"Am I done?" Deidre asked softly.

Pete and Danny nodded while she got up saying she needed to wash her face before she went back out. She hugged the girl at the door before making her escape.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 11

 

"Lieutenants, perhaps you would like Cafe au Lait?" Trelawney said, surprising and annoying Pete with the offer as they waited for Vanessa to get dressed. "In my office I have a special blend you might enjoy."

Pete almost laughed about that. At the department they had a special blend as well. It was called three-hours-too-long sludge. "No. Thanks, but this stuff'll work." Pete indicated the coffee machine in the break room.

"It's quite unpalatable, I assure you," Trelawney said, while Danny also shook his head at the offer. Pete drank the coffee almost without feeling how hot it was. It was after four thirty. He'd been working since seven thirty yesterday morning. His empty stomach protested the addition of the acidic coffee, but he ignored it. He needed his mind to be sharp.

The dressing room door across the hall opened, and Vanessa located them, suspicion in her dark eyes. She'd put on a pair of loose white jeans and a button-down sweater with short sleeves. Pete was relieved at the prospect of interviewing someone who was fully dressed.

With the right makeup and attitude, this dancer could just pass for twenty-one. She had long, reddish-brown, corkscrew curls--unmistakably natural--and softly exotic features. At 5'7", she could have passed for a black Gwyneth Paltrow--delicate and willowy. The starkly protruding bones in her neck testified to the eating disorder Deidre had told them afflicted Vanessa.

She was on edge. Pete could hear the tension in her voice when she requested of her boss, "What's going on, baby? Why are the cops here? They've never been here before."

"Ma'am, your colleague Teresa was found murdered a couple hours ago," Danny told her, and Vanessa's suspicious gaze shifted to him in shock. She didn't say a word about it, though.

"When did you last see the victim?" Pete asked.

"Geez! Work yesterday...morning." Vanessa spoke in a stumbling voice, her eyes constantly going back to her employer as if seeking guidance...or permission.

"You were here at all times from opening to closing Wednesday night and Thursday morning?"

Vanessa nodded briefly, lifting her hand to massage the back of her neck nervously.

"Did you see Teresa leave?"

"No. I...I wasn't feeling well for awhile and had to lie down in here."

Though her complexion didn't allow for a blush, it was clear that she was uncomfortable with the subject, especially when Pete pursued it. "Deidre mentioned that. She said you were looking for a stock of syrup of ipecac you keep in your dressing room. Where do you think it went? Did you suspect anyone of taking it at the time?"

Vanessa's discomfort intensified and she rubbed her hands together like she was freezing. "I don't know."

Pete sensed she was ashamed of her eating disorder. She wouldn't offer them anything along these lines so he changed his tack. "The other dancers say you didn't ride home with Roy. Did you walk home at closing time?"

"I had some things to do first," she told them after a nod, her expression as guarded as her tone. Why was she so nervous? Pete could understand that most people were uptight talking to police officers, but she showed all the signs of wanting to hide something. "I was here for a little while."

"You were here how long? According to Deidre, you didn't come home before she went to bed at 5:30. You had something pressing to do at that time of the morning? You were here all that time?"

"Yes," Vanessa insisted, her eyes flashing hotly.

"Did you see anyone else here?"

For a minute Vanessa said nothing at all, just stared at Trelawney until he finally said, "This is no time to protect anyone, darling. One of our own is dead. C'est tragique."

What? Did Trelawney have a secret code he'd worked out with his dancers for contingencies? His tone seemed to be conveying some meaning that only he and Vanessa understood at the moment. Pete didn't like it.

"I'm gonna ask you not to interrupt again, Mr. Trelawney," Pete said firmly, quickly, before Danny could go off.

"I...I had a date," Vanessa said.

Well, this was unprecedented. Something normal in this place with these people? "I'm gonna need his name and address, miss."

Plainly shocked by the request, Vanessa shook her head. "Geez! That's not possible! I can't do that."

"And why wouldn't you be able to do that? Is he married?"

"No," Vanessa said on a deep breath. "I can't tell you because...because I don't know it."

For one second Pete was confused. Then he realized what she was saying her date had been a one-night stand.

"You had a date with a man and you didn't ask his name at any point during it?" Danny demanded.

Pete wasn't surprised when the dancer became righteously defensive. "We screwed, baby. That's all. Then I walked home and went to bed."

"How long would you say you stayed here after the club closed at four a.m., Vanessa?" Pete asked, his voice placating.

"I don't know. Geez, I didn't time it! A couple hours maybe."

She was peeved at the line of questioning while Pete couldn't help thinking, You screwed this guy for a couple of hours and never bothered asking for a first name?

"I didn't kill Ter. I swear I didn't."

"Nobody said you did, miss. We're just collecting the facts for now."

Pete could tell she felt attacked. She looked like a frantic, cornered animal. She rubbed her hands together faster. "He's a regular customer. I mean, maybe he'd...maybe he'd verify my alibi--as long as you didn't publish his name or tell anybody."

Trelawney's hand went to Vanessa's shoulder, as if he'd actually expect Pete and Danny to believe he was trying to calm her down. His squeeze conveyed a message just as his tone had earlier. Vanessa glanced up at him worriedly, and Pete wondered if she was afraid she'd said the wrong thing. Why wouldn't Trelawney want her to provide an alibi for herself? Had she been with Trelawney during those hours? Hell, would this guy screw Vanessa, then go home and take Deidre to bed? A patented playboy like Trelawney probably would.

"As long as your alibi checks out, no one will have to know. We do need to verify this. Is your date here tonight? Was he the one you were with when we walked in?"

Vanessa nodded tightly, her arms wrapped around herself as if she was freezing to death. "If you'd just let me talk to him first--"

Pete moved to the doorway, calling to Bradley. "Take Vanessa out to the bar and bring back the man she specifies."

During the few minutes the two of them were gone, Trelawney stood rocking back and forth on his heels, his arms crossed loosely. Hard as he tried, he couldn't convince Pete that he was merely impatient to get all this over with. He was damned nervous. Why?

Vanessa and Bradley came back alone. "He must have left when he saw you guys get here," Vanessa said softly.

His men had gotten the names of everyone leaving the club, so Vanessa's date would be on the list. Chopp would go over the list and have everyone interviewed in the morning, but Pete already knew whoever the "date" in question was wouldn't cop to sleeping with one of the dancers without a little pressure. Until Vanessa's alibi came forward, though, she was officially on Pete's mental list of suspects.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 12

 

"Mr. Trelawney," Pete said, "we'd like to interview your security team now. Officer Bradley will accompany you to get each man, two at a time. I'll need the paperwork for each man on your team, if you'll get that ready for us. I'll take your driver's license now as well. If you could also gather the dancers' paperwork, get us pictures of each of your dancers and have everything ready for us before we go, we'd appreciate it."

"We also need a blueprint of the building," Danny added.

Trelawney was silent, scowling as he retrieved and gave over his driver's license. "Stop by my office on your way out. I'll have everything you need ready, Lieutenants."

As he left them in the hallway, Pete's stomach growled loudly in the sudden silence. Danny took out of handful of change, saying, "It's on me."

The candy bar wasn't enough to fill the hole in Pete's stomach, and he doubted he'd have time to grab anything after they left here. The paperwork alone would take a couple of hours. He'd be lucky to get home before Lisa had to go to work in a few hours. And I won't get to see what she wore to bed. He grimaced, tossing the wrapper away and helping himself to the water cooler in the break room. Maybe that was for the best though. When he was on a case, he didn't eat, rarely slept, and couldn't concentrate on anything except the case for long. He'd need to keep distractions to a minimum until this case was over...even those of his beautiful wife.

In the few minutes he and Danny had alone, they didn't speak--they wouldn't until they were out of there. When Bradley appeared with two of the security guards, Pete had them go into separate rooms while handing Trelawney's license to Bradley. "Run this through Dispatch, then give it back to the owner."

Bradley nodded, and Pete took the guard across the hall from Danny's interview. All the security guards were married, and their reactions to Teresa's death were appropriate--genuine surprise and sorrow. Pete and Danny expected their alibis to check out easily.

"Let's get the stuff from Trelawney and get the hell out of here," Pete muttered.

"Sounds like a plan."

After a brief tap on Trelawney's office door, Pete entered to find him with Vanessa, who stopped speaking immediately upon seeing them. Her cheeks seemed hollow with fear and her body posture was rigid. Pete wondered what they'd been talking about, especially in light of Trelawney's too-friendly smile. He handed Pete a folder. "Everything you've requested is in there. Alors, messieurs, you've gotten everything you need from me. I hope you can find your own way out."

 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 13

 

Stepping outside of Danse de Minuit felt like freedom from a prison to Pete. Gratefully, he sucked in the muggy air of the summer night. Chopp and Rosch joined them from opposite ends of the building, reporting that there were side entrances as well as two back entrances. Only a couple patrons had come through them, and they'd gotten their contact information before letting them go. Jensen also reported a long list of possibilities for Vanessa's "date".

After explaining Vanessa's alibi for where she was after closing time early that morning, Pete handed Jensen's list to Chopp. "Start interviewing everyone on these lists first thing in the morning. One of them might give us some clues." With a mile-long list of possible suspects, they needed to start eliminating where they could, if they could. "We also need to add extra patrol around the park and this club during its hours of operation."

Tucking the birth certificates and information from the security team under his arm, Chopp promised to have something on Trelawney and Ormond by morning, if nothing else.

"Jensen, you see any differences in tonight's show compared to when you saw it eight months ago?"

"Lot raunchier," Jensen said, obviously trying to cover how tired he was. He'd been on-duty almost as long as Pete had. "Especially that Vanessa. I didn't see anything like that last time I was here. I would've reported that to you even if I was there as a civilian."

Pete nodded grimly. "Okay. File your reports, then I'll see you two in the morning."

"Let's take a walk," Pete said to Danny. Witmer Park was about two blocks from there, more or less, but Pete had never walked it before and didn't know how long it'd take, especially with Main Street between Witmer Park and the club. Main Street became Highway 54 further up. There was always traffic there, even after midnight. "See how long it takes us to get to Witmer Park from here. Just let me take this damn thing off."

Once he tossed his jacket into the car along with the blueprint Trelawney had reluctantly provided, he watched Danny set his watch. They'd walk slowly, the way Teresa probably had after being sick. Pete wondered if she'd considered lying down in her dressing room but knew her boss wouldn't allow her to slack off if she was in the vicinity of the club. He hadn't gotten a clear enough idea of the deceased's personality, even after all the interviews, to really know if that was something she'd think about, but he did believe Trelawney's personality was crystal clear.

They reached Main Street where traffic had thinned somewhat, but they pressed the walk button in any case, the way Teresa might have done. Within thirty seconds they were able to cross.

"Twelve minutes," Danny said.

In the glare of artificial light from the street lamp, Pete glanced at Danny's notebook. He'd written down the names and addresses of all the businesses along the way and the ones further up the street, like Osbourne Liquor, where Davy York had gone after he found the body. Tomorrow they'd have to send some officers down here to interview these businesses and the people who lived above or nearby them.

"If Teresa left the nightclub at 3:30, per Deidre's statement," Danny started, "she would have reached this spot by 3:40 to 3:45 at the latest."

That fact narrowed the time of the murder down, as well as the alibis. It gave Cherry access to a solid alibi since she'd been on stage facing dozens of witnesses. As for the others, Pete wasn't sure.

Vanessa's date was a curious monkey wrench in the whole business. Who was this guy? Did Vanessa and possibly the other dancers make a habit of having sexual relations with customers after hours?

"What the dancers do after hours is their business, but why didn't they go back to the guy's place?" Pete wondered. "Why did they do it in a dressing room--for hours--especially with no bed in sight, and considering the fact that Trelawney was still in his office? An average businessman wouldn't be too happy about something like that happening right there in his respectable place of business. Unless he commissioned it himself." It was a dirty, ugly business, but Pete had considered the possibility of prostitution going on within the walls of Danse de Minuit. Vanessa was an obvious part to it with this nameless date of hers. If they found out that some of the girls were underage, that would really cinch things for Trelawney. They'd string him up by the balls.

"So, what are you thinking?" Danny asked. "Heat of the moment? Or was Teresa's death premeditated?"

Recognizing the edge in his partner's tone that told him Danny had a theory, Pete shook his head. He wanted to hear if the two of them were working along the same tracks. "What do you think?"

"I think it's true that strangulation is generally heat of the moment, like Cora said, but I don't think a female perp would have to be all that strong. Think about this: Witmer Park's pretty popular around here, especially in the summer, but after about ten p.m., only randy high school kids come out here. After one a.m., it's damn sure deserted. The only people around are the tavern crowds. It could have been someone drunk, but did you see anything around the park you could strangle someone with?"

Pete had considered the same thing--the park was specially engineered for safety, to prevent accidents. The toddlers and preschoolers who frequented it most likely wouldn't be able to strangle themselves or each other with a swing or any of the other equipment.

"So that leaves us with a perp who planned it or just happened to have something handy to strangle the victim with. Do you carry anything with you normally that's capable of strangling someone to death?" Danny asked. "And an average belt is too wide for the markings Cora put down as eight millimeters wide."

"Maybe she wasn't killed here," Pete said, playing devil's advocate to cover all the angles. "Maybe she was brought here after."

Danny shrugged. "Could have been, but from where? Other than the woods in the back of the park past the field, this street borders businesses--mostly taverns that are open until two to four a.m. most nights--on all sides. The perp risks being seen. If they came in through the woods, they'd be walking for at least a mile, probably more...with a dead body, mind you." Danny shook his head. "No, everything points toward the victim being strangled right there, close to those tracks where the body was dragged, by someone who'd drugged her to make her pliant. I think it was someone she knew, someone who wasn't really strong. The perp must have realized only after strangling the victim just how heavy she was. Started to drag her, saw the tracks Teresa's pumps made on the ground by digging it up, so stopped and took the shoes off her feet. Then the perp dragged her the rest of the way, went back to get the shoes and tucked them behind her, in too much of a hurry to worry about one of them tumbling down the slope."

"How did they make her pliant?"

"We won't know for sure until after the autopsy tomorrow, but I have my suspicions and I think you do, too."

Danny had vividly described most of the scenario Pete had painted in his own mind. Now it was a matter of getting the facts to substantiate it.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 14

 

"How could it be? Teresa...she was so harmless. Just ask anybody. She had such dreams, and I'd listen to her and tell her that they could come true. As long as we all stuck together, we'd be okay."

Sugar sat before the police officers in the living room of Andre's house. He'd woken her only ten minutes before, told her to get dressed, and while she did, told her why Teresa was missing. All Sugar's fears had come to pass. Even as Andre warned her not to say anything, the doorbell had been summoning them.

She was too upset to care if her carefully cultivated accent slipped as she spoke. Huddling closer into her full-length robe, she wept, talked, and shoved potato chips into her mouth because her entire life felt so out of control. This was how she handled herself in a crisis.

"Why did you leave your shift early tonight?" one of the officers asked her.

She glanced fearfully at Andre, not surprised by the anger in his eyes. She'd gotten an extra hour of sleep. It wasn't as though she'd betrayed him for that. Yet he'd punish her for it.

"It was the first time I ever did... There was only an hour of my shift left. I didn't think anyone would notice."

"You said you've been worried about Teresa. When did you start worrying, miss?" orange-haired Pete asked.

Sugar shook her head. "I don't know. She was sick again Wednesday night. She threw up and accused Nessa of putting syrup of ipecac in her food again. I know Nessa would never do that. She'd never purposely hurt anybody. I convinced Teresa that Nessa didn't do it. And then Roy couldn't take her home 'cause that awful customer tried to take advantage of Cherry. I hate scenes like that. I can't bear to see one of us hurt or at odds. I keep telling them that we're family and families who live together have to get along, but they fight so much and I'm always in the middle trying to keep the peace."

After setting down the bag of chips, Sugar wiped her face with the back of her hand. Surprising her, Andre took her hand in comfort. She smiled up at him weakly when he squeezed it.

"You witnessed the scene, Sugar?"

She nodded, turning back to Officer Pete. "That horrible man kept insisting that Cherry led him on, that she'd wanted him to--" Her face burned in anger and embarrassment as she shook her head. "They all think that. Do you understand that, mister...Lieutenant Pete? They think that because we take our clothes off for them, that we should...lie down for them, too--just because. And that's not right. We don't want--but then Roy had to come and throw him out."

Pete asked her about her whereabouts during work hours, whether she'd seen Teresa leave, and what she'd done after Roy drove her home with the other girls. She told them what she could to help: She'd been there all night, she hadn't seen Teresa leave, and she'd gone straight home to bed.

Sugar's inescapable sense of failure took hold as the police dismissed her. She knew she'd given them nothing to aid them in finding who had killed poor Teresa. When Andre bent down and whispered in her ear, "Very good, cherie," she knew she'd also inadvertently played right into his hands. Story of her life. Her guilt and fear began again.

No, she couldn't go against Andre. Maybe Vanessa was right about that--they were all damned if they didn't, damned if they did.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 15

 

"She's not here."

"Lacey isn't here?" Pete clarified Bradley's news before turning to Trelawney. "I thought you said all your dancers live here with you."

Trelawney shrugged. "I don't control them. If she's not in her room or any other room--"

The front door opened suddenly, and a woman came in wearing only a trench coat, one not well belted either.

The woman looked at least thirty years old. Like Cherry, she was unusually tall for a woman--close to 5'11", which wasn't much shorter than Pete's own six feet. In the stiletto heels she wore, she was probably even taller. She had a square face; long, straight, coal black hair; and ice blue eyes heavily lined and done up elaborately at the edges with extended false eyelashes. The woman looked as though she worked out often--the muscles alone in her white legs could have rivaled Pete's. As her coat gaped, he couldn't help noticing just how large her breasts were. She made no effort to cover herself, either, as she stood in the doorway staring at them.

Her lips, especially the top one, looked as though she'd been stung by a bee, and she licked them, her eyes locked on his in a way that Pete found incredibly lewd.

"And here she is, gentleman. Lacey," Andre introduced coldly.

She stepped down into the sunken living room, brushing past Pete deliberately when there was plenty of room for her to pass without touching anyone. Pete heard her moan "Mhm", and his face burned in both anger and humiliation.

Readin' into this, Shasta? Pete didn't think so.

The woman sat in an overstuffed beige chair and lit a cigarette, sighing as though she was completely satisfied by their encounter. She didn't even bother to cross her legs.

"Something happened. It's Teresa, ain't it," she said emotionlessly. Her accent was similar to Cherry's and Trelawney's, yet the flavor was just slightly different. "She didn't come in to work tonight and no one knows where she's at," Lacey said, shrugging indifferently at Pete's raised eyebrows. "Besides, why else would you guys be here?"

Pete realized that Trelawney had chosen to stay off to the side, not behind or beside his dancer this time. No doubt he realized better than any of them that this was a woman who could take care of herself.

"Do you know where she might be or what might have happened to her?"

Lacey shook her head.

"Her body was found in Witmer Park, ma'am," Pete revealed, watching her reaction closely.

Lacey leaned forward to stub out her cigarette, shock on her face. "No s@#t! Woah."

"Were you at the club from opening to closing on Wednesday night, Thursday morning, Lacey?" Pete asked and she said, "Yeah."

"You didn't leave at any time during your shift, the way you did this morning?"

"Why would I?"

"That depends. Why did you leave early this morning?"

"'Cause I f@#g wanted to. I didn't wanna yesterday. Clear?"

"Did you see Teresa at any time on Wednesday night, Thursday morning?"

"'Course. We share a dressing room. She was sick yesterday morning. Went home early. She's been sick a lot lately, or pretending to be sick. What do I know?"

"Was she sick during her break?"

"Yeah. 'Round 3:15--my break was almost over and Ter's started."

"Did you notice if she'd been eating anything?"

"Yeah," Lacey said again, grimacing. She pulled out and lit another cigarette. "She came in and the first thing she did was bite into one of those ben yeahs she loves so much no matter how bad they are for you. Next thing, she pukes all over the makeup table. S@#t, it was disgusting, like a volcano spewing. I asked her if she was trying out Vanessa's eat-and-vomit routine. That pissed her off good."

Lacey smiled slightly, obviously pleased at having pissed her colleague "off good". "These sluts got no self-control. Sugar eats like a f@#g pig. And Vanessa...hell, she's a human beanpole and keeps whining about how fat she is." Lacey shook her head without a trace of sympathy. "Anyway, I went to get Roy so he could drive her home like he did the couple times she got sick before. But Cherry was havin' trouble with some john at the bar who was harassing her and Roy was taking it out on his ass."

"Can you remember at what time Teresa left?"

"Musta been 3:25 'cause there were only five minutes of my break to go."

So Teresa had been alive prior to approximately 3:30 a.m., according to what Deidre had said, couldn't get a ride, and started to walk.

"Who was dancing when you went back into the bar?" Pete asked.

"I think it was Cherry. Oops, did I just give her an alibi?" Her tone conveyed that she could care less if Cherry got off or burned in hell.

"When did you leave the club, Lacey?"

"After closing. I walked home."

"You walked home, too?"

"I always do. I'm a health nut, or tell me you didn't notice, Lieutenant."

Pete ignored her comment and the rude look on her face.

"Besides, I can't stand to be sardined into that Cadillac with everybody else."

"Did you see Cherry? She said she also walked home after work yesterday."

Lacey shook her head.

One more puzzle in the already complicated mess. "Since you were all going to the same place, seems odd that none of you saw each other. Also seems odd that you didn't notice Teresa wasn't at home today, since you all live together."

Lacey snorted. "I'm not her f@#g babysitter."

"Regardless, you all live in one house. According to Mr. Trelawney, all of you dancers have rooms on the ground floor, single rooms on one side connected by a hallway. You must run into each other constantly."

"Look, I assumed Ter was at Roy's. What the hell would I care where she was? We may all live together, but it don't mean we like it."

So why do you stay? Pete wanted to ask, but knew it didn't really make any difference in the case. Not at this point anyway.

Lacey leaned forward to tap the ashes from her cigarette, and her coat slipped open further. She didn't seem to notice or care. With another unwanted glimpse of Lacey's volleyball sized breasts, Pete longed to close his eyes and conjure up the beautiful, perfect image of his Lisa.

Instead, he continued with the interview because it was the only way to leave this madhouse and get home to his wife. "Why would you assume Teresa was at Roy's? Did she have a relationship with him outside of work?"

"We all need our private lives, don't we?"

"Did Teresa have a personal relationship with Roy?" Pete persisted.

"How the hell should I know who she f@#d? S@#t, I don't know anything, you know? Quit hassling me about it."

Danny was looking at his notebook when he said, "Deidre stated she saw Cherry come home before Andre at 5:30, but she hadn't seen you before that time."

"So, what? 'Cause she's got that angel face, her alibi is secure? What kind of s@#t is that? She wears f@#g headphones all the time. Blasts Metallica in her ears so loud it's a wonder she ain't deaf. And if she had her nose in one of those horror-fest books she loves so much, she wouldn't have seen a g@#n helicopter crash in the living room."

Lacey crushed out her cigarette. "Maybe I came in and she never saw me, or maybe I got there before she did and was safely tucked in my bed asleep. You ain't got a f@#g clue what really happened, but don't let that baby face of hers fool you. She's an angel who spreads her legs every night, too. Maybe you didn't notice it, but little Dee is the most jealous b@#h of us all. She'd kill any one of us--all of us without blinking an eye--if it meant she'd get Andre all to herself. 'Sides, Dee always sneaks out at least once a night to run down to MJ's for junk food. She could've gone last night."

MJ's was a restaurant just a block up from Danse de Minuit that opened late in the day and catered to the bar crowd every night. They'd have to ask Deidre if she'd gone out for food on Wednesday night or Thursday morning.

"What was your relationship with the deceased?"

A cruel smile arched over Lacey's over-generous mouth, and Pete had a sudden image of Lara Croft, Tomb Raider, and Lisa saying, Why does she have worms on her face where her lips should be?

"Regardless of what anybody in this place tells you, none of us are friends. We work together. We live together. There ain't no love lost here, believe you me."

Trelawney, wounded and playing it for all he was worth, said sharply, "Pour l'amour de Dieu, how can you say that, Lacey?"

When he put a hand on her shoulder, the frost in her eyes increased and she knocked his hand off viciously. "You'd prefer me to tell 'em we're just one great big, happy, f@#g family?" Lacey turned back to Pete. "I didn't sit around talking with Ter a lot, so if you're gonna ask me what she was like, I can't tell you. She was a decent dancer. She knew how to give the customers a good c@#k-tease. I don't have a clue who killed her. I don't know if she had friends outside the club, who she might've f@#d. For the last time, I don't know nothing. So sorry." She leaned forward, exposing herself shamelessly yet again. Her voice was low and dirty when she said, "But if you ever wanna f@#k, Lieutenant Shasta, you know where to find me. I think I'd like to feel that rug burn on your jaw against my thighs."

Her invitation was anything but inviting as she stared at Pete and spread her legs a little wider. Danny put a restraining hand on Pete's arm, not that he would have done anything anyway, but Pete was glad for it nevertheless. He wasn't alone in this nightmare.

Trelawney swore in colorful French, telling Lacey she was unbelievable before apologizing in obvious embarrassment to Pete for his employee's behavior.

There was nothing more to be gained from Lacey at the moment in any case. They'd know better how to proceed once they ran a check on everybody, Pete decided. But it didn't console the churning in his stomach as they left, and Pete thought desperately, Hell, there just aren't enough women in the world like you, Lisa.







 

 

 

Chapter 16

 

Danny scratched teasingly at the sharp stubble around Pete's jawline as they drove to Roy Ormond's apartment. "That lady seriously wanted to f@#k your brains out, man."

"That 'lady' was over-compensating," Pete murmured what he'd realized as soon as they left Trelawney's house.

"What do you mean?"

"I mean, she wanted to shock us. It's her game. It's how she hides her insecurities. You remember Dennis Roper in eighth grade? He used to moon everybody any chance he got. He pissed on trees, swore in colorful ways we only dreamed of back then. Well, I met up with him in college and he told me that was the only way he ever got any attention at home when he was a kid. It got to the point where the act became so second-nature, he didn't know how to be real anymore."

"She seemed pretty real to me," Danny said. "She also looked strong enough to take on Muhammad Ali...or strong enough to strangle a woman about Teresa's size. She'd just had sex before we interviewed her."

"What?"

"You didn't notice?"

Pete snorted. "I tried not to look at her."

Danny shrugged.

"Lacey hates Trelawney. You notice that?"

"She's about the only one of his girls that does. Cherry, Deidre, Vanessa, even Sugar...he's screwing them all and telling them whatever he has to, to make them loyal."

Before leaving Trelawney's, they'd had an extremely brief conversation with Deidre. She claimed she hadn't gone to MJ's during her shift Wednesday night and Thursday morning, though she reluctantly admitted she often ran out for something. They'd have to check with MJ's employees. She'd also denied seeing Lacey or Vanessa come in after work Thursday morning.

Roy Ormond lived in a rundown apartment in the poorest and roughest part of Falcon's Bend. He answered the door in only a pair of black satin shorts. It was difficult to tell whether or not he'd been sleeping before he opened the door, whether or not Trelawney had already awoken him with a call to "debrief" him. One thing was for sure, though; he was instantly on edge.

At 6'5" and what Pete estimated at 275 pounds, the guy was a completely bald African-American with some of the cruelest features a person could have--large flared nostrils, curling lips, inset narrow eyes, and dangerously arched brows. Bet they don't have a problem with security around the club, Pete thought. He'd seen the man around town before, but--as with the nightclub--he'd had no cause to run a check on him.

Reluctantly, Roy let them in.

Pete took a gamble and started the interview with Danse de Minuit's head of security by showing him the picture he had of Teresa. The look on his face when he viewed the photograph confirmed what Pete had started to believe through the earlier interviews with the dancers--Roy had been having an affair with Teresa. He'd possibly even been in love with her.

The man put a huge hand over his eyes, sitting heavily in a chair. Pete saw the tightness in his jaw as he struggled for control. "Mr. Ormond," Pete started, very careful to keep his voice unconfrontational, "were you involved with Teresa?"

Roy's hand balled into a fist that he held against his mouth as if he wanted to keep back the scream rising in his throat. "Does it matter now? It's all over for her, man. Why the hell you showing me this? Andre's probably already identified her." The anger in his tone barely covered the grief.

Pete took the picture from him. "What were your feelings for Teresa?"

"And how does knowing that affect you or change anything? Look, man, whatever I feel...whatever I felt...I'd never hurt Terry--any more than I'd hurt the other girls. I'm here to protect them. I'm the minder, capice? I protect the girls every damn night in that place." Roy's dark eyes were narrowed to mere slits, yet there was a sheen to them that hadn't been there before.

Watching a man his size on the verge of breaking down had an effect on both Pete and Danny. Pete almost reached out to put a comforting hand on the giant's shoulder but realized it wouldn't be well received. Not from him.

Danny said gently, "We understand that, Mr. Ormond. We're not accusing you of anything. We're just gathering information because we want to find out who did this to Teresa. I think you want the same. Let's work together."

Roy kept his hand over his mouth when he said, "I don't know anything. I was there all night. I saw Terry Wednesday night. She worked, but she wasn't there at closing time, and Sug told me she walked home being that she was sick to her stomach."

"Some of the dancers said there was a customer making trouble last night and you had to throw him out. Can you tell us more about that?"

Roy drew his hand over his bald head, nodding as though he was happy to leave the subject of Teresa. "Some jack-off was putting the moves on Cherry double-time. Said she was asking for it with her hands all over his prize. Typical stuff, man. That s@#t happens every night, some p@#k thinking he can cross the line. Peep gives 'em the right to a poke. I threw his g@#n ass out."

"You know this guy?"

"I seen him around before, but I don't know his name."

Pete had expected the answer. "If you see him again, give us a call so we can question him."

Roy shrugged in a way that told Pete he would, even if he didn't like aiding cops on principle.

"Was Cherry upset after that?"

"S@t no! She went on stage right after that, did her show just like always. That babe's a pro and a half. Total self-control."

"You drove Sugar, Deidre, and Mrs. Trelawney home after work Thursday morning, is that right?"

Roy nodded.

"You didn't see anything on the drive home? You didn't see Cherry or Lacey walking home?"

Roy paused for a moment, a moment that spelled concern to Pete, especially when he stated bluntly that he hadn't.

"You dropped three of the dancers off and went straight to your apartment?"

"Yeah, that's right, I did," Roy said in a you-wanna-make-something-of-it? tone.

Pete didn't believe him. If Roy was involved with Teresa but didn't see her after driving some of the other girls home, then where had he been? Had he been alone? He'd have had time to find Teresa if he wanted to look for her. Or had he been with someone else? Cherry or Lacey? Maybe he was the date Vanessa claimed to have and there'd been rivalry between Teresa and Vanessa for his affections. Until they found Vanessa's date, it was a possible theory.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 17

 

"Where do you suppose they're from?" Danny asked back at the station. "I'm pretty sure Lacey is from Brooklyn. I watched Untamed Heart a couple nights ago--that one with Marisa Tomei and Rosie Perez. Lacey sounds just like the two of them. I'm going to tell Chopp to run her there just in case. Roy...I feel like I should know his accent, but I can't put my finger on it. No idea when it comes to Cherry, Deidre, Sugar, and Vanessa. They sound a little southern, like Melody, a little Brooklyn, but there's a subtle difference there between Lacey and the rest of them. How much you wanna bet Trelawney's accent is pompous bull?"

"Bien sûr, mon cher," Pete chuckled.

"We've got accents too--Wisconsinite's do," Danny added. "I really noticed it after I'd been away from here for a couple years."

It was hard for Pete to believe he had an accent, but then he'd never been away from Wisconsin for longer than two weeks in his life--on his honeymoon. What did he know?

"Sugar seemed to be the reconciler in the family--the mother figure. Did you notice that?" Pete said conversationally. Calling her voluptuous was being kind, yet despite her over-generous curves, her face had been small and strangely delicate with a frame of medium-long auburn hair and wide green eyes. She was neither beautiful nor plain, but something about her made Pete feel protective toward her. It could have been that her emotional reaction to Teresa's death had made her look extremely young. Her accent had also continued to fall into severe slang throughout the interview, becoming more pronounced as if she'd been too upset to go on speaking properly. Obviously she and her boss shared a special relationship too, but what she knew about Teresa didn't help much in their quest to discover why someone would kill Teresa. Because there was a possibility she was underage and because everyone involved with Danse de Minuit was out of whack, they'd have Sugar checked out.

"And Lacey claimed Dee was the most jealous of all for Andre's affections. Maybe her devastated little girl act was a ploy to cover up for her crime," Danny added.

They'd stopped by MJ's on the way to the station and interviewed the employees, who'd been the same staff on duty as was on Wednesday night, early Thursday morning. All of them recognized Deidre from her picture but couldn't remember seeing her on their last shift. It'd been busy, apparently, which didn't rule out the possibility that Dee could have sneaked out to kill Teresa instead of grabbing a snack from the restaurant.

"Finding the guy Roy threw out for hassling Cherry isn't gonna be easy. He's a potential suspect though," Danny said. "He might have left the club shortly after Teresa. Maybe he saw her, tried to hit on her, and when she gave him the cold shoulder he got so angry he followed and strangled her."

Pete nodded. "And then there's the fact that Roy was apparently involved with Teresa, according to the other dancers' implications and Roy's own reaction to her death. Did they argue and it got out of control? Was there rivalry between Roy and his boss over Teresa?"

His partner shook his head.

"These birth certificates look genuine," Danny said, handing them to Pete across their desks, "except the fact that they look like someone kept them in a plastic baggie inside their shoe for a week or so. They look brand new outside of that. I've heard of people doing that to age it."

Pete smirked at the truth of it. "Mine was half eaten by mice in our basement. Sure as hell never took this good of care of it."

"Yeah. I changed mine, tried to erase my birth year to get into bars when I was sixteen."

Leaning back in his chair, Pete shook his head. "What are the odds that all the dancers would have theirs, especially after a move which is when most people lose them? And in such pristine shape? Most people lose 'em or leave 'em at their parents' house, but there they were, all safe and sound in Trelawney's file cabinet."

"They all live together," Danny commented. "What the hell is that?"

"And with Mrs. Trelawney's permission. He's got every single one of them under his thumb, even the irascible Lacey." Pete shook his head.

Danny set down the cup of motor-oil-strength coffee he'd poured out of necessity, not for its appeal. "They're all hiding something, every one of 'em--even the wife. Why? I never wondered too much about it before, but Trelawney came into town with those girls as well as Ormond. They all appeared around here at basically the same time. Most people move into a town, set up business, and start hiring from within the town. This guy came with his troupe in tow, including his head of security. The only employees that are local there are the security underlings."

"I never thought of that. Even if they didn't seem to know or want to reveal jack-s@#t about Teresa, you could tell they'd been together for awhile. How can such a close knit group harbor a murderer and none of the others suspect?"

Pete leaned across his desk. "Try this one on: Trelawney moves into Falcon's Bend with a veritable entourage, and two of 'em just happen to be twins. Identical twins. Do any of your sisters live together? Travel together? Share the same man? When I left my parents' house when I was seventeen, I didn't bring my brother along to college. I'm not saying that it's out of the realm of possibility that twin sisters might be that close. It's just, with all the rest of the insanity coming out of that joint, the fact that these twins are moving around together looks damn strange."

"They may be twins, but they're like night and day," Danny mused.

Pete suppressed a grin. "I bet you could tell the difference between 'em, right down to panty lines, Van Gogh. While Cherry left you totally cold, Melody set you on fire." Pete had seen Danny around women. In a social setting he was a heartbreaker--smooth, cool, irresistible to the fairer sex. He'd been anything but with Mrs. Trelawney.

"Sure, I was on fire, but that was caused by rage. Didn't you notice how afraid Melody was of her husband? Disgusted by him. Probably both," Danny said, his voice disturbed. "She lied for him, but she was scared to death of him. Maybe that's why she lied for him."

"I think she didn't hear him come to bed because they don't share a bedroom."

Danny finished his coffee in a determined gulp. "Good for her."

 


 

 

 

Chapter 18

 

A lamp shone from the master bedroom window, and the porch light was on. Pete breathed a sigh of too-tired-to-fight-it relief. While he'd never told Lisa how he hated to drive up to a dark, imposing, unwelcoming house, she'd sensed it nevertheless. A light was always burning whenever he came home, no matter how late.

It was after six a.m. and Pete would have to be at the station by ten so he and Danny could drive down and observe the autopsy. He couldn't imagine being able to sleep either, drop-dead exhausted as he was. Doing the paperwork on the case had only raised endless questions that he wanted answered, the sooner the better.

As he drove into the driveway of the two-story, prefab house he and Lisa had picked out together after their honeymoon, he grimaced at the red clay soil that surrounded the house, completely bare of grass. He should have seeded the lawn long ago, but hadn't found the time to do that--any more than he'd had time to plant trees or pick out the furniture and accessories with Lisa for the house.

The over-sized house had seemed like a good idea at the time. They'd had big dreams of having friends and family over frequently, converting the second bedroom into a library with built-in bookshelves. Pete had all the supplies to get started; hadn't more than envisioned it in his mind, though.

Pete found himself acknowledging grimly that he'd never even met their neighbors in the planned community they lived within at the edge of Falcon's Bend. Lisa had; she'd mentioned them a couple times and he'd always responded with "Who?"

Punching the button to automatically close the garage door after him, he ducked under it quickly and followed the sidewalk--banquette Cherry had called it--up to the decorative stone steps gracing the front door. It was unlocked, and he reminded himself to talk to Lisa again about securing the house after dark. She felt safe in Falcon's Bend, as he did most of the time, but he didn't feel as safe as he had at seven p.m. yesterday evening

The house was silent inside the foyer. Lisa had to get up in an hour to get ready for work. Liace Adoption Agency, where she was a senior case representative, was located in Eau Claire, a forty-five minute drive from Falcon's Bend in light traffic.

With his jacket in his hand, Pete walked in the dark through the open floor plan of the downstairs, making sure all the windows and doors were locked. Other than the three they used most often, none of the rooms in the house were furnished. Does that bother you, Lisa? he wondered. You walk through these rooms every day. Do they feel as empty to you as they do to me right now? Do you remember me promising we'd go and pick out every chair, every furnishing together? We'd have a barbecue at least once a month and invite all our friends and family? They'd only done that a couple times in the last two years.

Pete moved away from the patio doors leading out to the deck and passed through the dining room, which was completely empty. They didn't even have a dining room table. The fancy chandelier that had come with the house looked ridiculous without it.

He frowned even more in the formal living room. He and Lisa had christened the room countless times since moving in, with the romance of the fireplace, but it stood bare of furniture. They'd put their books on the built-in shelves and put up curtains and blinds to avoid scandalizing the neighbors. Pete wondered if Lisa had set out the usual carpet picnic of chilled wine, glasses, and a snack to follow their lovemaking last night but cleaned it up after he'd called to say he was going to be late. She knew that translation all too well: Don't wait up for me.

How the hell do you put up with me, Lisa? he thought in disgust, turning to climb the carpeted staircase.

A warm light beckoned from their bedroom, and Pete followed it gratefully. The door stood open, drawing another sigh of relief from him. Donna had punished him countless times by closing, sometimes locking, their bedroom door when he was late. Lisa didn't even close a door to shower.

From the bed, her mutt Peterkins raised his head and whined in a low tone. Lisa had named the dog after a character in a favorite Raggedy Ann book she'd had as a little girl. Pete had never had a pet before. The dog seemed to have a soft spot for him regardless.

Pete's chest felt tight as he stood over their bed looking down at his wife sleeping so softly she didn't make a sound. Her long, silky brown hair spread around her head like a halo, her long lashes angelically sweet against her cheeks. What did I ever do to deserve a woman like you? he wondered, wanting to touch her more than he wanted to take his next breath. Unwilling to risk waking her, knowing she'd probably stayed up late, he merely gathered the files on his side of the bed and put them in her briefcase on the floor.

Across the room from the bed, Pete sat in a chair and leaned down to remove his boots. His gaze never left Lisa, especially when she shifted, causing the sheets to slide off her and onto the floor. She wore a white nightgown with a gauzy skirt that showed off her beautifully tanned body and long, satin legs. The top was sheer lace, clinging wantonly to her curvy body. Looking at her like this reminded him he could have peeled that gown slowly off of her hours ago and he almost groaned out loud.

Ah man, she was beautiful. Pete felt immobilized with the need to touch her, make sure she was real and not the mirage he'd been dreaming about in the back of his mind for the last nine hours. He couldn't resist any longer now that he'd seen her.

After shedding his T-shirt and gun in the shoulder holster, he shooed Peterkins from the bed and took his place. Since the very first time he'd laid eyes on Lisa Mercer, Pete had been unable to resist her. She'd been a complication that had rearranged his insides in a mere sweeping glance of her smoldering eyes the color of a burnt sienna crayon.

Lisa opened her eyes halfway, and Pete's body responded to the sultry look in them. Her smile held all the love in the world he'd ever need. Wordlessly, she came into his arms, easing herself up until the skirt of her nightgown fell back to reveal a slip of sheer lace panties. Pete's hands moved to them helplessly, bringing her hips into close contact with the rapid hardness characterizing his.

Moaning, her lips met his and opened. He marveled at the fact that Lisa would never even consider his sudden belated appearance a case of forgiveness to be bestowed or withheld from him. Pete took her mouth fiercely, almost blind with love and need, a tangle of emotions he'd never sort out.

You love me, he realized again and again as she covered him fully and gave herself to him.

"Missed you, baby," he whispered against her ear, out of breath, still holding his hands in the silkiness of her hair falling around them.

After she caught her own breath, she turned, raising her head from his chest to smile teasingly. "I missed you, too," she said, framing his jaw with her hands. "Scrub and all."

Pete smiled at the reference to what his five-year-old niece, Nikki, called five o'clock shadow. "Guess it doesn't pay to shave it now since I'd have to get up and do it again in a little more than three hours."

Lisa didn't shake her head in disgust, didn't say "You live there; why the hell do you even come here?" The hot passion in her eyes returned as she looked down at him to murmur, "I don't mind at all," before kissing him again.

"How did it go?" she asked a moment later.

"The usual--more suspects than clues at the moment."

Lisa sighed. "You'll figure it out. Pete Shasta always gets his man."

Pete wasn't sure about that, but he'd gotten his woman in their case. He'd been investigating a series of baby disappearances from the Falcon's Bend Hospital which led him to Liace Adoption Agency. Lisa had been his top suspect. She'd adamantly refused to give him any information on their clients until he'd had to subpoena her and the agency's records. When he discovered she'd had a full hysterectomy at the age of twenty-six for menstrual problems, she looked even guiltier. She'd been divorced from her husband for a short time at that point, obviously loved children, and Pete could only conclude she'd become fanatical about getting babies to hurting, infertile couples. He eventually learned that she was innocent and had accepted the fact that she'd never have babies of her own--something her jackass husband of four years hadn't been able to come to terms with and so divorced her. Her job at the adoption agency filled the justifiable need she had to provide couples who couldn't otherwise have children with a family.

Lisa slid down to his side to snuggle up against him.

"I kept wondering what you were wearing to bed," he said quietly, stroking her arm right down to her fingers which tangled and laced with his, "what I would've been able to take off you if I'd been home on time." His thumb slid over the texture of her wedding band.

"You're not too late, you know."

Pete looked into her eyes, loved her for the tenderness there. Her hand cradled his jaw before urging him forward. Her kiss was so sweet he felt a sting of moisture against his eyelids. Exhaustion, yeah; but more than that, Lisa could make him feel like he had no beginning, no ending. All he had was her, and he was the luckiest b@#d on the planet.

Even as his body responded to her consummate seduction again, his stomach chose that moment to remind him that he had another need that hadn't been filled. Hunger rumbled loud, long, and relentlessly in his stomach.

Lisa pulled back immediately. "You skipped dinner again, didn't you?" She started to get up, saying, "There's chicken in the fridge..."

"My favorite," Pete said, sitting up and bringing her back to him. "I'll get it. You sleep, baby. I'm a grown boy. I can get it myself."

She frowned at him, knowing him too damn well for his own good. He kissed her lightly, easing her back to her pillow and covering her with the sheet he pulled up from the floor. "I love you, Lisa Mercer-Shasta."

He didn't blame her for the disappointment she tried to hide from him. Despite his hunger for food and need for sleep, he still wanted to make love to her until neither of them could move.

"I love you," she returned, her heart in her eyes and in her kiss.

The smell of cigarette smoke from the nightclub clung to his skin, and Pete took a detour into the bathroom instead of going down for food. While he showered, he thought about Trelawney and his obvious, seemingly genuine, concern for his wife. If he cared so much about her, why was he sleeping with his dancers? And, if Trelawney was supposedly such a loyal husband, why was his wife both disgusted by and scared of him?

His hunger had faded by the time he emerged from the bathroom. Peterkins came to him, and Pete rubbed the mutt's head and ears to appease him. He could have been in Lisa's arms, trying to appease a need for her that never went away. Instead he was kissing up to her dog, his head filled with perplexing riddles, with a plate of cold chicken waiting for him downstairs.

Story of my life, he concluded on a sigh.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 19

 

Pete had barely closed his eyes before his alarm went off. After shaving, he made the bed quickly, nowhere near as well as Lisa would have, then started downstairs. He'd assumed he was alone, yet Lisa stood at the bottom of the stairs, dressed for work and holding a mug of steaming coffee. Her expression was unrelenting. "I know you haven't eaten anything since lunch yesterday, except maybe a candy bar and one of those awful machine sandwiches. The chicken is still in the fridge, untouched. You're going to come into the kitchen and eat something, mister. No arguments."

She handed him the coffee, then pressed a kiss on his mouth that dulled the sharpness she'd used in her tone. "Liace owes me a couple hours, so don't worry that I'll be late for work. I called Danny. He'll be here in fifteen minutes to pick you up. You have time for breakfast. Since you don't take care of yourself when you're wrapped up in a case, I'm doing it for you."

Pete caught her with one arm before she got away. His kiss made her snuggle up against him and purr.

"Thanks for taking care of me, baby. What would I do without you?"

Lisa smiled lovingly, a sassy look in her eyes that had him thinking seriously about foregoing breakfast to see how much they could accomplish in fifteen minutes. "You will never have to find out, Lieutenant Pete Shasta."

She spun away, and Pete watched her disappear into the kitchen. Having Danny pick him up, toting with him any reports that'd come in, would save them some time this morning, and he'd actually get to ask Lisa how work was going, how she was doing. He also managed to finish two of her jalapeno-laced breakfast burritos before Danny showed up.

Hours later, as medical examiner Gerald Prodanovich removed the sheet from the body, Pete was sorry he'd eaten at all that morning. He'd watched many autopsies and had yet to feel any degree of comfort during them.

Prodanovich didn't seem to have any problems performing the autopsy. While he'd never done anything as sacrilegious as eating a sandwich around the dead body, he managed to treat the body like it was homework instead of a person who'd recently lost their life. He was absolutely jovial at times, noting every little detail--even things that didn't matter in the whole scheme of things--whether he found them pretty, ugly, or somewhere in-between, if they'd had a recent manicure or were nail-bitters; or if they had lint between their toes.

As unsavory as Pete found all this, he couldn't help liking Prodanovich. For all his meticulous attention to detail, the man never seemed to use a comb on his balding, mad-scientist hair, and his clothes were always wrinkled, with his shirt tail only partially tucked in. He was lovably unaffected by the horror of death and oblivious to the patterns of life's civility.

"Such a pretty girl," he'd said of Teresa just before beginning his visual and palpatory examination. "Too much makeup, of course--completely unnecessary, nevertheless, average height and weight. Certainly not frail in any sense, was she?"

He went on to detail the most obvious things: blueness of the tongue, pharynx, and larynx. She'd died of strangulation, asphyxiation. Death by a ligature strangulation with an eight millimeter, deep furrow on the neck, consistent with the use of a flat, continuous band with rounded edges. Elevation of the larynx and tongue. Some of her fingernails were broken as she'd tried frantically to free her neck from her strangler. Scratch marks on the neck as well where she'd pulled at the weapon. Without an internal exam, she didn't appear to have been raped or otherwise interfered with sexually.

There were bruises on her neck where the cord prohibited her breathing, and on her arms and the small of her back, indicating that the killer knocked her to the ground from behind and held her down with a knee at the base of her spine while strangling her. Slight abrasions on her posterior indicated she was dragged over the ground for a distance.

Holding his hand protectively over the mask he wore on his face, Pete asked, "Any idea what the murder weapon could have been?"

Prodanovich shook his head, reaching for a scalpel. He didn't need to look up. He set everything out in exactly the same way each time so he didn't have to break concentration to find anything. "That would be impossible to specify accurately unless you locate it or someone confesses and hands it to you. If there was some kind of specific link, we might be able to determine something, but this seems to have no links or texture to give us a clue." Prodanovich continued to work in his blithe, methodical way. Teresa's stomach had been emptied, which confirmed the testimonies that she'd thrown up shortly before her death. Prodanovich took scrapings from inside the stomach, mouth, and esophagus. "We'll have a report about any foreign substances or blood alcohol by Monday," he said.

Still holding the mask against his mouth and nose, Pete watched as Prodanovich dissected the lower abdomen cavity. He lifted out an organ and Danny immediately swore under his breath in disgust.

"Nancy's nightgown, boys," Prodanovich said, sounding almost happy, intrigued at the very least. "What have we here?"

"What?" Pete asked, glancing from the body to his partner.

"She was pregnant," Danny said in horror and low anger.

Quickly, Pete glanced back and watched as Prodanovich cut open the womb. Pete saw the shape and turned away instinctively.

He couldn't even get himself to look back when Prodanovich said, "By the size and development of this fetus, I'd estimate that she was at least four months' pregnant. I'll take a blood sample so you can determine who the father was."

The image of the tiny, dark-skinned baby was burned into Pete's brain now, and he suddenly realized he was not only queasy but also light-headed. Danny grabbed hold of his arm, muttering something to Prodanovich as he steered Pete out of the room and instructed him to put his head between his knees outside the door.

There wasn't time. Pete made it to the sink just in time before he threw up, a reaction he'd never had before and somehow didn't feel ashamed for now either.

 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 20

 

Danny stifled a yawn from the passenger's side of the car. He hadn't slept much after finally getting home. Between going over the facts of the case in his mind and on paper endless times, he'd spent more time tossing and turning restlessly than sleeping.

He couldn't get the twins out of his mind. Cherry was a glacier impersonating a volcano. Melody was a geyser fighting to prevent the bubble from bursting and heat from breaking free. But, unlike as they were, they had one thing in common: they both seemed to be leading a life that was entirely wrong.

Despite the horrific experiences he'd had as a cop and investigator in New York City, Danny believed in the basic goodness of people. Or maybe it was because of those experiences that he believed. Circumstances drove people to success or failure as a human being. Environment and situation could change a good person into a monster just as they could change a monster into a saint.

When they were on a case, Pete frequently got mired in the "how could anybody do something like this?" aspect--the way he had been this entire trip back to Falcon's Bend, while Danny tended to accept that what was done was done; now was the time for action.

Danny glanced at Pete who drove silently and broodingly, the way he usually did. He knew what Pete would say if he told him what he was thinking. Pete would say, "People believe what they wanna believe in order to get what they wanna get--even if it's on the opposite spectrum of truth and right." He was jaded about life, believing that people decided their own destinies. He thought using circumstances as an excuse for bad behavior was a cop-out that allowed those people to wallow in their "humanness". In Pete's view, people should have the willpower and strength to rise above their circumstances instead of making excuses for them. It was a standard that Pete tried to live up to every day, and one that he usually did. Even while Danny admired the hell out of his friend, he thought of him in some ways as superhuman. He expected too much of regular people who were just trying to get through each day of what could too often be an extremely unfair life.

Danny had been as horrified by the physical evidence of Teresa's pregnancy just as much as Pete. But he'd been indignant about it. One way or another, he knew Trelawney was involved. Danny was going to make sure the b@#d got his just due for it, too.

When they arrived back at the station, they found the only investigative journalist in town--Dean Murphy of the weekly Falcon's Bend Chronicle--begging for news about the dead body. Dean was a dog after a bone and wasn't easily turned back by the officers. Danny knew Pete didn't think much of journalists, considering them the pig-on-vomit riffraff despicably involved in most murder cases. Pete managed to send Dean packing without an official statement. That would be up to the chief.

"Should we grab lunch or question Trelawney about Teresa's pregnancy first?" Pete asked once in their office. They'd driven past Danse de Minuit on the way through town to see if anyone was around. They'd seen both Trelawney's and Ormond's vehicles parked out front.

"Trelawney," Danny said without pause.

Chopp came in and threw a report down in the middle of their desks which were butted up together due to how small the room was.

Pete drew the file toward him, asking, "What have you got for us, Chopp?"

"Cora's report. Doubt there's much more in there than what she told you last night. Rap sheet on Andre Trelawney: In the last year, no arrests or convictions, no traffic violations. Credit is decent, though the guy's up to his eyeballs in debt. Building permits, real estate, business and alcohol licenses are all in order.

"Roy Ormond: In the last year, no traffic violations, no arrests or convictions, good credit."

As Chopp spoke, Pete skimmed over the sheets. When he finished going over them, he slid the file across the desk to Danny. Trelawney had borrowed quite a bit to renovate his nightclub, and the house on 519 Butler was custom-made, no expense spared. Business couldn't have been exceptionally good since he'd opened, though Trelawney hadn't missed any payments.

"According to the DMV, when Trelawney and Ormond applied for driver's licenses in Wisconsin, they flashed California licenses, so we're checkin' 'em out there. You want me to run 'em through CIB while I'm at it?"

While they hadn't gotten a lot from Trelawney the night before, Danny pegged him as shady. Pete nodded. If Trelawney or Ormond were wanted anywhere, they needed to know that right away.

"Anything come back on the birth certificates for the girls?" Danny asked without looking up from the sheets.

"Probably later today." Chopp grimaced. "And then only if they're genuine."

"I have my doubts," Pete said. "No way is Deirdre as old as that certificate says she is. Make sure you run Deidre, Vanessa, Sugar, and the victim through NCIC. They could be juvenile runaways."

"On it," Chopp said.

"What about interviewing customers who were in the club last night?"

"Still trackin' everybody down. Nobody's copped to bein' that stripper's one-night-stand. Gee, that's a shock, huh? We interviewed witnesses at the park yesterday and the businesses and citizens along there. No one saw anything."

Pete stood. "Radio me when you get something." Danny got to his feet as well.

"Autopsy reveal anything?" Chopp asked.

"Yeah. The victim was pregnant. Four months' worth."

Chopp muttered, "Good golly Miss Molly," under his breath.

"We're gonna need to call the gynecologists and doctors in town, see whether Teresa was a patient. If she was pregnant and wanted to stay that way, she probably had regular checks. There's also a possibility she might have scheduled an abortion, so look around for that, too."

"Doubt Trelawney would admit if he got his dancer pregnant, even if he did," Danny muttered unhappily on the way out to the car. "If he did, it's a hell of a motive."

Most states still considered it illegal to get an abortion in the last trimester, and Wisconsin was--thank God--one of them. Someone definitely could have killed Teresa because that last trimester was coming soon. If Roy was involved with Teresa, knew she was involved with Trelawney as well, and then found out she was pregnant, he could have been incited to a jealous rage at the thought that she might be pregnant with another man's baby. Did they fight over her? Maybe Trelawney didn't like what a pregnant stripper would do to his business.

"We're gonna need to convince both Trelawney and Ormond to submit to blood tests." Pete nodded, looking almost pleased when he added, "And I know exactly how to get them to do it."

Both vehicles remained parked in front of Danse de Minuit. The front doors of the nightclub were locked, and, doubting a knock would be heard, Danny and Pete went around to the side, where Trelawney's office was.

The man opened the door himself, looking surprised and annoyed to see them.

"We need to ask you and your head of security a couple more questions."

Trelawney turned on his charm. He waved the two of them inside the office where they saw Roy occupying one of the chairs in front of Trelawney's desk.

"Was there a problem with our records, Lieutenants?"

The ridiculing overconfidence in Trelawney's tone made Danny's fists clench. Danny thoroughly hoped Pete had a doozey of a plan for robbing the b@#d of that confidence.

"Not for the last year, no," Pete said just as calmly. "According to the Department of Motor Vehicles, you're from California. Is there some reason you didn't wanna reveal where you're from?"

Danny glanced surreptitiously at Roy who sat up a little straighter in the chair, his eyes narrow and hard on his employer. He crossed his arms tightly over his chest as if holding himself back from reaching out and decapitating his employer with a single blow.

"Of course not. How can you suggest such a thing? Since our birth certificates told our story, I didn't see any reason to elaborate face to face." Trelawney moved behind his desk and shrugged with a movie star smile for them. "We hail from California. It's no secret. But we tend to move around quite a bit, especially in the last few years. This is of no concern, I assure you."

The man lived, breathed, and conjured more bulls@#t every minute. Melody, Lacey, and Roy seemed to be the only ones who could see through the load of it.

"Is there anything else we can help you with?" Trelawney asked, his tone mocking.

"Just one thing." Pete planted his fists on Trelawney's desk, leaning forward into the jack-off's face. "Were either of you aware that Teresa was about four months pregnant at the time of her death?"

Danny turned to witness Roy leaping out of the chair and stalking across the room with his back turned to them. He stood rigid as a panther about to pounce. Knowing Pete would be making a mental list of Trelawney's reaction, Danny continued to log Roy's. The big man had pivoted only slightly to shoot rays of hatred across the room with his eyes. His entire face looked like it might break under the pressure of his fierce, pent-up emotions. He didn't speak; didn't even seem like he was able. He stared at Trelawney like he'd better have an answer for the question Pete posed or he'd drive his fist down his throat to prevent him from ever answering anything again.

"You must be joking..." Trelawney began in a weak, disbelieving tone. "You're not serious. Teresa...pregnant? Good God, she never said anything... Four months? You couldn't tell by looking at her--"

"Shut up!" Roy said in what could only be described as a scream-filled whisper. "Just shut the f@#k up, man!"

"Mr. Ormond, were you aware of her pregnancy?" Pete asked.

Roy literally bared his teeth at Pete, barely allowing the words "No, I didn't know," to squeeze through.

"And neither of you know if she was seeing anyone, had contact with anyone who might have realized she was pregnant, or knew someone she might have told?"

Turning his hateful glare back to Trelawney, Roy answered the question Danny posed. "Maybe one of the girls. Dee or Mel." Roy's tone was almost sing-song. "You hurt me, I'll hurt you," it seemed to say.

"Melody doesn't know anything!" Trelawney shot out of his chair, his handsome face creased with fury. "I gave you what you asked for last night, Officers, but I demand that you leave my wife out of this!"

"At this time of day, would Mrs. Trelawney and Deidre likely be at home?" Pete asked without a hint of the smile Danny wanted to give into.

Trelawney gave his head of security a baleful glance, to which Roy smiled cruelly. Then Andre nodded tightly without looking at anyone.

"We're also going to need the two of you to come with us now to give blood samples. We have to find out who the father of Teresa's baby was."

Sure as hell didn't trust them not to lie about it. Besides, Danny had a strong feeling that neither of them really knew which of them was the father. Against their wills, they'd shared the girl. Interesting that neither of them shucked off the possibility. On the contrary, they seemed to be in silent competition with each other for the role.

"You seem to forget that I have a law degree, Lieutenant Shasta. I know my rights. You can't force us to have blood tests. So, what if we refuse?"

Pete shrugged. "Then you'd make us believe you have something to hide."

Trelawney snorted. "It's that twisted way of thinking that gets so many innocent men and women on death row. Fine, I'll concede to your blood test."

Roy agreed as well, and both signed the consent forms Danny set before them. Pete radioed Chopp once Trelawney and Roy were in the backseat of their car. The blood was drawn and sealed in the emergency room of the hospital, then Chopp came to take the blood into evidence and have it shipped off to the crime lab.

Once they returned to Danse de Minuit, Pete asked Roy to give them a description of the guy who harassed Cherry. "White. About six feet. Brown hair. Muscular but not a bodybuilder. Pushy mother@#r with a loud voice. He's usually the first b@#d to put his grimy hands on the ladies and the first I throw out whenever he shows up. I keep my eye out for him and watch him until it's time to take him out."

"He usually makes a scene then?"

"Yeah. Usually. And usually over a dame."

Pete handed Roy his business card. "If he shows up, call us right away."

Looking like a warrior who didn't think he could take up the sword again that day, Roy nodded almost complacently. Danny wondered if having the blood drawn had made him face the possibility that he'd lost more than a woman he'd been involved with. Was it possible he'd loved Teresa and would have wanted a child with her?

"We'll be searching Teresa's room today, Mr. Trelawney, as well as asking your wife and your other employees a few more questions."

His mouth tight, Andre nodded. "Naturally I'll be present so you don't plant evidence or search any other room but hers."

"Fine. We'll meet you at your house at two o'clock then."

Given the insane living arrangements, if there was anything in Teresa's room that someone didn't want them to find, they would have removed it already.

After they slid inside their car, Pete asked, "You think Roy's reaction to Teresa's pregnancy was genuine?"

"Yeah."

Pete nodded. "So was Trelawney's. He was stunned."

After starting the car, Pete said, "I've got an idea who the guy who hassled Cherry is. I don't want to say anything until I've checked it out a little."

Danny nodded.

"Let's go fast food and get lunch over with."

"What's the rush? We've got almost an hour before we show up at Trelawney's," Danny said, glancing at his watch to verify it.

Pete smiled slightly, evilly. "I wanna get there long before Trelawney does."

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 21

 

Andre turned in surprise at the slam of his office door. Roy had followed him. Well, the old boy had been waiting to have a piece of him for longer than Andre had suspected. He'd been completely in the dark about the affair until early Wednesday morning when Deidre told him about Roy's and Teresa's plan to run away together so Teresa could fulfill her dream of becoming a singer. In the old days, Andre would have noticed one of his girls drifting away from him. He would have noticed any absence in the house, the nights Teresa had sneaked away to be with Roy.

Roy's face creased under the weight of his fury. "You just had to do it, didn't you, man? Couldn't let her go. Couldn't admit defeat. Couldn't admit your charm..." Roy's bottom lip curled in disgust. "...was transitory."

Andre moved behind his desk to face his head of security. He waved his hand dismissively. "None of this matters."

"Terry's dead, you g@#n coward! You think that doesn't matter? How do you think I felt when they said...?"

Roy's voice broke, astonishing Andre with the depth of his feelings. Surely the man couldn't have believed any of that silliness was real or even possible.

"...when they said she was pregnant?"

Andre allowed his expression to soften. "Teresa's dead. I'm sorry about that, Roy. But right now what matters is that we're heading for deep s@#t. You understand that if they find out--"

Roy sat heavily in a chair before the desk, shaking his head, eyes to the floor. "They won't," he said in a grave tone. "No way they can find anything. The past is buried and we're brand new. My contact in the Social Security Administration sealed it. We're home free...'long as they don't start looking where they shouldn't."

Andre wasn't so sure. Last night he'd expected that these small town hick police would be buried in endless searches for weeks. Never had he considered they'd be back today, only hours after they'd finally gone. "What if they aren't satisfied?" he asked, pacing in front of his desk, remembering the cool confidence in Lieutenant Shasta's eyes. The way the other one had touched Melody briefly when he took the book from her...

Hands clenched, Andre wondered if he'd convinced her to keep things mum, to claim ignorance of his business. She'd agreed, but then she'd agree to anything with a little pressure applied in just the right way. He couldn't be sure even still, and he couldn't trust her to protect him.

"What if they keep digging?"

Roy threw up his hands. "I did my job, man. We're clean. I'm clean anyway. It'd take a miracle for them to crack us. You're the one with the problem." He laughed cruelly under his breath, leaning forward and putting his hands behind his neck. "Didn't I tell you not to set up in one of these crackerjack, backward towns? The white-asses here are pretty much all related, you know what I mean? They're all nosy, and the pigs don't like strangers coming in and messing with their pristine image. If they come gunnin' for you, man, don't expect me to bail your sorry ass out. You're on your own. Your whole f@#n' set-up is gone, baby. Majorly blown. And then I'm outta here."

Andre conceded the point. He should have listened to Roy about where to set up business. He'd believed a small town would be the perfect place to blend in, disappear. It had seemed so perfect before...until this unhappy business. While Danse de Minuit was still in the red, things had been getting better. Weekends had more than made up for the slow weekdays. It might have worked given a little more time.

The giant stood and jabbed his finger menacingly at Andre's chest. Andre stared at him in amusement, even as the man threatened. "And if you killed Terry, you mother@#r, I'll send you to hell myself."

Andre only partially smothered his chuckle of disbelief. "I killed Teresa? I would say you had as much motive and capability yourself, my friend."

Roy stood back, shaking his head decisively. "I loved Terry. She loved me. And you didn't have the balls to accept that, did you? She said you threatened to hunt her down and kill her if she left. She had bruises. From you."

Andre sneered, not sorry for his roughness with her. "Teresa was mine, start to finish. It was stupid of you to believe for even one second that she would leave me for you. I merely put an end to what was a ridiculous fairytale. Teresa changed her mind about the whole thing; I made sure of that. How do you think you would have funded your private little love nest anyway? With the same peddling you've done all your life, my friend. That's how. You can't escape it because you don't know any other way."

Roy shrugged. "I'm good at what I do."

"Not good enough for our Teresa."

Self-doubt crept into Roy's eyes, yet he didn't speak. Andre was satisfied with the pain he'd inflicted.

"I suggest you rethink the little revenge affair you have going with Lacey as well. I know she was with you Thursday morning."

Andre knew there was dissention in the ranks among his petites filles. Teresa's betrayal when she'd tried to break from him. Lacey's need to strike out at everyone, especially him. He didn't mind it when his ladies were at odds with each other, but when they tried to turn each other against him...that he would not tolerate.

He was slipping, and he didn't have to wonder at the reason why. He'd been too hung up for so long on trying any way he could to win Melody. Every move he made seemed to make her loathe him more, too.

It was this g@#n town that was making all of them miserable. Business had been okay, but nothing like it'd been once upon a time. He'd been king in the land of the lagniappe in his time. Zut, now he could barely keep his property together.

Maybe the best thing to do now would be to give Melody some space, while working his charm--and a few well-placed threats--on his dancers to make sure they remained loyal. His pride couldn't bear the thought that any of them had another in their hearts. He had to be the one, the only one.

"Why should I stop seeing Lacey?" Roy asked. "Lacey hates you anyway, man, and you know it. She's about your only babe who's got her head on straight when it comes to you."

Andre leaned forward. The wrath and betrayal he'd felt when he'd heard about Roy and Teresa's affair engulfed him once more. "She belongs to me. They all do. Lacey knows that, and she'll return to me every time, even if I have to drag her back on her knees."

Satisfaction filled him as he viewed Roy's oppressed silence. "We don't want anyone else to get hurt, do we, mon ami?"

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 22

 

The kitchen was gravely silent, so silent Melody knew she wasn't the only one who hadn't slept. It was afternoon, when most of the girls woke and had their first meal of the day. Lacey was the only one who still slept.

Mel glanced surreptitiously around the table. Dee picked at the omelet Melody had cooked while Vanessa listlessly spooned up her low fat yogurt. Cherry had eaten sparingly and now sipped coffee. Sugar was the only one who seemed to have her usual healthy appetite, but Mel could see the dark shadows under her eyes. All of them were acutely aware that someone was missing from the table besides Lacey. Someone who would never be with them again.

"Do you think Ter was still seeing Roy?" Dee asked. "Do you think Roy is capable of murder?"

Her voice was tremulous, and Melody put her hand over the girl's. "I can't imagine. When I first met him, he seemed ungodly huge, but then he was so gentle. I can't imagine that he would...I mean..."

"He loved Ter. No way he would have done anything to hurt her. Geez, he protects us. Every night," Vanessa said almost violently, suddenly seeming to realize that some of them were afraid to have considered the "who" of the whole awful thing. "He didn't know--"

"It must have been someone outside the club," Sugar insisted, obviously trying to pacify everyone, though Melody was sure most of them thought they knew who'd killed Teresa. "Someone who doesn't like strippers. This is a small, conservative town, after all."

Dee shook her head, pushing her plate back. "I never should have told Andre that Ter and Roy were seeing each other. I never should have told him about their plans to run away together. Maybe everything would be okay now. I just hate keeping secrets from Andre."

You hate keeping secrets, period, Melody thought, not unkindly. Dee couldn't seem to hold anything inside, secret or otherwise, but the really juicy things were the ones she was most likely to spill to the first person she encountered.

"Andre wouldn't kill one of us," Cherry said, the voice of reason Melody associated with her. "He enjoys his hold on us too much."

Melody shrank at the mention of Andre's name, his hold over all of them. His hold over her.

He'd come into her room last night after Roy had dropped them off, as she lay in the dark in tears. When he sat on the edge of the bed next to her, her tears had abated in sheer terror. But he hadn't touched her--merely stared at her with a look she'd seen him use on the other girls. It was an expression that said he could get anything he wanted from her, anytime he wanted. She had no choice other than complete obedience.

Melody knew what the punishment would be for thwarting him, so when he'd said "Promise me you won't say anything, ma chère. You'll let me handle this business," she'd promised him. She would have done anything to avoid the alternative.

She and Cherry had met Andre three years before. Since that time, he'd made all the decisions for them. Melody had been surprised about that. Cherry wasn't the type to be easily cowed into anything.

"I told you guys not to leave your shift early," Cherry said on a look that said the truth they all knew--she'd never betrayed Andre and never would. She didn't do anything to even upset him.

"We never get any time off," Sugar said softly. "We deserve it. Lacey and I didn't know this would happen."

Silence followed. No one wanted to talk about that.

"What did you think of those cops?" Cherry asked in a naughty tone, and Melody realized she was trying to ease the tension. "I've got a thing for muscular redheads."

"That moustache..." Sugar added, her tone slightly embarrassed.

Melody's mind drifted gratefully to the one memory that didn't horrify her about the night before. "Soft, soulful, greenish-brown eyes..."

Cherry glanced at her "Shasta had frost blue eyes-- Wait a minute, are you--? Did you like that other cop? The sidekick?"

The other girls joined in, talking about the appeal or lack thereof of the other police officers who had been in the club the night before. Melody's face burned at their discussion of sexual potential in the men. When the topic eased off at last, the girls began to drift out of the kitchen one by one, leaving Melody and Cherry.

Cherry stood, gathering plates. Before she turned to go to the sink, she leaned near Melody's ear and said in a here's-a-carrot-to-tempt-you tone, "I noticed him looking at you." She grinned teasingly as she prepared to wash the dishes. "That man comes charging in on a white steed where you're concerned. I guarantee he wanted to sweep you off your feet, pull you up on his horse, and head as far from here as he could get you."

"When?"

"I saw them interview you before they came back to the dressing rooms. Even from behind the curtain, I could see the way he looked at you."

Melody felt that she must have made an awful mistake at some point because Andre had had the same impression. "Stay away from Lieutenant Vincent. I saw the way he was looking at you. I won't allow it. Do you understand? The only way I can protect you is if you obey me. You realize that, don't you, chère? You realize what will happen if you don't."

Melody moved away from the sink to gather the rest of the dishes. When she returned, she saw Dee, Sugar, and Vanessa file out to the in-ground pool, all topless. "You don't have to help me with the dishes," she said to Cherry.

Cherry shrugged and submerged her hands and a sponge into the soapy water. "You should go for it."

"What do you mean?"

Cherry turned her gaze toward her. "I mean, go for him. The guy obviously likes you. You like him."

Shocked, Melody could only stare at her. "Andre would never let me have male friends, outside of Roy. I've always wanted to have a friend, someone with a common interest," she said softly. After her mother's death, her father's reaction to being the only parent was to decide her every move in life. Maybe he'd been trying to protect her the only way he knew how. She'd never been able to leave the house alone or make a decision on her own. Friends required the ability to do things, spend time together, talk and laugh and just hang out.

And now it was Andre and his harem, a close-knit community that didn't allow for intruders from outside. "I wish we hadn't been separated. If we'd grown up in the same house, we could have helped each other more. It would have been easier. I was never strong enough to fight my father's tyranny, but sometimes I miss Daddy anyway."

"Why?" Cherry voice was flat. "He kicked you out, never bothered to find out if you were okay on your own. He doesn't give a damn about you. Why should you give a damn about him?"

Melody swallowed hard at the chastisement. If Cherry conceded to Andre's demands, she did it of her own free will. Cherry had power, just like Andre had power. Melody didn't have power. She'd never had it. How had she ended up in a life that felt so totally wrong--traveling with Andre, the girls and Roy, hiding and submitting to Andre's tyranny? She'd lived daily with the guilt and the fear that Andre would expose her--with the terror that the blackness would come again.

Had it? She couldn't remember. The night Teresa was killed, she'd been at the bar. She'd been drinking club soda, reading, watching the girls dance. Dizzying...watching the girls dance...watching the men want them, scream for them. Colored lights dancing over her bare skin--the freedom, the ecstasy, the music pulsing, heat spreading around her, through her. Her body flowed any way it wanted to, flying, throbbing...

She vaguely remembered Roy helping her into the Cadillac. Remembered her obscene hunger, the pizza with Dee. The worst part was that the black holes in her memory were familiar. This had happened to her before--waking and the accusations that followed. The terror of what she'd done, what she might have done in her blackout--and not remembering any of it.

"Besides," said Cherry, breaking into her thoughts, "who says Andre will ever know?" She grinned mischievously. "Want to hear my plan?"

It took Melody the better part of a minute to clear her head and figure out what her twin was talking about.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 23

 

Still a little shocked about Cherry's "battle plan", Melody stood with her sister, staring at the visitors who'd rung their doorbell only a moment ago. Staring at one of the visitors anyway. Last night in the dark, smoky bar Danny Vincent had been a man who stood out like a beacon in an underground tunnel. Today, his soft, soulful greenish-brown eyes locked to her own as surely as a heat-seeking missile. Or was it just that Cherry's and Andre's wild ideas about his attraction to her had gone to her head?

Cherry nudged her so obviously that Melody's face felt like molten lava. Quickly, Melody lowered her gaze and clutched the heirloom handkerchief her mother had given to her before her death.

"Y'ats. Andre isn't here, Officers," Cherry said cheerily. "He'd be at Danse de Minuit now." The phone rang behind them, and Cherry breezed away to answer it before Melody could make her escape first.

"Ma'am, we have a couple more questions," the other one--Shasting? No, Shasta--asked her. "Are the rest of the dancers here?"

"Yes. Everyone's out by the pool...except Lacey. Lacey always sleeps in, almost until dinnertime. I'll show you to the pool."

Quickly, she crossed the house to the patio doors that led out to the pool. She all but ran across the wood deck and down the three steps to the spacious backyard. The pool, a dozen feet from the deck, was in-ground and surrounded with Spanish tile. Patio tables, lounge chairs, a bar, as well as an infrequently used cabana were scattered around the pool area.

Behind her, Melody heard Lieutenant Vincent swear and glanced back to see that he'd stepped off the deck into a plate of moist cat food. It had squished around beneath his black boot.

"For Pete's sake, Dee, if you've got to feed those fur balls of yours, you should at least try to do it away from the walking path," Cherry shouted from the deck, teasingly. "Or should I say 'For Danny's sake'?"

From the pool, Sugar nudged Dee who was resting in a chaise lounge with her eyes closed. Dee was listening to her portable CD player which had stickers of her favorite groups all over it. She pulled off the headphones when she saw them, jumped up, ran to grab a towel on the other side of the pool, then rushed over to them holding the towel against her bare breasts.

"Gosh, I'm so sorry! My cats don't like to eat on the grass, you know? They always drag the plate over to the sidewalk."

Danny scraped his boot off against the grass and smiled good-naturedly. "Don't worry about it, miss."

"Did you find out who killed Ter?" Dee asked anxiously.

For the first time, Melody wondered why the police were here. Her mind grasped desperately at memories that wouldn't come, and her panic rose with another futile attempt.

Lieutenant Shasta moved toward the pool with Dee and Cherry behind him, and he grabbed a couple towels which he brought to Sugar and Vanessa to cover themselves. "We just need to ask you some questions," he said. "It's my unpleasant duty to inform you that your colleague, Teresa, was approximately four months pregnant at the time of her death." His gaze moved between all of them, apparently gauging their reactions. "Were any of you aware of this?"

Melody was shocked at the news, yet...how could she be surprised? Andre didn't go a single day without having sex with at least one of his dancers--for which she was grateful. Could this have really been the first time he'd gotten one of them pregnant? Had Andre known about Teresa's pregnancy? Or was the baby Roy's? Melody was embarrassed about the triangle that she'd known about only in rumor. How awful that a child had been involved in the shame.

"Mrs. Trelawney?" Lieutenant Shasta prompted, and Melody realized he'd received verbal reactions from all of the girls except her.

Shaking her head, she murmured, "I had no idea, sir."

"She'd been sick a lot lately," Dee added. "But we told you that last night."

"Was she dating anyone? Mr. Ormond, for example?"

Shasta looked at her first, and Melody remembered Andre's threats last night. She couldn't risk Andre's wrath. Best not to say anything at all. All she knew was rumor anyway. "I really don't know."

The partial lie burned in her conscience, but Melody couldn't take it back for anything. Andre had come to her last night, come right into her bedroom where she'd been dreading his presence since she and Cherry had run away with him. She'd been terrified when he'd put both of their rooms on the top floor of the house instead of situating her with the other girls in a separate section of the house downstairs the way he had in California.

Since the beginning, he'd threatened her repeatedly, telling her that if she didn't do exactly as he asked her to and go along with everything he wanted of her, he would come to her room and make her one of his girls. She'd silently agreed to be his wife; she'd withstood his kisses and vile caresses for as long as she possibly could, but moved away from him each time she felt his arousal. He was obsessed with her. She'd realized that long ago; yet knowing that his obsession was entwined with an unrelenting lust for her had kept her from getting comfortable around him in any way. She couldn't trust him, the way he'd urged her to countless times.

Last night had changed things and furthered Melody's unbalanced state around him. Andre's playing, his giddy terrorization of her, had ended with the presence of the police in his establishment. Suddenly he'd become overprotective of her. He'd sheltered her from the police as much as he could. His anger at them had struck her as nothing less than genuine, especially when they'd finally gone and he'd put his arms around her, held her tenderly, and promised he would make sure she was kept out of this dirty business.

She'd stood rigidly in his embrace, certain that he would eventually kiss her uncooperative lips or touch her breasts the way he usually did. He hadn't. When he'd pulled back, he'd stared into her eyes so long and so passionately, her fear had taken on a new element. He'd whispered, "Trust me, mon coeur. I will protect you with my very life, if need be. I love you. I love you in a way that I've never loved before. Believe me that you have absolutely nothing to fear, now or ever."

She had feared. She'd feared when he'd come into her bedroom, sure that now he would terrorize her with his lust for her, or worse. Instead, he'd held her hand, stroked her face, and extracted his own promises from her. She had no idea why he'd done those things. Maybe he would come to her tonight, make her one of his girls as he'd threatened so many times. Why else would he say and do the things he had? She couldn't protect herself either. None of the rooms in the house, save his own, had proper locks. She couldn't hide.

"Ter always seemed to have problems," Vanessa said, and Melody glanced quickly at her, thinking for a moment that Vanessa was talking about her. "She never defined them. It made it all the harder 'cause sometimes we'd just think she was paranoid, creating problems that weren't there just for the sake of creating them."

Guilt laced Dee's tone as she added, "She'd just say everything was going wrong, you know? Everything was, like, falling apart. I think she might have been trying to tell me...earlier this week. Maybe I should have done more."

A bark of laughter drifted from the patio. Lacey stood there in a short, black satin robe, cinched uncharacteristically at her waist. She'd obviously been standing there for awhile listening to them. "Ter was two-faced and you know it, Dee. She'd have her head in your lap one minute, sobbing pathetically, and the next she'd turn her back on you."

"I don't know how you can say such stuff, Lacey. She's dead!" Sugar wailed, falling into old speech patterns the way she always did when she was upset. Tears stood in her eyes. She held the towel against her in a strangling grip.

Dee sobbed next to her, and Sugar moved to console her.

"So?" Lacey sneered. "I didn't kill her, but I ain't gonna cry my eyes out over it either. Not even to the pigs."

Melody's mind protested the rude term, but she couldn't speak her humiliation at Lacey's abhorrence for everyone and her unwillingness to hide it.

"Did you tell Andre or Roy?" Cherry asked Shasta. "Did either of them know she was pregnant?"

"Ter was pregnant," Lacey said, loud, yet under her breath. "S@#t, no wonder."

"No wonder what, ma'am?"

Lacey just looked at the officers, a cruel grin raising a corner of her mouth. "No wonder she was pukin' her guts out so much." It was obvious even to Melody that Lacey was lying about what she'd meant by "no wonder".

"Was she seeing a doctor?" Danny asked anyone willing to answer.

Surprisingly, Lacey was the one who gave up the information. "We all, 'cept Mel, have health checks every three months. The Fuhrer insists. We had checks two months ago."

"Which doctor?"

Danny wrote down the information Lacey gave.

"Since your employer isn't here, perhaps you'd like to explain why some of you left your shift early last night? Is that usual?" Lieutenant Shasta asked.

Sugar shook her head. "We did it just this once. It was a stupid idea. We thought if three of us were working, Andre would never notice our absence for only one hour."

Andre suddenly burst past her onto the patio. He'd clearly seen the officers' car out front, and seeing the two men interviewing them infuriated him. Melody shrunk back against the cabana.

"Cherry, I just called not five minutes ago to tell you they would be here at two and you didn't bother mentioning that they were already here? Merde."

Cherry didn't look chagrined; moreover, she didn't even explain why she hadn't mentioned Andre had been the one who called before. It was one of her many ways to make sure she never lost that innate sense of power Mel envied. She would make it up to Andre later in a way that he couldn't hold against her.

"You had no right to interview my girls before I arrived," Andre said in a barely controlled tone.

"You're not acting as their lawyer, Mr. Trelawney. We established that last night, but I allowed your presence. Allowed. As you could tell, they were perfectly willing to be interviewed without you today." Lieutenant Shasta looked very cold and calm. Melody liked how he handled Andre's everyone-heel-at-my-command expectations. "Since you're here, though, you can show us to Teresa's bedroom."

"I will remain present as you search," Andre insisted.

The detective smiled at him as if he was a ridiculously over-reacting child. "We've already established that, Mr. Trelawney. Lead on."

Melody followed all of them back into the house to the block of shotgun rooms in the west wing downstairs. It wasn't until she saw Danny and his partner going over every inch carefully that she realized she was afraid they might find something that could point to her.

They went through Teresa's closet full of blindingly bright clothing, lifted colored throw pillows, glanced into the tropical fish tank, and viewed her rhythm and blues CDs and unending collection of gaudy nail polish. They went through everything with a fine-tooth comb, then communicated with each other in a wordless glance. There were no clues there.

Melody ducked out of the room when she felt tears stinging her eyes. She'd known Teresa for a couple years, and while she wouldn't say they were close friends, it was so sad. Death, life...so short, so pointless. What was it really for if you lived in fear, never believing that things would change or turn to fortune for you? Teresa had had dreams. Now she was dead. The only conclusion was that she'd lived for nothing and died for seemingly less.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 24

 

"Let's take a walk," Pete said, bypassing the locked Caprice outside Trelawney's.

"The park?" Danny guessed, already setting his stopwatch.

Pete nodded. Something was troubling him, and he wasn't sure how best to tackle the subject. He had seen suspects wrap a subtle, irresistible web of seduction around an investigator until there was no turning back. The way Melody Trelawney had looked doe-eyed at Danny when they first arrived could be a warning signal that she was setting a cunning trap. Or else, Pete conceded, he just expected every woman to be devious. Believing that had become instinctive. The only women he knew who weren't skilled in the arts of cunning were Lisa and Danny's five sisters and mother.

From an early age, Pete remembered his parents' fights. Actually, he remembered his mother fighting while his father sat silently taking it all until he could escape. His mom had always been unhappy. She hated being a housewife, especially to a cop who worked long hours and most weekends. When Pete's dad urged her to go to school, get a job, whatever she needed to be happy, she hemmed and hawed about it.

They finally divorced just before Pete graduated high school and that was when he found out secrets he wished even now he didn't know. He found out about her affairs, his dad's blind eye to them. And she claimed she "put up with it all" for the children, for Pete, and for his younger brother Jordan and their older sister Crystal. She stayed as long as she had just for them, never for herself.

The martyr routine became stale early on for Crystal and Pete. Crystal had gone to live with relatives before graduating high school. He went to college and avoided coming home as much as possible. It hurt his dad and his brother, but he didn't want to remember the bad times. He threw himself into college and then into becoming a cop and an investigator. He didn't mind the long hours; it was the loneliness that finally got to him, and he met Donna at the lowest point in his life. He'd kept little contact with his sister. Danny was in New York, his brother Jordan in Texas--both too far away to help him.

His and Donna's whirlwind courtship convinced Pete to reconcile with his mother, but his mother's new lifestyle of being supported by a revolving shift of men as well as her ex-husband, and her seeming lack of need for family, kept things strained between them. Donna and his mother, on the other hand, became the best of friends.

The marriage should have seemed hauntingly familiar to Pete. Donna claimed she wanted to be a housewife, didn't want anything for herself. They never talked about having children. His job started to wear on her, or else his mother whispering in her ear that she could have the best of both worlds did it. It started small--little things like her not being home when he got there--and she'd cruelly say things along the lines of "I wasn't put on this earth to serve you". He'd heard those things before--his mother had shouted the same things at his dad. Pete turned a blind eye, just like his father had, to the many rumors of Donna's affairs, until she finally forced him to accept it. She ripped his heart out to get him to see it, too.

After he'd given Donna the divorce she'd demanded, he'd been convinced he would spend the rest of his life alone, like his father, having backyard barbecues every weekend just to curb the loneliness a little. Learning to trust a woman again, even one as amazing as Lisa, had been the hardest thing he'd ever done. While it made him feel ashamed, he was still afraid something would happen to destroy his relationship with Lisa.

Because Pete knew that, he didn't trust his instincts when it came to women. He decided to keep an eye on Melody, but not to warn Danny at the moment unless it became too obvious he was blindly stepping into a trap. "Doesn't seem possible that none of them noticed she was pregnant, does it? How the hell did she keep it a secret for so long?"

"She really didn't look pregnant," Danny offered. "Wonder if she even knew who the father was--if she told him. Definitely no love lost between Trelawney and Ormond, the best suspects for the father of her baby."

"What about the accents? I didn't even understand what Cherry said when they opened the door, did you?"

"I don't remember. It was too foreign. I can't place the accent. Melody has a southern twang. Sugar keeps lapsing into this horrendous slang when she cries. Maybe they're from the South."

"Trelawney certainly didn't claim that. You ever been to California? Closest I've ever been to there was Hawaii."

Danny nodded. "I never really noticed an accent when I was in California. Not like these. But Trelawney did say they move around a lot. You'd think they would've lost their accent, or at least muted it, during all those moves."

They came up to First Avenue and crossed.

"You know, the question about why Teresa was throwing up so much lately is still up in the air--until we get Prodanovich's protocol. Morning sickness generally comes during the first trimester of pregnancy, although I'm sure it's possible to be sick during the second and third, too--"

"What are you getting at?" Pete asked, glancing at Danny to see his mind hard at work.

"What if it's no coincidence that Vanessa's emetic was missing at that time? Syrup of ipecac's an over-the-counter drug most people have on hand, even if Vanessa didn't use it regularly. Any one of them had access to it in that dressing room--the dancers, Trelawney, Roy. What if the killer took it, somehow gave it to Teresa without her knowing it that night? She throws up pretty violently like you would after taking that stuff and wants to go home."

"Why would they administer syrup of ipecac? Why not something that would kill her, like poison--make it easy?"

"There might be an element of cruelty involved, the desire to kill violently."

"Why not give her something stronger, even if they didn't want to kill her, so Roy would have to take her home?"

"Maybe they just wanted to make her woozy. She wouldn't be able to dance, but if she stayed, Trelawney would make her dance. So when she realized Roy couldn't take her, she walked. Maybe that's exactly what the killer wanted--to get her out in the open, alone. And that would mean the episode with the rowdy customer--"

"--was all a ruse to make sure Roy was busy," they both said at the same time.

Pete shook his head. "But that would mean Cherry's the killer, and she's got an airtight alibi. Dozens of patrons saw her dance on stage after that incident with the rowdy customer. Roy claims he watched her dance.

"On the other hand, maybe there're two people working as a team here. Maybe Cherry's job was to distract Roy while the other person went to strangle Teresa."

"Maybe," Danny said, but he didn't sound convinced any more than Pete was.

They were back at square one, but Pete filed away the information they'd come up with for later. They needed to find that rowdy customer. Until then, he wasn't willing to rule out the possibility that the incident was a ruse.

"What do you think the murder weapon was?" Danny asked as they approached Second Avenue. "You see anything in the dressing rooms, Trelawney's house, Teresa's room that could have done it?"

Teresa's room had given a bit more information to flesh out her personality, but who she really was remained a mystery. There'd been nothing there to give them any clues about the why and how of her murder. No diary, no letters, no nothing.

Pete shook his head. "I don't even have a guess what it could have been. Let's see if the protocol reveals anything new."

Danny glanced at his watch when they reached the park entrance. "Thirteen minutes to get this far. Add twelve from here to the nightclub. Takes just under a half hour for them to walk home from work."

"They'd have to be health nuts to walk that far," Pete said as Danny made notes on the time. He wasn't winded by their trek across town, but he still couldn't imagine doing it every day--let alone in the dead of the night. But then, the girls didn't have their own licenses or cars. Maybe they considered the walk one of their few freedoms. "I sure as hell wouldn't walk that far on a daily basis."

"Yeah, well, you got something worth getting home fast for."

They both looked at the park, filled with laughing children, and felt uneasy about the fact that it was impossible to tell someone had died there recently.

Almost back to the cul-de-sac Trelawney's house was on, Pete knew he had to bring up what could potentially be a volatile topic. "You notice anything strange about Mrs. Trelawney?"

"She's not cut out for the life her husband forces her to live."

Pete could hear the tightness in his partner's voice. "I was talking about her behavior. She was following you around like a puppy, even when we searched Teresa's room."

"Following us, you mean. At first I thought she was nervous about what we might find, but then again, she seemed absent-minded, like she was slipping in and out of reality. Her hands on that lace hankie were shaking the entire time."

Danny spoke in protective rather than accusing tones, and Pete was about to ask him if he was in any danger of forgetting he was a detective, not a bleeding heart, when Danny added soberly, "She might be taking drugs. Let's check out the doctor."

Dr. Cordova was busy, but when they flashed their badges his nurse showed them to his office and said he'd be with them in a few minutes. He was there in less.

"Something I can help you with, Officers?" he asked, closing the door and walking briskly around to the chair behind his desk. He was physically fit, unusual for most of the doctors Pete knew, with a well-trimmed moustache and beard and small round glasses. While he was bald on top, his hair was long in the back and curled around his collar.

Pete explained the situation briefly, showing him a picture of the victim in death. He realized by the doctor's reaction that he should have brought the professional pose of her instead.

"Huh, hard to recognize her," Dr. Cordova said, looking more squeamish than Pete expected of a doctor. "But I do. She was one of those dancers from the"--he coughed discreetly--"gentleman's club, wasn't she? I know it's not for public record, so I won't ask you what happened to her. I saw all of them once every three months. Is there anything specific you need to know?"

"Was she healthy?"

"Other than some yeast and bladder infections, she was very healthy."

"Any idea why they had such frequent checks? Most females have them once a year, don't they?"

The doctor studied them before asking carefully, "Do you want to know my professional opinion or my personal speculation?"

"Both."

"Professionally, I can't really say, other than they all insist on making frequent appointments for a checkup. It isn't normal to be seen for a routine pap smear more than once a year unless there's some high risk involved. Personally, I assume they're all very sexually active--more so than an average female. All are healthy, not high risk at all. In the case of frequent multiple partners, checks every three months are probably a good idea."

Pete glanced at Danny. Prostitution? Nothing else made sense. Pete couldn't imagine Sugar or Deidre being sexually active with multiple partners at their boss's direction.

"According to the dancers, you saw them just two months ago."

Dr. Cordova nodded. "That sounds about right. If you'd like me to be more specific, I can--"

Pete shook his head, waving his hand to tell him it wasn't necessary. "Then you must have known that Teresa was pregnant."

"Of course." Anticipating their questions, the doctor went on. "She seemed happy about it. Anxious but happy. She wouldn't say who the father was, and claimed she wouldn't be telling him right away. She didn't want an abortion. She asked me whether it was possible to go on dancing without risking the child, and I told her I didn't see any reason she couldn't if it was only dancing she did every night. I've never been in a place like that; I really don't know what's considered normal, if you catch my meaning."

Pete understood what the doctor didn't say--if there were strange sexual acts or simply simulated performances of those acts involving actual penetration of a sharp or oddly shaped object, there could be some risk involved for a pregnant woman. Obviously, the doctor believed strip joints were lewd, rude, and crude places where unspeakably deviant sex acts were performed.

"What else did you know about her? How old did she tell you she was?"

"Off-hand, without looking at her medical file, I can tell you she claimed to be twenty-one the first time I saw her--"

"Did you believe her?"

"I can't really say. I can't look at a person, whether inside or out, and come up with their age. Humans are not trees, you know. She looks...looked very young. Deidre, Vanessa, and Sugar seem very young to me as well, but again, I can't really say for certain one way or another. I have to assume what they tell me is correct unless I find evidence that it couldn't be possible."

Pete nodded. "I understand."

"One other thing of note that stands out in my mind about Teresa: When I confirmed that she was pregnant in April--I remember this because I'd seen her recently for the routine check and was surprised to see her back so soon after--she mentioned to me that she was one of seventeen children born to her parents."

"Seventeen?" Danny asked in astonishment.

"Shocking, isn't it? Families are much smaller these days."

"But she didn't tell you where she's originally from?"

The doctor shook his head. "Is there anything else I can help you with?"

"Anything unusual about the other dancers?"

"Since they're active patients, I can't tell you much unless you get a court order, but they're healthy." Dr. Cordova spread his hands as if to say he'd helped them all he could at that point.

"Was Melody Trelawney also a regular patient of yours?" Pete asked.

The doctor frowned as he thought. "The name isn't familiar, and I'm pretty good at keeping track of my regular patients. She could be a regular of another doctor here in the clinic. Shall I find out for you?"

Pete nodded, handing him a business card. "We'd appreciate that. Thanks for your time and cooperation, doctor."

"How the hell are we going to prove prostitution?" Danny wondered out loud as they got back in their car. "Makes no sense that Trelawney wouldn't make 'em work when they have their periods. They could use tampons. Unless there is prostitution going on."

Pete shrugged. Trelawney had obviously kept it very private if he was running a house of prostitution. Not a single rumor had floated into the police department about that possibility. "Vanessa's date could have been her turning a trick, not having a one-night stand. I seriously doubt anybody would come forward and admit they paid to have sex with her, so now there's not much we can do but keep our eyes and ears open for evidence to the fact."

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 25

 

"This cat food isn't getting any more pleasant," Danny said, suddenly aware of the overwhelming pungent stench emanating from his feet. He unrolled his window to escape it. "I need to change my shoes."

Pete changed directions, going toward Danny's apartment instead of the station. When they arrived, Pete's radio went off. "Found the guy who was with Vanessa early Thursday morning: Lance Osbourne. Owns the liquor store on the corner of Third and Elm," Chopp said over the radio.

Danny swung out of the car. "I'll just be a minute." He hurried up to the sixth floor, rid himself of his dirty shoes, slipped into another pair, and clattered down again.

"Osbourne Liquor," Pete said, picking up where they'd left off.

"S@#t, he's the guy Davy York told about the dead body under the bridge," Danny said in surprise. "Connection?"

Pete shook his head. "I guess we'll find out if there is and if Vanessa's in the clear."

Lance Osbourne was closer to forty than thirty with a shiny bald head that he tried to cover with a whole six strands of hair. He had a greasy complexion, small, pig-like eyes above a blackhead-infested nose and fat lips. His gut hung over his pants from an obvious long love of beer and unhealthy food.

Though Danny seldom noticed whether another guy was attractive unless the fact had some pertinence in a case, he noticed Lance Osbourne was on the opposite pole of that.

"I'm married. I'm married, g@#n it," the guy sobbed over and over as soon as Pete and Danny entered the interview room he'd been placed in. "I could lose my wife, my kid. He's a football player, the best on the team this year. She'd take him and the store in a heartbeat if she found out, my wife would. You gotta promise me this won't get out."

"Just tell us what happened, Mr. Osbourne," Pete said in a soothing tone.

"Tell you what? I screwed her, okay? After the bar closed, we went to the bathr--, her dressing room and we f@#d. That's all. It wasn't supposed to be any more than that. I got a wife, you know? It didn't mean anything."

"Which dancer are you referring to, Mr. Osbourne?"

"The black one. The skinny black one."

"Do you remember her name?"

Osbourne seemed to be getting more agitated by the minute. He was rocking on his chair, inadvertently testing its dubious strength, his hands against his mouth.

"Sugar? Deidre? Cherry? Teresa? Vanessa? Lacey?"

Though not all the dancers were African-American, Danny knew Pete threw all the names out to zone in on the right one--see what Osbourne really knew.

"Vanessa. I think her name was Vanessa. Not the black girl with that weirdo blond wig. The other one. The pretty, skinny one."

Pete pushed a picture of Vanessa toward him, and Osbourne nodded, saying, "That's her."

"Do you visit Danse de Minuit often, Mr. Osbourne?"

"Often enough, yeah. But I tell my wife I'm workin' late. She don't know anything about it. This is the first time I screwed one of 'em. First time and I'm caught, bam! S@#t outta luck. You believe that?"

"So you were in Vanessa's dressing room on Thursday morning after closing? Four a.m. to?"

"More like 3:30. We were in there a couple hours for sure. I couldn't seem to get enough of her, you know?" Osbourne laughed in a pitiful, whiny way that actually brought tears to his eyes. "Knew I'd regret it. Knew it, but couldn't seem to help it. Never met anybody that good with their--"

"Before the place closed, you went with Vanessa to her dressing room?"

"She said it was okay."

"Did you pay Vanessa for her services?" Pete asked bluntly, and Danny was pleased to see Osbourne's reaction. The guy jumped out of his chair and turned away, his freckled arms pumping the air as he cursed.

"Did you pay Vanessa for her services?" Pete repeated in a hard tone that demanded an answer. Osbourne slumped into the chair at the other side of the room, shaking his head as he covered his face.

"I didn't. I didn't, I swear it. We just had a good time."

And he lied through his teeth. Danny would have bet his life on it.

"If you don't tell me the truth, you could be in for a hell of a lot of trouble, Mr. Osbourne," Pete warned.

"I didn't. It was just for fun," Osbourne said under his breath.

He wasn't going to change his story. The guy was scared s@#tless of pretty much everything: of being in the interview room, the realization that his wife could find out and he could lose it all. His fear of losing everything by telling the whole truth and nothing but the truth was stronger than the fear that there could be legal consequences if he didn't. He was playing the odds that they'd never be able to prove he paid for the sex. Apparently Pete saw all that well enough, too.

"Did you go straight home when you were done?"

Osbourne peeked out from under his thick, hairy fingers. "No. I stopped by the store. Took a shower. Changed my clothes. My wife would-a known if I hadn't. I told her a box of whiskey dropped, broke, and I had to clean it up. That's why I changed my clothes."

"Davy York came to you and told you about the body under the bridge?"

Osbourne nodded. "I heard through the grapevine that it was a dancer from the club--the other black girl."

"Are you aware that the other dancer, Teresa, was killed between 3:30 and 4:30 on Thursday morning, Mr. Osbourne?"

Osbourne broke down crying like a little baby. "I didn't kill anybody. Hell, I was with Vanessa for most of the last hour the bar was open. She was at my table before we went back to her dressing room. I was with her that whole time. She told you that, didn't she? How else did you know to ask me about this? So you know I didn't kill anybody. All I did was screw somebody. I'm not the first guy who's cheated on his wife. Aw hell, aw hell! Can I go now?"

"You can go after you do one thing for us," Pete said with obvious disgust.

Osbourne looked intrigued. He'd probably do anything to escape.

"I want you to give us a blood sample willingly. Then you can go."

"Why?"

"It's routine. You're a witness and there's blood at the scene. If yours doesn't match up, you're off the hook."

Osbourne nodded. "Okay, okay, I can do that. I didn't kill anybody, so then you'll have proof."

Nodding, Pete opened the door and called to Chopp. "Take Mr. Osbourne down to the hospital and get a blood sample from him. He's willing. When you're done, bring him back to sign the written statement. Then he's free to go."

Osbourne fled from the room like a bird from a cage.

"What are you thinking?" Danny asked, curious about the lie Pete had dropped. There'd been no blood at the scene.

"I'm thinking Vanessa's got a stronger stomach than she realizes. I wouldn't sleep with that guy if I was a ninety-year-old virgin without a single other prospect."

Danny chuckled at that. He'd been thinking the same thing. The only way a beautiful girl like Vanessa would sleep with a dog-ugly cretin like Osbourne was if she was paid extravagantly for her trouble.

"So the questions are: Is there a connection between Osbourne screwing Vanessa that night and Davy York bursting into his liquor store the next day to tell him Teresa was dead? Was Osbourne screwing both Vanessa and Teresa for money? Is it possible he was the father of Teresa's baby? Why did Vanessa lie about what time she was with Osbourne? She said after closing, not before."

Ah, now Danny realized what Pete had been going after. And he'd done it in the only way Osbourne would have agreed to it.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 26

 

"You had better stop feeding your inner child before it gets as fat as your outer, baby," Andre's voice came from behind her.

Sugar stood by the stove wearing an oversized T-shirt to hide her generous curves. Next to her was a cookbook, open to Mousse au Chocolat. She turned, licking chocolate from her fingers, her face flushed at being caught. Andre was looking at another of her books, open on the kitchen table. It was called "How to Feed Your Inner Child".

"Didn't I tell you not two weeks ago that I would throw you out if you didn't start dieting?" he said in that patient yet firm tone she'd come to despise.

She shook her head, smiling naughtily as she said, "You've just lost a dancer. You can't afford to get rid of me right now, and you know it, Andre."

"It comes in handy for you, does it?" Andre said with his eyebrow raised.

Leave it to Andre to say something so heartless. Sugar dropped the spoon in the pan and turned in disbelief. "You want to control me, my weight, my every move. Lacey said she tried to get the money out of her savings account and they wouldn't give it to her without your signature. So much for our 'retirement account'; we don't even have access to our own money without your say so!"

"Is that why the two of you skipped out early last night? To punish me?" Andre said in a low tone.

She knew nothing she said would appease him, so she didn't try. "Why couldn't you let Teresa be happy? Why did you have to take that away from her? Would it have been so bad to let her go with Roy to make her dreams come true? They were in love, and you knew it. If you had a shred of common decency, you would have let her go."

She was weeping now and turned away to spoon up more chocolate. Sometimes I hate him!

She took care of things, of people. It was what she did best. She'd spent a lifetime on a reservation caring for her frail mother since her deadbeat father--who was sometimes in jail, sometimes out on parole--wouldn't pay alimony or do anything else for them. Her mother hadn't been able to hold a job or a man. Andre had suggested to her more than once that her mama's heart troubles were in her mind, that her mother had carried out the charade because she'd gotten spoiled by her daughter's hovering and coddling.

It was at least true that Andre had seemed to know exactly what Sugar needed when they'd met. He'd offered her more money than she'd ever dreamed of for dancing in his club. He'd offered love, her very first dose, and she'd loved him back unconditionally. Unlike with her mother, Sugar had always believed that the love she gave Andre provided her with tenfold reward.

Now she was a little more jaded about him. She knew he used her for selfish reasons. His love certainly wasn't unconditional. His love wasn't fair. It was temporary. It was something he wielded to gain her loyalty. She didn't know how to break away from him, to tell him "no, it has to stop", just as she hadn't known how to refuse her parents.

Angrily, he knocked the spoon out of her hand, yanking her against him. She didn't want to react with fear, knowing that was exactly what he wanted from her, but his cruel smile told her that her expression revealed her anyway.

"Non. Understand me now, baby--I will never let any of you go unless I tire of you. I'm the only one who can make you happy. And I can make you equally miserable if you displease me, compris?"

All her life, she'd disappointed everyone no matter how hard she tried. Her vulnerability was wide open to him, and he didn't mind moving in for the kill, either. Softening his tone, he lifted her face until her eyes met his. "Don't I provide everything you need and more? Do you lack for anything, cherie?"

Sugar shook her head wordlessly. She knew all his tricks and yet she couldn't rise above his need for power by withholding it.

"I'm not like your parents. You live in luxury, not being forced to earn money any way you can to feed your family, to buy your mother whatever she decides she has to have. You don't have to come up with something when your deadbeat father comes around, telling you you're responsible for his bad habits. They didn't care about you. They didn't even like you, baby."

Her lips trembled at his cruel words that he waited until just the right moment to make gentle. "But I indulge your every whim. I care about you. I love you. Je t'aime, darling."

He pressed something into her hand, and she glanced down to see a delicate gold necklace with an angel pendant. The halo was made up of diamonds. She'd been admiring it only a week ago at the jewelry shop in town. He'd remembered.

Closing her eyes, she gave in to the sobs she'd held back. He gathered her fully into his arms, easing her back onto the table and putting himself between her legs. Taking the necklace, he put it around her neck. Without warning, his hands were there with it, squeezing for an endless minute that sent fear racing through her.

Before she could struggle, his hands slid to her shoulders and he kissed her tenderly, passionately.

If she was to be free of him, she had to give him the loyalty he required--whatever the risk. She melted in his arms and mewed softly, helplessly.

When he eased back, she slowly opened her eyes. The look of triumph in his gaze told her she'd given him the power over her life...again. Right now, she didn't care. Soon, she'd have her own power. "I'm so sorry, Andre. I've been selfish."

To seal his trust in her, she begged him to make love to her.

Someday, if she could be strong, she would be free of his selfish power. Maybe she could help the other girls, too. And then she'd make sure they got back every penny he owed them.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 27

 

"The security team's alibis at the nightclub checked out. All of 'em," Chopp said at Danny and Pete's office door. "I'll be back in ten minutes. Got something for you."

Danny watched him disappear back into the labyrinth of the station. Dr. Cordova's nurse had called earlier to say that Melody Trelawney wasn't a patient at the clinic or hospital in Falcon's Bend--she had no medical history at all in town. Pete and Danny also sifted through the lists of interviews with patrons of the bar for the night of Teresa's death, and some little theory Pete had been working on in his own mind had panned out. He'd made phone calls, yet wouldn't tell Danny what it was about--just said, "I'm probably wrong, but I'll let you know if it checks out."

Other than working on a few other cases today, they'd had no new evidence come to light on "the stripper case", as Chief Sobcynzski had begun calling it.

Danny was pretty sure that the new info Chopp had would be about the birth certificates. When he glanced across the desks, he saw Pete eyeing the phone again. His partner had called Lisa around six o'clock, just before they'd grabbed some sandwiches. Danny wondered what it'd be like to want to check in with someone at home so often. He'd never been in a relationship with a woman where he'd felt the need to check in with her, unless they'd made plans he needed to break. He'd thoroughly enjoyed the throwaway relationships, the mildly committed ones. He'd longed for more, but had never felt more. The thought of having someone waiting at home for him, maybe even waiting up until he came home, suddenly seemed amazingly ideal to him. When Pete got home, no matter how late it was, Lisa would wake when he got into bed, put her arms around him, and ask how his day had been.

Danny reached forward, grabbed his phone, and dialed Pete's home phone himself.

"Hello," Lisa's soft, sweet voice said, and Danny could hear the anticipation in it. She was hoping he was Pete.

"Hey, Lis. What are you up to?"

He heard the recognition in her voice and the smile when she said, "Not much. Work. Waiting for your partner to make it home tonight."

Across the desk, Pete had perked up to the fact that there was a connection to his beloved only a couple feet away.

"What are you doing, Danny?" Lisa asked casually.

"Envying my partner at the moment."

Lisa laughed, and Danny's longing grew. While most people had him pegged as some playboy who couldn't control his most basic urges, Danny wasn't like that. From the time he was kid, he'd dreamed about a home, one like his parents had, one where he could raise children and then grow old with the one woman he couldn't live without. He just hadn't met that one woman yet.

Pete was a damn lucky guy--and knew it, too. He wanted the phone and he wanted it immediately. Danny thought he'd torture him a bit.

"So, try out any new recipes lately?" He and Lisa had a common love of cooking. While Danny hadn't made it to Falcon's Bend often way back then, he'd had absolutely nothing in common with Pete's first wife. In fact, he'd pretty much despised the woman the first time he laid eyes on her at Pete's wedding. He'd never understood what Pete saw in her and was relieved about the divorce, even as his best friend carried out more battle scars than one man should have from a relationship. Lisa was perfect for him, and Danny had all but fallen for her himself from the get-go. Maybe part of it was knowing Lisa would treat Pete right.

Lisa started to tell him about a recipe she'd tried lately, but Pete said, "Will you give me the damn phone, Van Gogh?"

"I happen to be talking here," Danny said with his hand over the receiver.

Pete motioned with his fingers that he wanted the phone ASAP, not an instant later. Danny flirted with his partner's wife for another full minute before handing it over.

The soft greeting and love in his best friend's voice got to Danny. Grabbing his coffee mug, he headed out of the room so he didn't have to listen to the intimate conversation Pete would be too involved in to care about the teasing he'd get for it later.

As he refilled his mug with coffee, he found himself remembering the look in Melody's eyes when she'd handed him her art book. Something was alive behind her mask of confusion and absent-mindedness, waiting to be set free.

Why did he keep remembering that?

From his office kitty-corner to the chief's, Chopp was gathering up papers, including the birth certificates. Danny moved back into his and Pete's office, announcing that Chopp was on the way. Pete had barely said goodbye to Lisa when Chopp came in, munching on a fruit bar. He threw the file down on their desks.

"What have you got?" Pete asked, pulling himself up to hear the information while opening the folder.

"Both Trelawney and Ormond are yankin' your chain." Chopp finished the snack and tossed the wrapper in the garbage. "They came back on file in California. Los Angeles, to be exact. Both had driver's licenses there. No traffic violations or priors. Only thing interesting is that Trelawney claimed seven dependents on his 1999 taxes in California--"

"All the girls employed at the club now, and his wife," Pete murmured, not looking up from the papers.

"Yeah. Only him and his wife are claimed on the 2000 taxes here in Wisconsin."

Pete was clearly disappointed when he said, "Clean, huh?"

"Looks like it. Trelawney worked at a nightclub in LA called The Blue Top. It wasn't a strip joint. He bought a $300,000 house in Beverly Hills along with a brand-spankin' new Porsche. Unloaded both of 'em before comin' here about a year ago, and got more than fair prices for 'em. Ormond didn't live it up quite that much, but he did buy that Cadillac in LA he tools around in here. He also worked at The Blue Top."

"Trelawney's well-heeled," Danny said speculatively. "Fancy house. Bar. Brand new Porsche. His nightclub was pretty popular there then?"

Chopp shook his head, looking like a man enjoying his unveiling. "Here's the thing: He didn't own The Blue Top. He was a bartender there. Ormond was head of security."

"Bartender? How many bartenders do you know who can afford a Porsche and three-hundred-grand house? Did he pay his loans on time?"

Snorting a laugh, Chopp raised his eyebrow at the intrigue. "Oh yeah. At first, just the minimum payment; then he started payin' it off fast--even if his salary wasn't much to be impressed about. He's got mondo good credit. Same with Ormond. Only problem--" Chopp leaned forward to point out one of the reports in the file to Pete. "These dude's seem to have magically appeared in California like genies out effin' bottles. They didn't seem to exist before they surfaced in LA in January '99. They got their California driver's licenses within a week of each other, applied with their birth certificates, and both claimed they lost their old ones. Also opened bank accounts almost simultaneously--different banks, mind you, but both got credit cards with three hundred dollar limits. They ran 'em up and paid 'em off immediately. Credit card limit increased and kept on 'cause they were spendin' right and left but payin' it all off each time."

Pete glanced at Danny. "Inherited?"

Danny couldn't guess, but he doubted it.

"No record of it if he did," Chopp answered. "They don't seem to have any families in California either. We're at a dead end with 'em unless somethin' comes back from CIB."

"What about the dancers and Mel Trelawney?" Danny asked.

Chopp stroked his moustache in contemplation. "Before they moved here...nothin'. They've got birth certificates, but not much else. They filed 2000 taxes in Wisconsin--1040-EZ forms--though God only knows why Trelawney bothered takin' taxes out of their checks since they didn't make diddly squat."

"Not quite two thousand apiece," Pete added from the files. "Only worked four months of 2000. The club didn't officially open for business until about September."

"That's minimum tip wage," Danny calculated in his head. "I always thought strippers made a lot of money. What's the point otherwise? No incentive if you're not raking in dough, you know. Maybe they didn't report tips."

"They reported their tips on their 2000 taxes, which were considerable," Pete acknowledged.

"But look at the savings accounts all the dancers have. I bet Trelawney deposits their tips in there. Wonder if they even have access to this money."

There was no point in speculating. If the dancers weren't willing to press charges against Trelawney for cheating them, their hands were tied.

"In California, they might've lived with him in the fancy house, but none of 'em had jobs--legit ones anyway, since he claimed 'em all on his taxes. No evidence they were strippers, either," Chopp said. "No priors, no checking accounts. Savings accounts that get regular bi-monthly deposits by Trelawney, but no withdrawals, no credit cards, no paper trail, no nothin'." Chopp grunted, leaning his shoulder against the doorjamb. "That's why I say they're yankin' your chain. If any of these birth certificates are real, I'll eat my badge. They're too perfect."

"They're fake," Pete said--a gut instinct, but one Danny shared. "They faked 'em, established credit, became model citizens for a year or so, then headed here--God only knows why Trelawney chose Falcon's Bend--to set up the nightclub. The question is, where did Trelawney get the money to support seven women, a huge house, and car payments on a bartender's salary? Drugs? Prostitution?"

"With such a model life?" Chopp said sarcastically.

Under his breath, Danny muttered, "It's all gonna come crashing down soon. I guarantee it."

"If they filed taxes, they gotta have social security numbers. Chopp, you looking into that angle?"

The patrol sergeant nodded. "Already on it."

"Well, then we need to get Trelawney's payroll records. See if we can find out more about this. Get the subpoena form ready, Chopp, just in case Trelawney doesn't consent to the search."

Chopp nodded and left the room to get started on it right away. Pete had glanced at his watch in the meantime. "Almost 9:00. We'll find Trelawney at the club."

Danny had pulled the file toward him and was looking at the birth certificates of the dancers closely for the first time. 

Deidre Keifer, born in Long Beach, California, twenty-one years old. Like hell.

Vanessa Borland, born in San Bernardino, California, twenty-one years old.

Sugar Reeves, San Francisco, twenty-two years old. Danny found it hard to believe she could be that old.

Lacey Crow, Redondo Beach, twenty-nine years old. She was the only one who looked that age, but she damn sure wasn't from Redondo Beach. Not with that accent.

Teresa Jackson, Beverly Hills, twenty-two years old.

Cherry Vandermere, Los Angeles, twenty-one years old.

Melody Vandermere, Los Angeles, twenty-one years old. Danny could believe Cherry was of-age, and it relieved him to know Mel was, too. But the certificates were probably faked, so there was a chance she wasn't. He didn't like that idea.

Roy Ormond, born in Los Angeles, thirty-four years old.

Andre Trelawney, born in Los Angeles, thirty-five years old. No way. Danny didn't buy that. If Ormond and Trelawney had been born in Los Angeles, where they'd come back on file there would have been more background on them--more than for just a year, year and a half.

"Doesn't add up, does it?" Pete said, and Danny shook his head.

They both stood and put on their jackets before heading over to Danse de Minuit. As soon as they entered the bar, Danny found himself searching the place for Melody, but she wasn't there. He glanced at the stage to see her twin there. Cherry had put some strange pink dye in her hair and she'd crimped it. Still, he recognized her immediately. She threw off the little slip of satin she wore and strutted down the cat-walk stage wearing nothing except a necklace and thong. Regardless of the fact that the woman had a body men would kill to touch, Danny found himself turned off by her bold sexuality. She had no qualms about what she did for the men who lapped up her ice-cold seduction. Her face was filled with hard pleasure as she stroked herself in time with the slow, pulsing music.

Disgust filled Danny at the stark differences between the two sisters. He couldn't think of two people who were more opposite than these twins. Mel was so sweet and beautiful, soft-spoken, and just a little unsure of herself. When he imagined her up on that stage, he imagined someone who closed her eyes to the audience and absorbed herself in an act of freedom, one she almost never got. Her seduction would be an act of unfolding, like a butterfly slowly coming out of its cocoon spreading its glorious wings and flying for the first time.

Pete nudged him, nearly knocking him down, and Danny felt himself flush in humiliation. The only consolation was that the room was so dark no one could see his reaction to the thought of another woman on stage dancing only for him. It made no sense that the one dancing now, dancing naked, turned him off so thoroughly.

Pete took the lead to Trelawney's office. Roy came out of it just as he was about to knock, and he shouted back "cops" before passing them wordlessly.

Trelawney made no pretense about his reaction to seeing them, charm or no charm. His lip curled in derision.

"Are you aware of the consequences of obstructing justice, Mr. Trelawney?" Danny said, knowing Pete wanted to take charge of this interview but was unable to step down from the role himself.

"I'm aware that you people are like cockroaches--once you're in, there's nothing anyone can do to get rid of you," Trelawney said without fear.

Danny leaned across his desk into the creep's face. "Where are you really from? You had a nice setup in California for a year or so. Three-hundred-grand house, Porsche, seven other mouths to feed--and all on a bartender's piss-poor salary. To top of it off, we're having a b@#h of a time finding out anything about your dancers and your wife. I think you intended it that way, too."

Easing back in his leather chair, Trelawney folded his hands, his expression carelessly disinterested. "I don't know what you mean, Lieutenant. My parents left me a sizable inheritance long ago. I traveled quite a bit, settling in Los Angeles, my hometown, for a time, and now in this quaint little town of Falcon's Bend. But you already know these things. Why must I rehash everything for you?"

"Rehash? You can cooperate, that's what you could do. And you better soon before you find yourself in deep s@#t. We can start by subpoenaing your payroll records and end with you in jail."

Trelawney kicked back from his desk, rolling his chair closer to the wall with his hands behind his head--again with no great concern at their mutual predicament. "You're distressed because you haven't been able to find credit cards, checking accounts...these things for my dancers?"

Danny nodded. "For starters," he said, crossing his arms over his chest expectantly.

Trelawney shrugged. "You've probably found that my dancers filed taxes in 2000 in Wisconsin. I pay them minimum tipping wage which is reported on each of their tax forms--all adhering to the letter of the law, I assure you. I could legally deduct amounts for meals and lodging for each of them, but I don't."

Yeah, the guy was a real saint. "What about clothing, insurance, medical treatment? Hell, what about entertainment?"

"I provide them with everything they need and everything they want, within reason. I pay all medical bills. I buy them anything they ask for, again within reason. They lack nothing. This is an agreement we've come to mutually and all my girls are happy with it. I have no doubt they would testify to this themselves if you asked them."

Danny had to concede the point. When he and Pete had visited Trelawney's house earlier today, he'd noticed that everything was top quality. The girls were definitely pampered and used to luxury. Even after searching the victim's room, he'd had to conclude that Teresa had a lot of things for someone with almost no money of her own. Her closet had been stuffed with clothes and shoes. Her stereo had been state of the art. Even the full-size bed had been made out of real wood, not just metal or laminated particle board. He'd had the feeling if he'd checked the other rooms, he would have found evidence that they didn't live in poverty at all. They were well-cared for, given everything they could need or want--everything except freedom and the ability to live their own lives and make their own decisions. Even as employees, there was no union to protect them. Trelawney's idea of mutual agreement was something Danny would call nothing less than tyranny.

"So you see, Lieutenants, if you're searching for these things, you won't find them. There's nothing unusual about this."

Danny snorted. "Try standing in my shoes once and you'd change your mind about that in a hurry. Being a hotshot lawyer and all, Trelawney, you know we can subpoena your payroll records or you can sign a consent to hand them over freely. Either way, we'll get them. You can't hide."

"Nor am I trying."

"If you didn't own a dance nightclub in Los Angeles, why would you have so many dancers? They weren't employed in California, and you claimed them on your taxes that year. Why?--unless you just like having a harem at your disposal. For the record, I don't believe you're really from California, other than for that year or so."

Pete nudged him, but Danny didn't turn.

"I can't help what you believe, Lieutenant Vincent. However, as I've just stated, and my birth certificate won't tell you, I've been a gypsy all my life. I move around with my filles de minuit. We never stay anywhere for long. Until I met my wife, I had no reason to settle down. Forgive a man for mellowing and needing to set down roots. Ma cherie Melody has created a family man of me."

Danny could have very easily pulled back his fist and let it fly into the b@#d's face if Pete hadn't stopped his arm from moving in that direction. If Trelawney was a family man, Danny was the Pope.

Trelawney almost smiled at him, seeming to sense Danny's reaction in his words. He'd clearly set him up for it, too. "I have a question of my own, messieurs. What possible motive would I have for killing Teresa? She was--forgive the crudeness of this--my bread and butter as much as the other dancers. Regardless of what you believe, I care deeply for all my ladies."

"That include your wife?" Danny spit.

"Above all," Trelawney said gravely. "Melody is my treasure, my angel of light: purity." He'd fallen almost into a stupor as he spoke. Or chanted. "I know you care about her, too, Mr. Vincent. I've seen the way you look at her."

Danny took a step back as if dodging a punch. He groped for a comeback.

"I can forgive all if you promise me you won't let anything happen to my wife," Trelawney continued calmly. "If this lunatic who killed Teresa decides to strike again, you would protect Melody wouldn't you?"

"Do you feel your wife is in danger, Mr. Trelawney?" Pete asked.

"Possibly. At this point, we know nothing do we? We have to assume it's a possibility, one that I have to be prepared for, if it means keeping Melody safe."

"We're going to do everything in our power to make sure this doesn't happen again," Pete said in a consoling tone. "You can help us with that by signing the consent for your payroll records."

After a moment of clear indecision, Trelawney nodded his head. "Whatever it takes for you to leave my wife out of this dirty business. She's fragile. You can't understand that fully, but she's extremely delicate in every way. If she's hurt, I promise you I'll hold the both of you responsible for not protecting her. That I would not forgive."

Danny had walked in, primed for confrontation. He walked out deflated by the authenticity of Trelawney's feelings for his wife. If the b@#d was so careful about her, then why was he screwing everyone else in his house? And why was she so obviously afraid of him?

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 28

 

He was panting already, watching her move across the room toward him.

Lacey smiled in satisfaction. He'd been scared s@#tless to do this. Cops in the f@#g building, probably already gunning for him, he'd said, 'cause he'd been buried in her bosom when they walked in. She'd promised him the lay of his life to convince him to do this.

Having the pigs here while she broke sacred laws would be the ultimate high for her. She hadn't locked the door either.

The ladies' bathroom in Danse de Minuit had never been used by female patrons. There'd never been a woman in the audience since the club opened in this backass-ward town. But that didn't mean the bathroom didn't serve a valuable purpose.

"You got it?" she asked, only a foot from him.

Cowboy Dan, as Lacey had come to think of him in their very short association, nodded eagerly, fumbling in the pocket of his jeans made too tight by his excitement.

He came out with a roll. Without looking at the money, she plucked it out of his hand, set it on the shelf under the mirror, and reached for his zipper. He groaned, "I'm gonna...baby. I can't--"

Regretfully, she inhaled deeply. This instrument she loved as much as she hated. Lacey had her reasons for despising every man she met.

She rose slowly, rubbing herself against him for an instant before he dragged her up with surprising strength. He'd been such a g@#n wimp about the pigs, she'd expected him to be a worthless lay--outside of his obviously nice equipment.

Her excitement increased at the thought of him actually having a backbone. She ground her hips against him, groaning, but annoyed that something would soon cover every hot inch of him.

He rammed her up against the wall while she commanded gutturally, "Now, cowboy."

"You like it rough, don't you, baby. Don't you? You want me to break you in two."

Lacey moaned her assent. A helpless laugh escaped her. When she knew he was close, she closed her hands around his neck hard for half a minute, imagining he was Andre. She could actually finish this--now, once for all. Cowboy Dan stared at her in shock, his hips halting, his hands clawing at his throat.

"Lack of oxygen makes it more intense," she whispered, allowing him a breath. "I promised you the f@#k of your life, and you'll never forget this, cowboy. Guaranteed."

She saw the intrigue in his eyes, and then he started pumping again, watching her a little warily. Before long, the ecstasy claimed him, and she squeezed his throat again until he turned purple, gasping. But the way his eyes rolled back...his release was enough to make his knees buckle.

Lacey laughed again and screamed viscerally at her triumph as she rode the bull all the way to the end. At the last moment, she let go and Cowboy Dan stumbled back, his legs obviously as weak as jelly.

You taught your daughter well, Ma, she thought bitterly as she stared down at him, and I'll never forgive you for as long as I live.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 29

 

"Je viens, ah, mon amour...ma petite rose...je t'adore."

Andre collapsed on top of Vanessa, burying his face next to her head, smiling at the impact he knew his words would have on her. Despite her silly eating disorder which had altered what had once been a sinfully gorgeous body into something far too gaunt, the first thing that had attracted Andre to her was her beauty. Vanessa had classic good looks--fine cheekbones, oval-shaped face, full mouth, and wide, sultry, thickly-fringed eyes.

The second thing that had attracted him was her pitiful neediness. Her insecurity was exactly the kind of human flaw he could use to his benefit, repeatedly. With a few well-placed words and gifts, she'd been eating out of his hands. It wasn't as if she had much to go back to anyway. Her parents had been poor and worked all the time at two or three jobs each just to take care of Vanessa's chronically ill brother and his endless hospital bills. They never spared an ounce of attention on their healthy daughter, except to make her feel like she wasn't pulling her weight and was dragging them down. While Vanessa had showed some signs of being unhappy within his family--mostly whenever Sugar was dissatisfied--she would never go back there. He knew that for a fact. But she might defect, given the opportunity and enough of Sugar's needling, just as Teresa had attempted to.

He'd managed to put Sugar back into her rightful place again. Vanessa would be a cinch.

She reluctantly tore her gaze from the delicate diamond bracelet around her wrist. "Really? You think I'm sexy, Andre? Still?"

Keeping his smile in check, Andre lifted his head. "After I've just ravished you so thoroughly, you can ask that, baby?"

She didn't stop to savor the compliment for an instant--just as he expected. "Am I your best girl? Do I please you more than the other girls? Now that Teresa is gone?"

Andre's eyes narrowed on her face. "Did you hate Teresa so much, chère?" She'd hated that Teresa had a perfect body, he knew that. She hated any woman who looked better than she thought she did. Sugar was her only friend in that regard. Sugar was simply no threat at all to her.

Turning, he shoved her off the bed, hard, and as she backed up to the wall, she just stared at him with wide eyes that knew better than to defy him right now. She didn't speak.

"The police are asking a lot of questions. Far too many. I have to know I can trust you," he said softly. "I need you to promise you won't tell them about the money you take from our clients in exchange for faire l'amour. I need you to promise you won't reveal your true age or that your paychecks and tax refunds go back into my business. The taxes were to protect all of you. I didn't do it for myself. You understand that, don't you? If I didn't do it, none of you would have a 'paper trail' and then they might find out that you ran away from home where you were worthless to that family. You wouldn't want them to take you back there, would you?"

"No," she barely whispered.

"I can protect you from that, but you have to protect me as well--no matter what they do to threaten or intimidate you."

She nodded, but he wasn't satisfied. He grabbed her by the hair and dragged her back onto the bed with him. She whimpered, refusing to look at him until he let go of her hair and lifted her chin. Tears overflowed in her eyes.

"I give you love the way no one else ever will," he reminded her gently. "Do you prefer being with me over being with your parents, ma cherie?"

"Yes, Andre! You know I do. Don't ever send me away. Please. Please, baby."

He smiled. "I won't, as long as you promise me you'll trust me to take care of this. Promise me you'll keep our secrets."

She nodded helplessly. "I promise. Anything."

"I have one more thing for you to do. Call these investigators. Tell them you were with your date Thursday morning in your dressing room from 3:30 to 6:00. They were suspicious and didn't believe you. I can't risk them knowing about our little side business. They must believe that it was a date and I had nothing to do with it. They will find your date, count on that, and he could tell them the truth. We have to be prepared, but first, your stories must match when it comes to the time. Tu comprends?"

She nodded. He handed her his cell phone after he dialed and listened to her ask for Detective Shasta, listened to her say she'd lied, and watched her burst into tears that somehow added veracity to the story that followed: She'd been with her date from 3:30 to 6:00; she'd lied because she didn't want her boss to know she was having sex with a date in her dressing room while she was supposed to be working.

She disconnected and gasped pitifully. "I think he believed me."

Andre nodded, smiling in satisfaction before taking her in his arms again. "Très bien."







 

 

 

Chapter 30

 

Pete's bare, red-clay ground of a lawn stared back at him accusingly from where he stood, sipping coffee in only a pair of jeans from the patio doors. He really should go seed it. He had at least part of the day, had the materials to do it, and he wanted to let Lisa sleep in since it was a Saturday.

He'd have to go to work later. Trelawney had signed the consent the day before and said he'd have his payroll records delivered to the FBPD by this afternoon.

He was still a little surprised by the call from Vanessa yesterday, owning up to the actual time she was with Osbourne. Pete and Danny had concluded that Trelawney put her up to it--hell, she'd cried like a little girl who was utterly terrified, hoping to throw suspicion off the prostitution angle. It'd done the opposite.

The phone rang, and Pete moved quickly to grab it.

"Talked to Chopp," Danny said.

"Yeah. We'll meet at the office when the payroll records are in."

"Sounds good."

Pete heard Danny's pause and knew he was thinking about things.

"Those security numbers will be clean--untraceable before January 1999 for the whole lot of them."

"When Trelawney and Ormond appeared like 'genies out of effin' bottles' in California," Pete added--his thoughts exactly. The geographic digits matched the place of birth on all the birth certificates--California, right down to the county all the birth certificates claimed the person was born in. The second set of numbers indicated the year the number was issued, again a match for what the birth certificates said.

"One of them must have had a hell of a contact in the Social Security Administration."

Pete nodded. "So what are they hiding? They must've paid through the nose to establish all this. Why?"

Hands and arms slid around Pete's torso, and then he felt Lisa's silky body pressed tightly to his back. He lost his train of thought as her mouth touched his skin, her fingertips danced along his suddenly quivering flesh.

"See you at the office," he said, hanging up and turning to embrace his wife. "Sorry. Wanted to let you sleep in."

"I'll sleep when I'm dead. You could have woken me. For any reason at all."

Pete grinned at her. Lisa popped up on tiptoe and kissed him on the mouth. After an endless heartbeat that had him feeling better than he had in days, she pulled back just a little to ask in a husky tone, "So, do I actually have you all to myself today, Lieutenant Shasta?"

"Unfortunately no. As soon as I get the call from Chopp, I have to go in."

"The stripper case?"

Pete nodded, noting the disappointment that crept into her eyes. She didn't speak it.

"You want some coffee?"

She nodded, exhaling. "I'd love some."

"Sit down. I'll get it."

While she took a stool at the breakfast bar, he got a mug and fixed her coffee just the way she liked it.

"Thanks," she said when he set it before her. After a sip, she asked, "So how is the case going? Still too many suspects?"

Pete leaned across the counter, closer to her. "Yeah. This is right up your alley--two of the suspects are twin sisters. Identical twins. If they wore their hair the same and dressed the same, you'd never be able to tell 'em apart. But outside of that, they're not a damn thing alike. What I think you'd call opposing characters."

"Hmm. Maybe they didn't grow up with the same parents."

She sipped again, and Pete was all ears. She worked at an adoption agency, faced this kind of situation every day. Maybe she could shed some light on the gut instinct he had that something wasn't right with Cherry and Melody Vandermere.

"About a month ago, I handed over twins to two couples. They were boys. I hate separating twins. When you think about how close they were in the womb, practically in each other's arms for so many months, it seems inhumane to separate them, especially if the couples you give them to decide they'd rather not reveal that the child had been a twin at birth. But there are times when we have no choice--not if we want the babies to be placed into good homes as soon as possible."

"The birth certificates have them down as having the same family name; but since we're pretty sure the certificates are clever fakes, it could be part of the setup."

"Sounds like you have your hands full," Lisa said softly, and Pete knew by the way she looked down and concentrated on her coffee that she was thinking about something else.

"What?" he asked.

She met his eyes again, grinning a little sheepishly. "It's silly. It really is. We're talking about babies and..." The doesn't-matter attitude slipped as she stared at him. Pete moved around the bar and sat next to her.

"Tell me, baby." He was worried something was wrong. Lisa never went this quiet, like she didn't want to tell him something.

"I shouldn't even be thinking of it. I mean, I can't think about it. But...I can't help it." She lifted her eyes, and he could tell she was forcing herself to hold his gaze. She wanted to look away.

"I never expected to meet someone like you. I'd vowed after Bruce and I divorced that I'd never fall in love with anyone again. I accepted that I'd never have children. But lately I've been thinking what it would be like to have a baby with you."

Her words hit him like a laser out of a clear blue sky. "Ah, man..." He scooted forward to pull her against him. While he was relieved she hadn't been trying to tell him it was over, he wasn't any happier to hear what she had been thinking about. He'd accepted she couldn't have children, too. Without a second thought. He didn't want any more than Lisa could offer him. If being with Lisa Mercer-Shasta meant never having offspring of his own, he could live with that. All he really needed to be content was this woman. He hadn't allowed himself to think of anything beyond that because she was so much more than he'd ever hoped for in this life.

The phone rang, and Pete cursed it even while Lisa gave him a tight hug and backed off, waving at him to let him know he should go ahead and answer it. She blew her nose on a napkin.

His gaze on her the entire time, Pete picked up the phone and said, "Yeah?"

He expected it to be Chopp to tell him the payroll records were in. Instead Chopp said, "We found a witness. The guy that was givin' that dancer a hard time--Cherry."

Pete mumbled "I'll be there in fifteen minutes" before hanging up.

Lisa laughed, shaking her head before he could utter his pathetic apology, not only for the bad timing of the phone call but for failing to pick up at all what she'd been feeling lately--how long was that? 

"I shouldn't have brought it up now. I knew you had to go. Don't worry about it, sweetie. I'm fine."

He couldn't give her what she needed--not right now--and he felt the self-disgust slam through him at the knowledge. "I'm sorry, baby," was all he could say as he hugged her.

"Don't be. You couldn't have known. I never even considered it could come back to haunt me since I'm the one who made the decision to have the hysterectomy. But I'm really okay. Sounds like a big deal, but it's really not."

She was smiling--obviously covering up--as she pushed him away, sending him upstairs to get ready. As Pete drove to the station, calling Danny on the cell to make sure he'd been informed, he promised himself he'd take some time off as soon as this case wrapped up. He and Lisa would talk about this in-depth.

Muddled in what Lisa had dropped on him, Pete wasn't prepared at all when Rosch started teasing him as soon as he arrived. "Hey, boss, you get caught halfway toward the moon with your wife?" He and the other uniforms laughed; Danny rolled his eyes. Pete wasn't in the mood for it.

"Pugh Braun?" Pete asked Chopp.

Behind his tinted glasses, Chopp looked surprised. "How'd you know?"

When Ormond had described the customer who'd gotten rowdy with Cherry, Pete had been 95 percent sure that the character who'd been thrown out of Danse de Minuit on the night of the murder had been Pugh Braun, someone they'd hauled in a couple times for minor offenses. Braun had gotten some points off for CMV violations, frequently started bar fights, over women usually. Pete had put out some feelers to friends of Braun, hoping the guy would step forward if he believed he'd get in more trouble by not coming forward than he would by giving himself up.

"Where is he?" Pete asked.

"Interview B."

"How did you know?" Danny asked.

"Just a hunch. You ready?"

Danny nodded.

They entered Interview B, a small cube of a room that obviously made Pugh Braun nervous. He was pacing the couple feet across and whipped his head around anxiously when he heard the door. Braun was tall, lean, and what most women probably found appealing with his shaggy hair, handle-bar moustache, and strangely bright green eyes.

With his hand on the back of his neck, Braun said, "So you got me here, Shasta. Heard through the grapevine that if I fessed up you'd let it go."

Pete chuckled. "I don't think I quite said that, but yeah, we wanna talk to you about what happened this past July thirteenth at Danse de Minuit. You were there, weren't you?"

"Yeah, I was there. You guys know that trouble finds me wherever I go. I swear to you, I wasn't doing nothin'. Just watchin' the show like any healthy, red-blooded male would do, and this blond wench comes over to my table. One of the strippers."

"Do you remember her name?"

"Cherry. Hell, yeah. She told me she was red and ripe and I could pick her." Braun laughed, nodding to confirm she was the one when Pete pushed a picture of Cherry toward him. "I just sat there, man. Didn't do nothing. She gets on my lap, straddlin' me. What the hell would you do if a leggy blond with bea-ut-iful t@#s shoved 'em right up into your face? But I was the king of restraint, man. Didn't touch her at all. Just let her...have at it, you know?"

"What happened?" Danny asked man-to-man, almost like he'd get off at hearing the whole tale--which was exactly how Braun needed to be handled.

"She's sittin' there, rubbin' herself all over my face 'til I'm damn near droolin' for a taste, and then I feel her hands...ah s@#t, man, she's really goin' for it! She's got my pants open and she's rubbin' my c@#ck...I'm about to explode--never even touched her, you get that? And just like that, she stands up and slaps me across the face and screams for that big black bodyguard they got. Tells him I stepped over the line. This hot honey's jackin' me off for all she's worth one minute, I'm not makin' any moves at all, and she turns into the Ice Queen the next while I'm sittin' there with my d@#k pointin' expectantly toward the moon. What the hell would you have done? I was f@#n' pissed."

"How much did you have to drink?" Pete asked.

Braun glared at him, but then shook his head. "I wasn't exactly sober, okay? You know me. I like my beer. But I wasn't fingerin' the lady. She was fingerin' me, moanin' the whole time and sayin' the dirtiest stuff I ever heard, man, 'cause she was gettin' off on it, too. Maybe leavin' it like that really trips her trigger, I don't know, but I was just an innocent bystander."

"So the bouncer threw you out?"

"Yeah. And I haven't been back since. Man, if I wanted to be screwed royally, I'd visit my ex, you know?"

Pete nodded. "Okay. That's all we need from you for now. Let me know if you think of anything that might help."

"Did one of them strippers really die that night?" Braun asked, not so cocky now.

"Yeah. Did you know her?"

Braun shook his head defensively. "Never approached any of 'em. Not with that big black dude hangin' so close to all of 'em. Cherry came to me, I swear to God, man." He looked from one to the other of them, holding on Pete. "So, am I square, Shasta? You don't, like, got me on some suspect list or somethin' do you? You know I've been in a couple bust-ups, but I'm basically harmless."

"We're just checking the angles, Pugh. If we need anything else from you, we'll call. You're free to go."

After Braun left, Pete and Danny went to their office.

"He was thrown out about the same time as Teresa decided to walk home. He might have met her near the park. Made a pass at her. She told him to get lost. He tried to get his way with her, she fought back, he ended up strangling her, panicked, hid the body," Danny offered, but Pete heard the lack of conviction in his voice.

"As soon as I can spare a man I'll send someone around to Braun's house to fetch the clothes he wore so the lab can take fiber samples," Pete said, although he didn't suspect Braun of anything either. The guy was a jackass, no doubt about that, especially where women were concerned, but Pete believed his story. "I think it happened just the way Braun said it did. Cherry set up the ruse so Roy couldn't drive Teresa home that night. She might not have been the one to do the nasty since she was on stage, but she could have provided the distraction for the real killer."

Chopp came in with the payroll records, and he and Danny checked them out thoroughly. The records were for all the dancers for the last eight months, when Danse de Minuit opened for business. They matched the birth certificate information with names, dates of birth, and social security numbers. Trelawney wasn't stupid enough to make a mistake so obvious. Each dancer's hours were listed as eight hours a day, an hour break, six days a week. Sugar's day off was Monday, Cherry's was Tuesday, Teresa's Wednesday, Vanessa's Thursday, Deidre's Friday, and Lacey's Sunday. They all worked on Saturdays. According to the reports, they made minimum wage with time and a half for eight hours a week and there were no deviations from their weekly salary. Everything was in line with current employment laws.

One thing bothered them: Teresa's murder happened on Thursday morning. Technically, her shift started Wednesday night. Wednesday was supposedly her day off. Trelawney had a quick answer for this when they went to his house and he came out on the porch, closing the door behind him. He looked as though he'd just woken up, and Pete was undeniably curious whose bed he'd risen from.

"She probably switched days with one of the other girls," he told them, obviously annoyed with their presence. "I don't care when they work as long as my stage is always occupied during business hours."

Pete wasn't satisfied with that answer. He wanted something definite, and Trelawney reluctantly allowed them in the house. They found the girls in the kitchen, in various forms of pajamas or regular clothes, having brunch. Pete's question brought a flurry of looks between all of them and then shrugs that they didn't remember who'd switched with Teresa that night.

"She was probably on the rag," Vanessa said. "We got a schedule at the club, but if one of us is riding the cotton pony, we're off from the day it starts till the day it ends."

"Teresa was pregnant," Pete reminded her. "She wouldn't have been menstruating."

Vanessa glanced less than surreptitiously at Trelawney, fear in her eyes, before offering vaguely, "Yeah, but she would've kept pretending she had her period because she obviously didn't want anybody to know about her pregnancy."

It was a lame answer. According to their own statements, they'd all worked that night. He was sure of it. Since Pete already knew the answer they wouldn't admit to, he let it go. "When you get your checks, where do you cash them? We know none of you have bank accounts in town, but you'd need to cash your checks somewhere."

"In town", "out of town", "supermarket", "one bank or another; whatever"--none of the girls committed to a firm location and there was no way to verify it anyway. A bank clerk or cashier saw hundreds of people a day. They probably wouldn't remember any of these girls specifically cashing a check, especially since they claimed not to do it in the same place every time.

Back at the department, Pete said, "They work seven days a week, nine hours a day not including breaks. I'd be willing to bet that the only time they do get off is when they have their periods. Trelawney pays them eight hours overtime a week, doesn't document more than that though I'm sure they all work plenty of overtime, and he probably doesn't give them sick days, let alone vacations."

"And there's nothing we can do about it unless they decide to file a complaint against Trelawney with the Equal Rights Division."

Pete nodded in frustration. "How much you wanna bet that they cash their checks every week and put it right back into Trelawney's pocket? No checking accounts, no credit cards--"

"No proof that their 2000 tax refunds didn't go back into his pocket and that their savings accounts aren't just for show."

"Not a damn thing we can prove unless one of 'em complains."

Danny snorted at the sticky web they somehow had to untangle. "They're either loyal...or scared spitless of him."

 


 

 

 

Chapter 31

 

The tap on her door made Melody sit up straighter on her bed. Andre had been hanging around the house for most of the day. He almost never did that, even though it was a weekend. While he hadn't insisted on her company, seeming content with engaging the rest of the girls, she'd still been on edge all day about the possibility of him forcing his presence on her.

The one time he'd entered her bedroom, since there wasn't a lock on her door, he'd let himself in without knocking. When Cherry visited her room, she knocked and entered almost in the same move. The person who knocked now waited for her to respond.

She pulled the door open an inch and peeked out. Dee stood there with her two orange tabby cats, Pert and Pumpkin, making figure eights around her ankles. She should have known it would be Dee.

Dee was nothing like the other girls who fought and scratched and tore each other apart for the slightest bit of attention from their beloved Andre. Little Dee was far too simple for that. Her dreams were just as simple. She wanted Andre to love her and only her and truly believed if she was patient with him, he would someday say to her, "Run away with me. Be my only love." Dee didn't enjoy the stripping, though she loved to dance, but she did it because it was what Andre wanted. There was nothing she wouldn't do for the man.

As far as Melody could see, Dee's only downfall in life seemed to be meeting the devil who disguised himself as an angel of love. Dee had apparently grown up in a home with loving parents, grandparents, and a younger brother she missed terribly. She knew contacting them would mean she would have to leave Andre, so she'd chosen to be a runaway.

According to her fated-moment story, Dee had been out with her popular friends, buying a Metallica CD. Andre had been buying a Rachmaninov CD. Their eyes had met and she'd known her heart belonged to one man from that moment for the rest of her life. Dee always followed her heart, even when it invariably steered her wrong.

Melody couldn't imagine what Andre had been thinking that day. Dee had been heartbreakingly young when he'd accepted her unconditional love and precious virginity. He'd had the nerve to claim he'd believed she was sixteen--with those huge breasts, who wouldn't think she was at least that? But every one of his other girls had taken a single glance at Dee's baby face and wide, naive eyes and known she was barely out of the cradle. It didn't help that Dee was so refreshingly sweet that none of them, not even Lacey, could help feeling a little protective of her.

Above all, for his utter disregard of innocence in Dee's case, Melody hated Andre with everything inside of her. She couldn't protect Dee for the same reason she couldn't protect herself. She was afraid of Andre and what he could do to her if she went against him. If she had any strength at all, she would accept that she was only a victim because she allowed him to victimize her. She could be like Cherry who'd spent her life being victimized by one man or another, and had finally put a stop to it. Cherry had done something, gained some self-confidence somehow. Now no one ruled her life. She stayed with Andre because it was her choice to do so. She had power over all men. She even had power over Melody; there was nothing Melody could do to refuse her demands. Cherry was a survivor.

"I was going to go to the movie theater. There's a new Dracula movie out and I have to see it." Dee smiled, her dimples deepening irresistibly. "Do you want to come with me? Andre said he'd drive us and pick us up when it's over."

Melody bent down and lifted one of the cats. The ball of silky fur curled up against her neck and rubbed its cheek against her own. Her father had never allowed her to have a pet.

Looking at Dee smiling so sweetly, Melody felt a wave of protectiveness toward her. How can I keep you safe, Dee? I want to, but...sometimes there's nothing I can do. The blackness comes and goes of its own volition. I have no control. What if you're in danger? What if you're next? What can I do to stop it?

Melody reached out and pulled Dee into her room. "Come in. We haven't talked for a long time."

"The movie starts soon--" Dee murmured, but as soon as Melody closed the door, she turned to her friend. Dee was her friend. At the very least, she had to warn her.

Dee must have seen the worry in her face because she asked, "What's the matter, Mel?"

Stooping to let the cat go, Melody grabbed Dee's hands. "Dee, you might be in danger. Whoever killed Teresa...may not be finished. They may do something they don't want to, and you have to be ready to protect yourself."

Dee laughed with far too much confidence. "It was probably some fanatic in this town who doesn't like strippers. The police are watching out for us now just like Andre and Roy are since Ter-- And Andre won't let any of us walk anywhere now since that happened."

Little Deidre, so naive, believing the killer couldn't possibly be on the inside of their circle. "You can't trust anyone, Dee," Melody said in an urgent whisper. "You can never really know who people are deep inside. Even if they seem to care about you and want the best for you...they might do things to hurt you. Hurt you because there's a blackness inside them that takes over their will and they have no idea what they're doing."

Instead of being alarmed, Dee frowned and then reached out to throw her arms around Melody. She hugged her tightly, saying sadly in her ear, "You really hate, Andre, don't you, sweetie?"

 


 

 

 

Chapter 32

 

Roy's silence was beginning to piss her off.

Lacey sucked in a huge drag from her cigarette, holding it down in her lungs as she turned to him. He drove with single-minded concentration. She knew he didn't want to do this. Actually started to turn her down, but she didn't allowed him to refuse her. The only thing going for the mountain of a man at the moment was the fact that he had no willpower anymore. His precious Teresa's death had him wallowing in his pathetic misery. She was sick to death of listening to him bawl like a baby about how he'd loved Teresa more than anything, could have helped her make her singing career dreams come true, would have taken her far away from Andre's reach. But then Andre lured her back at the last minute.

His fury at Andre grew plainly on a daily basis, but even he was scared s@#tless of Andre. Or he just didn't want to bite the hand that fed him. The two of them once upon a time had a good thing going with the strip club and all the little side businesses. Now, with Ter dead, Roy's side business had gone to pot.

Lacey's own analogy made her burst out in bitter laughter. Roy glanced at her quickly, but didn't ask what was so funny. His disinterest in her made her mind fire with hatred.

She'd spent a g@#n lifetime being made to feel worthless in one way or another. Her old lady was a f@#k-up who'd gotten pregnant when she was thirteen from some lame b@#d she'd had little or no feelings for. From an early age, Lacey had seen her mother's sex life displayed without shame. She'd lost her own virginity at the age of ten, though she'd had plenty of experience before that with one of her mom's many boyfriends. Instead of being alarmed when she found out about it, her mom had put her on the pill.

Lacey's teenage years were one big sex-fest. She and her mom shared partners, sometimes at the same time. She hated school, but at least it provided her with mates--ones that hated her as soon as the sweat dried. They always came back for more though.

She only tried to escape once. Had some moronic ideas about going to college, getting away from her old lady, and bettering herself. Bad luck or cruel fate, she met Andre and was so stupid in love with him she agreed when he said he wanted to set up a kind of dorm sex service. She gave him all the profits, along with her heart and her pride.

Putting up with the string of other women he kept was easy. All he had to do was crook his finger at her and she was helpless to resist anything he asked of her. Once upon a time she tried to keep the peace in his revolving harem. After all, she considered herself the head of it, the one that really mattered. Now she didn't give a f@#k about any of them. They were just reminders of how stupid she'd been over Andre.

A couple more months of my own side business and I can get the hell outta here. I could've been long gone with the tips in the savings account--my money. I knew Andre'd never really let us have that money. Retirement account, my ass. He just set it up in our names so it'd look good for the pigs. But I screwed him over with my business on the sly. Soon I'll be free. I don't care what he wants from me anymore. If I can stick it to every last one of 'em before I go...aw f@#k, that would make up for a lot.

Lacey smiled cruelly. She glanced at Roy again and realized she wouldn't mind hurting him too. At one time, she'd seen him as harmless. He protected them from customers who thought they were Barbie dolls they could play with anytime they wanted. Now she didn't give a damn if he lived or died along with the rest of 'em.

But tonight she wanted to see him bleed for her. She wanted to turn him on until he screamed her name. After f@#g four other men at work tonight for a tidy profit that she'd only partially shared with Andre, her body had become almost numb.

Closing her eyes, she pictured Andre naked, on his knees in front of her, begging her for mercy. She pictured herself as the dominatrix, whipping him until he bled, yet turned on because he couldn't resist her. She would enjoy herself thoroughly, force him to watch, but never share the pleasure with him because he didn't affect her at all. She didn't want him. Just this torture of him satisfied her lust.

Lacey shifted in the seat, feeling the heat coil in her lower body until she wanted to ease the fierce pain with gratification.

She could make any man in the world want her, drive them mad with the desire to have her. Long ago, she did it to make Andre jealous. Maybe it wasn't that long ago. She'd started f@#g Roy as soon as he made the first overture the night Ter died. He'd wanted to punish Andre--and maybe Ter a little bit, too--for luring Teresa back, away from him. Lacey had wanted to make Andre jealous because she knew he hated to admit that one of his girls wanted Roy more than him.

He didn't care. Roy had told her that Andre knew about their affair, but he didn't care.

The combination of bitterness and arousal made Lacey's teeth clench against her need to scream as loud and as deep as she could. She wanted to scream until the emptiness inside her disappeared, until the betraying tears that stung behind her eyelids were forever obliterated. She would never cry again.

Control. She needed control right now. She needed to control her lust, and Roy's. She needed to convince herself she didn't care. It was just sex. Men wanted her, desired her, would kill for her.

The night was warm and enveloped her in its black arms, feeding the hate that had spread into every dark corner of her soul. She led the way up to Roy's ramshackle apartment. He dressed well and drove a fancy car, but lived in total disregard of his filthy neighborhood. It reminded her of her old lady who hadn't cared about anything except attracting men and f@#g them. That'd been the whole of her life, either because she didn't want more or didn't believe there could be more. She'd never believed Lacey could be more either. "Be content when they're payin' your way through life, from one f@#k to the next," Ma used to say with a chuckle. In the back of Lacey's mind, she'd always wondered what it'd be like to pay her own way and to hell with the men altogether.

As soon as the door closed behind them, Lacey grabbed Roy's crotch. Her anger fueled when she recognized his expression. He wanted to say, "Let's not do this tonight. Let's just sleep. I don't want you."

She couldn't take that. Couldn't accept it. He loved Teresa, even when the b@#h was dead. Andre loved everyone except her. The clients took what they'd paid for from her. They didn't want her. Just like her mom. Just like Andre. Just like all of them.

I hate you. I hate you all for hating me and makin' me feel worthless. I hate, I hate, I hate!

"G@#n it, Lacey, ease up." Roy shoved her away from him in that gentle way that expanded the black hole of emptiness inside her.

"She's dead. Get over it. I'm here. I can give you everything you need. I can do it better than she ever did."

"Lacey--"

"No!" Her scream almost made her black out, but when she realized there were tears running down her face in torrents, she couldn't think. She reached out for him and Roy let her, looking surprised and guilty as if he'd made her cry. His pity was the only reason he performed, she knew. He pushed her against the wall as if to mask every bit of tenderness he might be feeling and slammed into her with a power that almost ripped her in two. She cried in pain even as her culmination continued in intensity. He came finally, all his anger draining into her with it. Helplessly he whispered, "Terry, baby."

When she bent down to pull up her panties, she saw sperm mingled with blood trickle down the insides of her thighs. It must have hurt Roy more than her, but Lacey assumed his emotional pain had so engulfed him he welcomed the physical pain.

Ignoring his tears, she walked out. The night was warm and enveloped her in its black arms, feeding the hate that had spread into every dark corner of her soul. Someday she'd get back at them all. She would destroy them the way they'd destroyed her. Only then could she be happy.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 33

 

Andre knew exactly what to expect from Deidre. He didn't dare fall asleep because in approximately three and a half minutes she'd start talking. For once, he would use her endless chatter to his advantage.

Two minutes early, she lifted her face on his chest to smile up at him with every bit of her heart and soul. He could almost pity her. Sometimes he thought he'd made a mistake in making her one of his girls. After all, she was fairly young. His qualms weren't so much about her age as they were that her utterly faithful loyalty to him was, at times, a noose that choked him because his ego needed her while he couldn't suffer her possessiveness, her simple foolish dreams. He would have thought after the past couple years, she would realize what all the other girls realized. If she wanted him, she would have to share him with the others and accept that he alone decided when he would bestow upon her his love and attention.

He'd thought about how to extract her allegiance in the face of the police's persecution, yet keep her at the distance he needed her so he wouldn't feel crowded. His only solution was to work his charm over her as heavily as he had to win her in the first place--even if it meant using a few well-placed lies.

"Deidre, sweetheart--"

"You faked all of our birth certificates while we were in California," she said suddenly. Her tone remained just as heart-and-soul as her sweet smile.

What was her point? "You know that. We had to get everyone used to their new names and information."

She sat up, her arm across his chest as she looked into his face with wide eyes that didn't hold an ounce of deceit. "You faked your marriage certificate, too, didn't you? You and Melody didn't really get married in California."

His hand clenched, but--as usual--he damnably couldn't get himself to be rough with Dee the way he was with the others. She was too childlike for that.

Shooting to a sitting position with her still on him, he demanded, "Who told you that? Did Melody?"

He'd sworn her to secrecy upon dire consequences--the only ones that gave him leverage with her.

Deidre shook her head. "No one told me. I just realized it yesterday. It made sense." She bit her lip, a little shakier, yet managed to continue anyway, "It's true, isn't it?"

Andre grasped her arms just above her elbows and held her so she faced him squarely. "You will not tell a soul about this. My marriage to Melody is what makes this entire setup work. Do you understand that? If you pull that card, the entire house could fall in on top of us. It's the last thing we need right now. If you do anything that displeases me..."

Pouting, she shook her head. "You know I wouldn't! But, Andre, you're not really married to her. You know I love you more than anything else in the whole world. I gave up my family, my friends...everything for you. Why can't we go away together? Just you and me? We don't need any of this anymore. It's just what you said--it's all falling apart now. There's no reason to stay. You could leave Danse de Minuit to Roy, or sell it to Lacey. She's got that side-business and I know she's making a lot of money now. She could probably afford it--"

"Side-business? Do you mean turning tricks in the bathroom?"

Deidre looked genuinely chagrined, and Andre didn't like it. The girls had been holding out on him, betraying him just as Teresa had.

"Tell me exactly what Lacey's been doing behind my back," Andre demanded in quiet fury. She didn't dare thwart him by insisting it was nothing.

"She...she set up a private phone line in her bedroom. The guy came to hook it up when you weren't here a couple months ago. She has a post office box where they send the bills. She's doing a phone sex hotline kind of thing."

Reliving the past, my dear? Andre thought, his head flaming at Lacey's second betrayal. Don't you know you can never go back? He would make sure she never betrayed him again. She'd gotten entirely too independent. Soon she would learn her lesson.

But she wasn't the only one who had betrayed him. All of them had. They'd known Teresa was sleeping with Roy and planning to run away with him and hadn't said a word to him about it until Dee let it slip. Now she'd bled another treachery out into the open. They'd all known about Lacey's side-business, yet none of them had spoken a word of it to him. He'd given them everything they could ever possibly want, a damn sight more than their own parents had given them, and none of them were grateful. All they could think was to go behind his back and make a fool of him.

Tears had filled Deidre's eyes, and she threw her arms around him. "I'm sorry, Andre. I'm sorry we didn't tell you, but Lacey threatened us. She's so mean--you don't know! You have no idea. I wanted to tell you, I swear I did."

Andre realized with sudden clarity that sweet, innocent Deidre had been trying to blackmail him earlier by revealing she knew his marriage to Melody was faked. She wouldn't reveal what she knew if he went away with her. Even Deidre wasn't completely true to him.

She was weeping hysterically in his unsympathetic arms, and he realized that the gift he'd been saving for her for a long time now worked right into her treacherous blackmail...unless he turned the tables on her.

When he pulled the velvet box over to the bed, she lifted her head. "Open it," he encouraged, his anger rebelling against the smile he gave her.

Wiping her eyes, she rose, taking the small box from him. It matched the emerald earrings, necklace, and bracelet he'd given her over the course of the past couple years.

He tightened his arms around her, giving her the comfort she needed physically. "We'll do it, darling. As you said, everything is falling apart here anyway. It's all getting too hot. I'm under constant scrutiny with those detectives. We'll go away, just you and me, as soon as it's possible to make our escape. For now--"

He lowered his voice even more, preparing to say the words she'd wanted to hear from him from day one. Her eyes were wide and her lips trembled, but there was a hint of satisfaction in her smile he'd never seen before. Maybe Deidre wasn't as innocent as he'd always believed. She'd learned the art of manipulation somewhere along the way. Yet he remained the master.

She snapped the box open and her eyes widened more at the emerald ring before she squealed predictably in happiness.

"For now, my love, you will be my only lover," Andre said. She slipped it on her finger and stared at it in awe. "Once we settle somewhere, I'll make you my wife, as legal as you please."

She couldn't speak for a moment as she digested his promises and the ring she'd accepted as an engagement ring. "Oh, Andre! You won't regret it. I promise I'll be the only woman you'll ever need. I love you."

Even as he returned her love, his mind and heart were cold.

 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 34

 

"You can do it. No one will ever know."

Cherry had thought of everything. She would make sure no one noticed Melody's absence. She'd even known where Danny Vincent could be found. Now all Melody had to do was to escape into town to see Danny. The only thing Cherry hadn't provided was the courage to do it.

What if Danny didn't want to see her? Maybe she was just imagining they could be friends. How could she know what the chemistry of true friendship was, given her total lack of experience? What if he was there with his partner? What if he left the little bookstore/coffee shop on Main Street before she got there?

That thought alone gave her a temporary shot of courage. Danny would never even have to know she was there. Just the fact that she went would give her independence. Maybe she'd always be trapped here in a walking-on-eggshells life, but she could do this on her own terms. It could be a start of her gaining power the way Cherry had.

A tap on the door made Melody panic until Cherry slipped in quickly. "Don't be gone longer than a couple hours." She shoved something into her hand.

Melody looked down at a twenty dollar bill. "How did you--?"

"Don't worry. He won't notice."

She'd stolen it from Andre, Melody realized, and she didn't seem afraid of being caught.

"You know where Java & Jazz is?" Cherry asked.

Melody nodded.

"Let me have your handkerchief."

Melody glanced at the heirloom doubtfully. How could she do this without it? Having this bit of lace with her at all times made her feel safer.

When she gave it up, Cherry said, "Don't think about it. Just do it. It's like removing a bandage--if you do it fast, it'll feel better."

Cherry was right, Melody thought as she sneaked out of the house and walked quickly downtown. If she really thought about what she was doing, she would turn back.

She didn't know whether to be terrified or relieved when she stepped inside Java & Jazz almost fully convinced that Danny wouldn't be there, only to see him look up at her bell-announcing entrance. He alone occupied a place in the grouping of bistro tables at the middle of the shop.

Melody's eyes met his, and then she did the only thing she could do instead of diving back out the door and running home as fast as she could. She blushed from head to toe, it seemed, then dived between the many cases of books.

Oh goodness gracious! Why did I agree to this? I can't do this! What if Andre finds out? What would he do to her? She didn't even want to speculate.

Cherry had thought of everything. So wouldn't she have a plan to distract Andre if he asked about her? He didn't generally go out on Sunday mornings until closer to the time the club opened. He usually spent the morning in bed...not his own either, which was probably why it'd been so easy for Cherry to steal the money.

Nothing had to happen here, Melody told herself in an effort to calm her wildly beating heart. She and Danny were the only two people there other than the person at the cash register. Why did that suddenly seem impossibly intimate? They were in a public place. Obviously Danny had noticed her, but he'd probably gone right back to...whatever it was he was doing--dismissed her completely from his thoughts.

Melody eased up to the edge of the bookcase but was too flustered to look around it to see what Danny was doing. What if he caught her?

Gosh, why wasn't I a more rebellious teenager? Then I would know what to do here.

So much for independence. But then she had a thought--what if she did what she'd told herself she would do when she arrived here--just looked at the books? The art books. Looked at them and pretended that was why she was there. She could relax and have a cup of coffee while she decided which book to buy.

As soon as she actually browsed the art volumes, she knew she wouldn't be buying anything. With the twenty dollars, she could have coffee and keep the change. But at the very least, she could page through the books at a table...a table not too close to Danny and not too far away.

Blushing again, she took down an oversized book and eased to the end of the bookcase for a peek. She saw Danny at the table with a spiral bound book: a sketch book. Was he sketching? Was he an artist as well as an investigator? The idea intrigued her.

Melody took a deep breath, pulling her head back quickly when she saw Danny glance her way. All today would do was convince him that she was a silly child without an ounce of sophistication. In that case, the best she could do was take her book, sit down, and order something, avoiding looking at him at all cost. If nothing else, she would have had a couple of hours of freedom--a start to her quest for power.

Three more deep breaths were required to even get her to move beyond the bookcases. Keeping her eyes down, she navigated slowly to a table, only knowing which one not to sit at by the long, muscular legs stretched out beneath.

She set her book down before easing out a chair and huddling into it. Her cheeks were on fire when she gave her order to the grizzled, friendly man who asked her if she wanted some coffee. Danny was looking at her, almost as if it didn't bother him in the least to be caught staring. Her hands longed for the comfort of her handkerchief. Even when the waiter went to get her order and she lowered her eyes to the book, she could feel Danny's gaze on her. She was in his line of vision, that was true. She'd chosen to sit in an exact straight line from him, her back facing the door. Maybe it wasn't really her he was looking at.

"What are you reading?"

His voice came to her, full of interest, seeking to engage her--perhaps simply because they were the only two in the place.

Melody's glance up was furtive. She murmured, "Oh, uh..." She lifted the book to show him the cover, aware that she wasn't really capable of ungarbled speech at the moment.

"You like the impressionists?"

Her coffee arrived and she thanked her waiter before daring to look Danny's way. He'd set down his sketch pad, and she saw that he had sketched something. She couldn't see much except bold lines and shadows.

"I love art, most art--to be able to express yourself as vividly through color and light and shadow, and, well, to be able to use an art form to say more than you can with words sometimes."

Finally, she found her voice. "Are you an artist?"

Danny laughed. "I dabble. I had dreams of grandeur when I was younger and a whole lot more naive, about doing it for a living. I moved to New York infused with the idea. Barely six months later, I knew it wasn't meant to be. But I still draw. I still dream."

Melody's heart filled her throat when he stood, sweeping up his sketch pad and coffee mug. A second later, he was standing over her asking if he could sit with her. She whispered, "Please. Can I see?"

Danny grinned. "As long as you realize I'm not a professional artist. I do it for pleasure, personal expression."

He put the eleven-by-thirteen pad in her hands, and she saw the coffee shop. The tables, part of the door and front windows...before she'd sat right in his line of vision.

"I'm sorry, did I interrupt you? I didn't mean to sit right where you were sketching."

His headshake was uncaring, as if it didn't matter in the least to him. Melody flipped to the previous page and saw the man who'd waited on her. In this sketch, he was sitting on the stage in the far corner of the shop, playing an acoustic guitar. Danny had captured the intensity in the man's expression, a serenity that serving coffee didn't give him.

She continued flipping back through various scenes: Children on the sidewalk. An empty playground. An old lady peeling apples. Suddenly, she was face to face with...herself? It was her, sitting at the bar in Danse de Minuit, looking at an art book with her hand against her cheek, her hair spilling over her shoulders.

"Is this...Cherry?" she asked because she couldn't get herself to ask if it was her.

"I don't find her face interesting," he said, and she laughed because he'd intended for her to and it was an illogical thing to say given reality.

When her laughter died away, she found him looking at her intensely, and the question rose between them without words, yet loud nevertheless. Why had he sketched her?

"You're beautiful," he said honestly. "You've got a face that begs to be captured. I know you and Cherry are twins, but..." he paused and shook his head, "I see the differences."

Melody lowered her eyes, but she couldn't help smiling her pleasure. She couldn't doubt that Danny meant it as a compliment. Men fell all over Cherry. She was gorgeous, sexy, irresistible; yet Danny found her--wallflower Melody--more intriguing.

"Do you draw? Is that why you love art?" Danny asked her.

"Oh no. I don't have any talent at all. None that I've discovered anyway. I just love to look at art. My father was always being invited to the most prestigious art galleries. His love of art spilled over onto me. Maybe if I'd gone to college the way I planned, I would have done something. Opened my own art gallery or something."

"Why didn't you go to college?"

She should lie about it, but she found she couldn't. She didn't want to lie to Danny. She would have to eventually, but right now she didn't want to. "I met Andre."

She and Cherry had met Andre when they were nineteen. Ironically, they'd met him at an art exhibit that Cherry hadn't wanted to attend at all. Cherry's attraction to Andre had been immediate, and their affair had infuriated Melody's father. Cherry had tried to talk Melody into running away with them, but she'd refused. She'd refused until it had been the only thing she could do.

"You could still go to college if you wanted to," Danny said. "You're young. You've got plenty of time. And your husband has plenty of money."

Melody swallowed with difficulty at Danny's mention of her husband. She couldn't talk about this with him. "So why did you decide you couldn't be an artist? These sketches are wonderful."

"I always knew being a cop was in my blood. I knew it since I was just a little kid. Me and Pete had it all planned. Sketching is...it fulfills me, but it doesn't use my mind. I need to use my mind. I need to solve puzzles. Kind of ironic that the plans me and Pete had as kids actually came true."

"The two of you have been friends a long time then?"

"Yeah. We don't always agree, but we can always count on each other."

Internally, Melody sighed at such an ideal situation. She and Cherry had been apart for so long, guilt was the strongest feeling Melody had. Cherry had had such a hard life. It was a wonder she was still in one piece. In comparison, Melody believed she had little to complain about.

Melody listened to Danny talk about his family, including five older sisters who'd always treated him affectionately, like a baby. It was obvious though that he adored all of them and that family was important to him. They talked about art, what Falcon's Bend had by way of an art gallery, and what nearby towns or cities offered.

Three cups of coffee later, Melody began to feel nervous, and not simply because of the caffeine she'd consumed. She liked Danny, even more now than she had before. She liked listening to him talk, laugh, look at her in that quietly intense way of his. If Andre found out about this, he would make her regret it instantly. Thoroughly. Nothing would be worth his punishment.

"Good gracious me, look at the time. I have to..." Melody stood up, knowing that from Danny's point of view this was abrupt, unexpected. "I have to go."

"Melody?"

On a deep, shaky inhalation, she allowed herself to look at him again.

"Your husband seems to think you're in danger. Do you think you are?"

Danger? Yes, she was in danger. But maybe not the way he implied. "I...I really don't know."

He said something under his breath that she didn't catch before he reached into his wallet. He took out a card and scrawled something on the back with his charcoal pencil. Then he took her hand in both of his, pressing the card into it. "This is my home phone number and my numbers at work. Call me. Call me if you need something. Call me for anything."

Melody swallowed.

"Don't worry about this," he gestured toward the coffee. "I'll take care of it. Go ahead."

He still held her hand, yet he urged her to go.

She started to say something, God only knew what, but then she fled toward the door because she had to. She had no choice about anything in her life. Why did she entertain for even a moment that she could control her own destiny?

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 35

 

"I can't," Vanessa insisted once more, fondling the bracelet Andre had seduced her with and obviously remembering how Andre had hurt her after giving it to her. Her eyes were filled with terror, not admiration of his latest gift to keep her in her place. "I just can't betray him, baby. What if he does to us...what he did to Ter?"

Sugar let out a breath of frustration. She still couldn't believe that Vanessa considered her her best friend, didn't trust Andre as far as she could throw him, yet she refused to agree to this.

"Why? He killed Teresa just because she wanted to leave. He hurt you. He's spent...ugh, it seems like forever...so long cheating us! He takes back every penny of our checks as soon as we cash them. He took our tax refunds. You heard Lacey--we don't even have access to our own savings accounts without Andre's consent. He doesn't pay us overtime or give us days off unless we're on the rag--"

Nessa leaned forward and turned Sugar's radio up louder. She was terrified Andre would hear them and assume they were doing something behind his back. He was so paranoid now. Even though they were plotting behind his back, Vanessa wanted no part of it.

"You still don't get it, do you, Nessa? If he loved any of us, would he make us screw customers so we can give him the money we make for it? Would he make us strip when all we really wanna do is dance? Would he hurt and threaten us, kill one of us if he loved us? He pits us against each other, makes sure we're always firmly under his controlling thumb--"

"He takes care of us," Vanessa insisted.

"I'll take care of us," Sugar said decisively. She'd taken the angel necklace off only hours after Andre had given it to her. She'd realized he'd been trying to seduce her at the same time he threatened her, and she'd wondered--after Nessa showed her the new bracelet--how much she could hock the necklace for. "And I'll never make anyone do something they don't want to. I love you."

Vanessa shook her head, but didn't look up from the dark blue bedspread. "I can't risk it. If they send me back to my parents..."

She glanced up, and the sadness and fear in her eyes made Sugar scoot forward to put her arms around her friend. "I won't let that happen. I promise. If it comes to that, we'll run. We'll change our names again and hide out somewhere else where no one'll ever find us." That wouldn't be Sugar's first choice. Besides the fact that she'd come to like small town life to the big cities, they wouldn't be free that way.

"I'd rather hook. I'd rather die than go back home." Nessa trembled against her.

"I know, sweetie," Sugar said softly, rubbing her friend's arms briskly to warm her up. "But I don't think they'll ever have to know you're underage. They'll accept what it says on our birth certificates."

In the silence that followed, Sugar prayed she'd change her mind this time. She couldn't go on like this much longer. She was so tired of living under Andre's thumb. Tired of being seduced out of her own wishes. Afraid that she or Vanessa would be next if they tried to leave him. But what choice did they have? They couldn't stay there because he was killing them one way or another.

"What can we do anyway?" Vanessa said softly, reluctantly. Yet it was a small step toward the freedom Sugar craved.

Easing back, she opened her dresser and dug to the bottom of the clothes to get the file. She turned it toward Nessa as she opened it. "I made copies of Andre's accounting books and deposit slips since the club opened here in Falcon's Bend."

Vanessa's eyes widened as she saw the two deposits per month that matched exactly. They also added up to their combined salaries per month. "Geez, baby, how did you get this?! You better hope to God Andre doesn't find it!"

"I called the Equal Rights Division in Wisconsin, too. I found the phone number on that sign in the break room...the one Andre's required by law to put up where we can see it--"

Vanessa eyes were as wide as saucers and filled with terror. "You called?"

"Anonymously," Sugar tried to calm her. "I never gave anyone's name."

"What if they have caller ID?"

"I called from the payphone at Wal-Mart. They'll never know unless we call back and tell them. Listen, I asked this guy what would happen if we turned Andre in, and he said he'd 'definitely be facing legal consequences'. He said it like it could be serious--fines, jail time."

"I don't want Andre to go to jail. And if he knew we turned him in, geez! He'd throw us all out for sure."

Sugar surprised herself with how calm the thought made her. If he went to jail, but by law, had to pay them back-wages, she could live with that.

"I also called a lawyer, anonymously again. She's the only female lawyer in town, so I thought she'd be sympathetic to our cause. In any case, she was real interested. She begged me to let her help us."

Nessa shook her head, pushing the file away from her as if it had already physically branded her a betrayer. "Please don't do this, Sug. I know you're unhappy here and everything is insane lately, but, geez, please don't! I love Andre. I know it's stupid, but I still love him. Don't you love him?"

Sugar closed the file with a sigh. "Nessa, I'm twenty-two years old. I want a life. A life of my own. I wanna be free. I don't wanna be threatened. I don't wanna live in fear. I want somebody to love me, but...I guess I want it on my own terms. I don't wanna be seduced anymore, seduced into doing whatever Andre wants and not what I want. I want someone who really cares about who I am, the person I am inside, and can see past...well, see past the outside and the things I've done in my life. I don't hate Andre, but I don't want him in my life anymore. I know he's not good for me or you or any of us. I don't want him to manipulate us anymore."

The question now was, how did she free herself when the rest of the birds in this gilded cage had no desire to fly away?

Sugar sighed, watching her best friend leave the room, then made sure the copies were safely back in their hiding place in the drawer.

A moment later, Dee came in, hugging one of her cats in her arms. "Sugar, do you think you could get along without Andre?" she asked without preface, talking into the cat's neck.

Had Nessa revealed her plans? Before Sugar had a chance to reply, Dee went on, "I don't think anyone needs him as much as I do. I'm the youngest. And Mel should be relieved to be rid of him, you know. She doesn't even like him! It's strange the way she reacted when I told her--" She broke off and cuddled her cat until only the sound of the fluffy creature's purring filled the silence for awhile. "I should be so happy, but I'm, like, nervous."

"What are you nervous about?" Sugar asked, slipping unconsciously into her role as a mother figure.

Dee looked at her as if realizing only now where she was. "It's no use telling you. You wouldn't believe it. You're so down on Andre lately, too." Abruptly, she walked out of the room.

Sugar shook her head. Each of them had their own way of dealing with Teresa's death. Dee knew where to find her if she wanted to talk later.

She went out to the pool hoping to find everyone, but only Dee was there sitting with her legs dangling in the water. Sugar was about to turn away when Mel came out. There was a glow in her cheeks that bespoke contentment and happiness, which was certainly stranger than Dee's earlier behavior. Mel sat down next to Dee and said something that seemed to please Dee to no end. Whatever tension had been in the air evaporated.

Relieved that the girls were getting along, Sugar went into the kitchen. Cherry had begun dinner preparations. She chopped an onion with single-minded focus while tears streaked down her face. The tension radiating from Cherry was strong enough to keep Sugar from speaking for an instant. Then she offered to deal with the onions when Cherry's chopping became even fiercer. Cherry cast her a sideways glance, never letting go of the sharp knife. The next second, the knife came down on her fingernail. Cursing, Cherry left the kitchen.

Sugar watched her, wondering if she should go after her. She'd never been very good at mothering Cherry the way she did everyone except Lacey. Instead, she took over the preparation of the meal.

When they all sat down to dinner, Sugar kept her concerns to herself when she saw that Cherry's expression had relaxed considerably. Mel yawned behind her handkerchief before accepting the plate of shrimp. Dee hadn't moved since she sat in her chair. She looked spaced out, and when she picked up her glass of iced tea, it slipped from her fingers. Sugar caught it before it spilled.

"Are you okay, Dee?" Vanessa asked, voicing Sugar's concern.

Dee gave a feeble laugh. "I feel so do-do. Mama used to say that when I was sleepy and she'd read me a story before I went to bed." Suddenly the girl was on the brink of tears, probably caused by the memories of her mother. "I don't feel good. I'm so tired. I didn't sleep at all today...I don't think I can dance. I'll fall off the stage."

Lacey swore. "It's my night off. I had plans."

"You don't have your period, do you?" Sugar asked.

"No, but Andre wouldn't have known the difference, regardless of the fact that he caught us takin' off early last night," Lacey sneered. "All right. You do realize I don't get paid for overtime?"

"I'm sorry," Dee said without seeming strength.

"Well, quit blubbering. I said I'd do it," Lacey said, clearly uncomfortable with Dee's overemotional state. "Why don't you go to bed."

Dee nodded. As she left the room, Mel said, "I'm really tired, too. I think I'm going to stay home tonight."

Stress, Sugar thought, and if I go through with my plans, I'll just add to it. But it's all falling apart here--falling right to pieces.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 36

 

Merde. Business was suffering greatly.

Andre glared at the accounting books before him. Between those damned police officers hanging around and making the customers antsy, and all the side businesses on hold because of Teresa's murder, he couldn't see how he could possibly stick around here much longer. Not unless he wanted to go broke and become a pauper with six other mouths to feed.

Why did it all come crushing down now? Where had he gone wrong? His ladies had all betrayed him in one way or another. If pushed to the edge, Roy would sell him out without the slightest warning.

Something had to give. Perhaps he should simply shove off from here and take Melody somewhere new, somewhere they could make a life together. The rest of them could fend for themselves. After all, they felt no devotion toward him. Why should he pamper them? He was tired of all their pressure. Be with me. Give me this. Give me that. Run away with me. Love only me. What kind of stupidity was all that?

But even as he thought it, he knew he couldn't do it. They belonged to him. He wouldn't abandon them. He'd simply punish them for how they'd hurt him. And once the devil got his due, he would blow this pop stand and find somewhere else to make it work.

The door to his office swung open and Andre glanced up carelessly, knowing it was Lacey. As it was eleven p.m., he was surprised that she'd come immediately. He'd asked Roy to summon her on her next break.

"What do you want?" she demanded.

Standing, he moved around the desk, indicating with his head that she should take a seat. She just stared at him with her black eyes filled with hatred.

"Lacey, I don't know where I've gone so wrong with you, but you've double-crossed me. I won't stand for it."

Her arms lowered to her sides, hands clenching into fists. "I double-crossed you? I double-crossed you? You got a lot of nerve, you black-hearted son-of-a-b@#h--"

"I know all about your telephone sex hotline. I know you had a special phone line put in your bedroom for the purpose. I want to know all the details right now. How much are you pulling in a night? Who else is involved with this? Roy?"

"Go to hell."

"Is he involved?" Andre persisted.

"He's involved, all right. He's involved with me. He gives me the big one every night, peewee. He knows how to be cruel to me without hurting me too much--somethin' you're incapable of 'cause you're too busy comin' up with cute French phrases when you're f@#n'."

Andre grimaced at her ridiculous attempt to make him jealous. "I want to know the details, Lacey. I shall have them, too, so it's no use fighting me."

"I'm not gonna stop, you b@#d."

"Stop? Dear woman, I don't want you to stop. I want to take full control of it and you will share 75 percent of the revenue with me as of now. We'll work out more specifics later as it gets going. In fact, we can do a deal. I'll allow the other girls to take turns at the phone as well. Or we might want to consider adding other lines in the house. The more we have going on at the same time, the more we rake in."

Andre walked around his desk and sat in his chair once more. "Frankly, it's for the best anyway. You're getting too old to strip. And with our little prostitution coup on hold, I could do with some extra money to hold us over until this whole unpleasant murder business blows over."

Lacey's lips were all but peeled back from her teeth, an extremely unpleasant picture. "Who told you?" she demanded.

Andre's mouth lifted in a devilish grin. "Hmm, who could it be? Ah yes, I think Dee mentioned it after our torrid lovemaking this morning. She's so easy to manipulate."

As Lacey ranted and raved, throwing out words more guttural than a sailor, Andre thought of how easy Lacey used to be to manipulate. Now she was nothing but a useless, hateful b@#h. "I'm really tiring of this attitude of yours. You're an ungrateful old whore, Lacey dear. Do you think I need you? I assure you, I don't. But since you belong to me, I'll keep you around until you're of no use to me at all."

"You think I need you? To hell with this. I'm goin' home."

Andre shook his head at her. "No one can drive you at the moment and you know I won't allow you to walk."

"F@#k off."

Andre grabbed her arm, not caring about the bruises she would have tomorrow. So she wouldn't dance for a week? She'd had this beating coming to her for far too long. He refused to put up with even one more show of insolence from this whore.

He raised his fist and swung it toward her, yet she ducked it unexpectedly, plowing forward into his gut. His back hit his desk and he grunted in shock and pain. Before he could recover, she tore out of his office.

What did I ever see in that miserable b@#h? Andre asked himself, then realized the irony of the whole situation. Lacey had been easy, pliant, submissive. She would have done anything he asked of her...and had. How had it come to this?

"What's with her?" Cherry asked, and Andre looked up at her sudden entrance.

Embarrassed at how easily Lacey had thwarted him, Andre waved his hand dismissively and hobbled behind his desk. "Never mind."

Cherry followed him, standing over him. He noted with some surprise that she was dressed, not for the stage but in dark street clothes. He glanced up at her quizzically.

"There's a guy waiting for me outside. He offered me three hundred dollars to have sex with him at his apartment for an hour. Soc au' lait, huh?"

Andre had no doubt at all that those detectives had planted cops in civilian clothes in the club on a nightly basis. He hadn't been able to risk allowing the girls to gain money that way and had told them to stop immediately...for the time being anyway.

"How do you know this man isn't a plain-clothed police officer?" Andre asked tiredly.

"I've done him before. Don't you think he would've busted me the first time if he was?"

She made a good point. And if she accompanied the man to his home, they wouldn't have to worry about the cops finding out.

"All right. Very good. But please be circumspect about this, Cherry. The last thing I need is more trouble."

She bent down and kissed him, then stared into his eyes coolly. "Don't worry about it. I'll be very careful."

Andre smiled at her distractedly. He'd deal with her later on the betrayal issue. For now, she was willing to help him and God knew he needed all the help he could get. "Bring the money to me tonight." He didn't trust anyone not to hold out on him anymore.

Cherry nodded as if to say "of course" before she left. Andre rubbed his sore back revengefully.

It was beginning to look more and more like he wouldn't recover from this unpleasantness. Right now, the only thing that could keep them afloat was Lacey's phone sex hotline and things like Cherry's well-paid tryst. If he didn't take drastic action soon, he'd undoubtedly have to throw in the towel here in Falcon's Bend.

So much for the safest haven imaginable.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 37

 

It would be so easy. All he had to do was cross this hall, open her door, lie down in bed beside her, and reach for her.

Andre didn't move from the spot he'd taken up since getting home earlier. He continued to stand before the oversized French windows on the second floor of the house. He continued to stare out at the lightning blazing through the black sky. Occasionally he glanced at Melody's door. She didn't have the option of locking him out. He'd made sure of that when he'd had the house built. Up to this point, something stronger than a lock had kept him out.

Melody was the one woman who had power over him. While he didn't like it on principle, he was helpless to it. Sure, he'd been intrigued by Cherry who he'd met first. But the second his gaze landed on her sister...such a vulnerable, beguiling girl with glowing skin and hypnotizing eyes, he'd wanted her more than anyone or anything he'd ever wanted before.

She had no idea of her effect on him, though she had to see the way he looked at her. She'd only agreed to pretend she was his wife because he held her fate in his hands. Instead of delighting in exerting his power the way he usually did, he held the whip very carefully so as not to bruise her.

Melody haunted his dreams. Each time he lay down and closed his eyes, her face and body were there to torment his mind. God, he wanted her naked in his hands, wanted to stroke her from head to toe, make her cry out for him, beg him for completion. He wanted to feel her virginity give under his gentle thrusting and to know that she belonged to him forever, no escape, just as final as her blood staining the sheets.

And yet he couldn't take her. Never before had anyone touched his heart the way she did with her sublime purity. He couldn't handle the emotion that filled him when he realized that her purity needed protecting. He could shelter that purity, or he could take it away. The power frightened him badly, just as it had when he was a child confronted with the same choice. He'd made the wrong decision back then. He wouldn't with Melody. He'd promised himself he would do the right thing this time.

Helplessly, he found himself walking toward her bedroom door, pushing it open and listening for the soft, sweet sound of her breathing.

Lately, her vulnerability seemed to war against her absent-mindedness. She was in trouble and he knew it. He had to be there in case she fell again. Would she love him then?

The thought made his heart feel squeezed, as if by a vise grip. In another instant, he stood over her and saw the moonlight kissing her beauty. Ah, mon coeur, what I wouldn't do to bend to you and kiss you until you whisper my name.

The realization that she wouldn't submit to him if he touched her now stilled his hand in its quest for peace, the only thing that could give him peace. She would reject him, shy out of his touch regardless of his intentions.

Andre's throat closed in fear at her reaction to his presence if she knew of it. No, he would shatter if she cried out in dismay, if he heard horror in her tone.

His breath held in his throat as he rushed from the room and closed himself behind his bedroom door. Only then did he allow air in his lungs which came in great gulp-like sobs. What can I give to make you desire me the way I desire you? What prayer would bring your heart to mine?

A knock on his door made him raise his head from his hands. For an instant, he believed his silent pleas had summoned her to him, but then he recognized Cherry, so like Melody and yet so different. Cherry could never satisfy him--none of the other girls could completely. They were mere substitutes for the only one he couldn't have.

Cherry closed the door and brought an envelope to him. "He asked for a blow job and paid an extra hundred for it," she said. "Not bad for only an hour."

Andre stared up at her, feeling revulsion at the fact that she'd recently been with another man. His gaze shifted past her too experienced eyes. Oh yes, she and Melody were so different, and yet the hollow of her throat was just as tender and irresistible, the curve of her shoulders strong and yet so very feminine. She didn't smell like another man. She smelled like rain and flowers. Without this red vixen dress, she would be Melody in all her nakedness.

He reached for the zipper, catching and ignoring the satisfied smile in her expression, and lowered it quickly, grateful when it pooled out of his sight.

Ah yes, Melody's breasts would be just this full, this sweetly heavy in his hands. Her soft moan drove him out of his mind,. So beautiful, so needy for m...

Andre swept off the black lace panties. They didn't fit his fantasy. No, just Melody--completely natural and open to him in her nudity. She held his head against her breasts. Soon he would be inside her virtuous body, taking her innocence and her heart in one tender motion. Then you will be mine, cherie. You will love only me.

"When we leave here, Andre, we'll go together, right?"

The words were so soft, when he closed his eyes he could convince himself that Melody had spoken them to him: When we leave here, Andre, we'll go together; just you and me, darling.

"Yes, my love. We'll go together. I will never leave you, Melody. Never. There's nothing I wouldn't do to have only you." If only he could rid himself of everyone and everything. Melody was all that mattered to him.

She inhaled sharply, shuddering against him; and he held her, so caught up in bliss that he could believe anything he wanted to believe. Anything at all.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 38

 

Melody's breathing was very shallow. Her heart thudded as dully as her head throbbed. She'd woken here before, in this cage the blackness always left her in. Consciousness whispered that she'd been trying for a long time to reach the surface, yet had been unable to do anything more than stare around her as if she recognized nothing.

For an instant, she expected to hear the menacing scurry of footsteps above her, the slam of a door, and then laughter--the kind of deep laughter that would bring tears to the eyes or would make a person lose their mind.

Daddy? Oh, daddy, I love you. I didn't. I wouldn't. I don't remember anything. Please don't hate me!

Her mind clung to the uncertainty of where she was and why she couldn't seem to move even as she recognized her room in Andre's house. I was with Danny. He told me to call him, at his office, at his home, if I ever needed anything, and for any reason. He was disappointed when I had to go. I'll never forget that time...

She couldn't remember much of what had happened later when she'd returned from the coffee shop: happiness; Dee talking to her nonstop, so...relieved? about something; sitting down to dinner and feeling woozy, as if she'd consumed alcohol instead of iced tea. Dee had gone to bed. Melody had tried to eat, thinking the emptiness stemmed from hunger. And then nothing--nothing but blackness.

Danny asked if I thought I was in danger. My goodness, what have I done? I'm so afraid. I'm afraid of myself.

As if bursting free from chains that held her down, Melody sat up quickly on a helpless cry. Something tumbled to the ground in the movement, and then she saw it, a portable CD player with stickers all over the top. She recognized it immediately. Dee's. But why was it here?

Even as her mind reached for the obvious answer--Dee had come to her room last night to talk and left it behind--her throat began to close in rising horror.

Get up. Do something. Dee will be down in the dining room with everyone else, just like every day. She's always the first one up unless she's with Andre. Today will be no different.

Melody took the time only to dress and run a brush through her hair before she went downstairs. Getting herself to enter the dining room, where the smell of cinnamon rolls and bacon beckoned, took all her courage. She wanted to know and yet she was so scared of finding out.

I'm distraught. My mind is being cruel.

"Did the storm keep you up last night?" Vanessa was asking as Melody entered.

Sugar glanced toward the archway. "Oh my! Mel, you look dreadful. Would you like me to make you a cup of chamomile tea?"

Sugar had already risen to do it. "You and Dee must have caught a bug or something. She's still asleep."

A bug. Yes, they'd caught a bug. Dee was sick. That was why she wasn't here. A bug. Maybe Lacey had caught it, too. She wasn't in the dining room either, but that wasn't unusual.

Melody's mind was cruel again, insisting she didn't feel ill at all. She felt confused, afraid, worried about the many holes in her memory. Worried about Dee, who always seemed healthy.

"Come and sit down," Cherry said, pulling out a chair for her. She'd already heaped a plate with bacon, eggs, potatoes, and a cinnamon roll. "You're probably just hungry."

Cherry's voice compelled her to do just as she said, and soon Melody was lifting a forkful of fried potatoes she wasn't hungry for and drinking tea that did nothing for her suddenly churning stomach. She didn't have the flu. It wasn't a bug. Where is Dee?

"You guys wouldn't believe the john I was with last night--"

"Andre let you--?" Vanessa stared.

"We went to the guy's house. Four hundred for an hour."

"Woah!"

"It's not as though she got to keep it," Sugar said almost angrily. "It's not as if we get to keep anything we earn."

"So that's where you were when you disappeared last night?" Vanessa asked, rubbing her arms as if she'd somehow caught a chill in the sunlight-infused room.

Cherry nodded.

"So what was so great about this john, baby?"

Cherry grinned lewdly. "Let's just say I feel like I rode a wild stallion last night. I can barely walk."

Vanessa and Sugar giggled. Melody kept her gaze on her plate as she swallowed hard. She couldn't understand her sister at all. After what she'd been through in her life, how could she enjoy the touch of a man, especially one that wasn't given in love? How could Cherry sleep with someone who paid her for such a privilege? Well, actually paid Andre for it? Do you do it for him? Melody wondered, glancing under her lashes at her sister. Do you love Andre so much that you'll do anything he asks of you, or has the past simply twisted you so much you don't know any other way?

Melody's guilt overwhelmed her, and she wished she could flee the room as Cherry gleefully provided more graphic details of her encounter, more that Melody didn't want to hear.

"We had quite a night ourselves," Sugar said to Melody.

"Why? What happened?" Melody asked.

"Nessa sprained her ankle while on stage. I couldn't find Lacey or Cherry, and with Dee out sick... Well, I pretty much had to do all the dancing myself until Cherry got back later and told me she had a 'paid date'. Boy, was it crazy!" Sugar glanced at Cherry. "You really should have told us Andre said you could go. You can't imagine how hard it is to carry off the whole show by yourself for a couple hours not knowing if you'll have to do it all night."

"It wasn't a couple hours," Cherry said, sneering. "It was just a little more than an hour. I drove to his place with him, but walked back since he said his wife was gonna be back soon. I walked in the rain. I probably made more in an hour than you did the entire night."

Melody wanted to hide her head while they went on arguing, and finally Vanessa intervened. Sugar asked if her ankle was feeling better. "I guess it better be. Andre won't let me off two nights in a row if I'm not riding the cotton pony. He was mad enough that Lacey took off for no good reason."

When the meal was over and Vanessa and Cherry wandered off to the pool while Sugar cleaned up, Melody knew she had to check on Dee. Why had her CD player been in her bed this morning? She went upstairs and got it, then sneaked into the bedroom wing downstairs.

Taking a deep breath, Melody knocked on Dee's poster-covered door. Her ears strained for a sound, any sound, but none came. Her hand reached for the doorknob, but her faint heart told her to run instead of turn it, instead of entering...

The room was utterly still, dark because there was no window in it. The only light was a Winnie the Pooh nightlight on the other side of the room from the bed.

Melody realized her heart was beating so loud she could hear it over the silence--don't think deadly silence! Oh Dee, no! Not you. Didn't I warn you? Why didn't you listen to me?

Just before she reached the bed, she stumbled over something and heard a screech that brought a scream to the top of her throat: one of Dee's cats. Oh no.

Forcing herself, Melody bent over and touched Dee's arm to shake her. She was so cold. That was when she saw the square of Honiton lace-edged handkerchief--her handkerchief--clutched in Dee's hand.

"Dee. Dee, wake up. Please wake up, honey." Sobs choked Melody, but no tears came. She didn't feel for a pulse; she didn't shake Dee until she woke...or didn't. Easing the hankie out of Dee's rigid hand, she almost unconsciously began to rub it thoroughly over the plastic body of the CD player. Then she dropped the player next to Dee.

The scream in her head got louder and louder. She tiptoed out the door, gently closed it, and polished the knob with her hankie. Without stopping for anything, Melody raced up to her room to hide.

 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 39

 

"Is there a doctor in the house?" Danny read out loud from the Monday edition of the Falcon's Bend Chronicle. "There was at Danse de Minuit late Sunday evening..."

"Notice Dean Murphy has the byline. Bet he's been hanging out around the club since the first murder, hoping for another lead story," Pete said dryly.

According to the front-page story, at around 11:30 the night before, Vanessa had sprained her leg during a solo performance on the stage. A doctor in Falcon's Bend, a David Sussex, had chosen the wrong night to indulge in a little uninhibited activity. The Chronicle's mole-like reporter had taken pictures of Dr. Sussex in both revelry of the stripping and bending near Vanessa to examine her leg. He'd been quoted as saying the dancer obviously suffered from an eating disorder which made her bones frail and that she would only have to stay off the leg for the night.

The medical examiner's report as well as the labs' on Teresa had come in that morning. The actual report contained little more than what they already knew; however, the labs did reveal trace quantities of Cephaelis ipecacuanha, commonly sold over the counter as ipecac syrup.

Unless Teresa had taken it herself for some unknown reason, Danny and Pete were sure the killer had laced her last snack with it. Along with the bust-up between Cherry and Pugh Braun, it'd been done in an effort to lure her away.

Danny lowered the paper to view his partner. Ever since he'd left Java & Jazz last night, he'd wondered how he was going to tell Pete he'd met up with Melody Trelawney there--if he should even tell Pete about it. Nothing had happened, after all.

He'd never kept anything back from Pete. Whether it was face to face or over a telephone line, Pete always seemed to sense when he was hiding something. He'd find out sooner or later. Might as well get it over with sooner.

"I saw Mel yesterday afternoon," he said quietly, tossing the newspaper back to the stack in the center of their desks where Chopp had dropped a handful earlier.

"Mel? Melody Trelawney? You saw her on the street? In passing?"

Danny heard the edge in Pete's voice and it annoyed him, especially when Pete sat up straight and leaned across his desk.

Instead of losing his own cool, mostly in defense, Danny shook his head. "Java & Jazz. She was looking at art books."

Pete's face instantly revealed his concern. "And you just couldn't resist, could you? I suggest you wait until this case is closed. Then you can flirt with her whenever you want."

Danny stared at his partner, befuddled, and snorted a laugh.

Pete remained serious. "Did you discuss the case?"

"I did everything I could not to bring it up. But I did ask her before she left if she thought she was in danger the way Trelawney implied she was. She said she didn't know."

"How long were you with her?"

This was turning into an interrogation. Danny's shrug was purposely careless. "Couple hours."

"Couple hours? Couple hours? What the hell are you doing, Van Gogh? You can't do this. She's in bad s@#t all the way around, whether or not she's actually guilty of anything personally. This can't go down good, and you know it. Hell, I think you're thriving on it."

Before Danny could say a word to defend himself, if there was even anything he could do to accomplish that, his extension rang. He reached for it gratefully, turning in his chair to get away from Pete's glare.

"Danny?"

The voice was small, soft, yet he knew the sweet southern drawl and became instantly alert. "Mel?"

"I warned her. I tried to warn her, but she wouldn't listen and now it's happened. The blackness came and swallowed her up."

"Swallowed who up?"

"Dee. Poor little Dee. She was so innocent. She didn't deserve any of this."

Ah, damn it, Danny thought. "Mel, I'm having a hard time understanding you. Is there something wrong with Deidre?"

"The blackness came. I couldn't save her."

She wasn't crying, but he could tell she was in shock.

"Listen...listen to me, honey, we'll...I'll be there right away. Just stay where you are, okay? Don't move. Promise me."

"Yes. I promise."

He hung up and stood at the same time.

"What's going on?" Pete demanded.

"I'm not sure, but I think Deidre's dead. Let's go."

Danny ducked into Chopp's office just long enough to tell him that he should get DCI on standby in case this was another murder, alert Cora, and to call an ambulance ASAP. They rounded up Bradley and Folksmeyer.

Mel's in shock, Danny told himself. People say damn strange things when they're in shock.

"Try not to panic and upset everybody unnecessarily, Van Gogh," Pete said to him on Trelawney's doorstep. Danny bristled at the slam to his professionalism.

Cherry opened the door looking a little surprised at the presence of four cops and the blinking police cars behind them. "What's going on?"

"We had a call about an emergency, ma'am. We need you to step back and let us do our jobs."

Pete instructed Bradley to get the girls out by the pool gathered together in the living room. Then Pete asked Cherry where Deidre's room was.

Together Pete and Danny proceeded to the room, both pulling on gloves. The room was dark, and Pete switched on the light. The room was very teenage--posters of rock stars on the walls, clothes slung over the backs of chairs, CDs and books stacked messily on every available surface.

The once-pretty teenager lay uncovered on a frilly pink bed dressed in her day clothes: cutoff jeans and a half-top. Her eyes bulged and a cruel purple line marked her neck. Beside her was a portable CD player. Danny remembered seeing Dee use it during the interview by the pool. The emerald ring on her finger was new. He didn't remember seeing that the last time they were here.

Pete stepped out of the room without bothering to check for a pulse. Dee had been unmistakably dead for quite a few hours. "Call in the coroner and crime lab," Danny heard him say to one of the uniforms. "Make sure nobody gets in here in the meantime."

"We need to find Mel, make sure she's still in the house," Danny said urgently.

They climbed the stairs. A door on the left side opened once they reached the top and Trelawney stepped out in only pajama bottoms. He swore when he saw them. "What in God's name are you doing back in my home?" he demanded.

"There's been another murder, right here under your roof, Trelawney. You're gonna cooperate without giving us a fight," Danny instructed, trying to hold onto his temper. "Right now you can join the rest of your household in the living room and wait for us. Where is your wife's room?"

"It wasn't Melody, was it?" Trelawney demanded in alarm.

Danny shook his head.

Mutely, but expressively relieved, Andre pointed to the door in the opposite direction of where he'd emerged. So it was true--he and Mel had separate bedrooms.

Danny dodged in front of Pete once Trelawney started down the stairs. He didn't trust Pete to handle her with kid gloves. After tapping lightly on the door and receiving no response, Danny turned the knob. She sat on the bed, trembling, clutching her handkerchief and the phone receiver in her hand. The phone beeped loudly, but she didn't seem to notice.

Danny walked over to her. She didn't acknowledge their entry in her bedroom. She didn't even react when he gently pried open her cramped fingers and took the phone from her.

"She's in shock," Pete said softly with more concern than Danny expected of him given the situation.

Danny carried her down to the living room, covered her with a blanket, then went to get her a glass of water. Catching his partner's eye, Danny looked away quickly.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 40

 

"She died between midnight and one o'clock, give or take half an hour both ways," Cora told them calmly when she emerged from Deidre's bedroom. "Strangled with the same object that was used to kill the first victim. But--and this is the strange part--this girl didn't fight. Usually, if you're asleep and someone tries to throttle you, you wake up and fight them. This girl was out cold when she was strangled. Be sure to have that CD player tested. I doubt the cord is strong enough to withstand two brutal strangulations, but it never hurts to check these things. I don't think that the width of the cord matches the markings on the necks. "

She raised her gaze, almost glaring at Pete. "Do you know who owns the player?"

"The victim," Pete said. Danny nodded.

"You might note that the player is beside her on the bed, but the headphones that plug into it are on the dresser. Why did she take the player to bed with her without them? There's no purpose to that."

At the moment, Pete couldn't think of a purpose either.

Cora smiled in overt self-satisfaction before exiting.

Given that they now had two connected murders on their hands, Pete knew the autopsy would be performed on Deidre as quickly as possible once DCI had examined the scene of the crime.

They'd done a quick tour around the house while they waited for Cora to show up and saw that there were no signs of forced entry. Whoever killed Deidre must have had a key or were already inside the house. She clearly hadn't let anyone in; she'd been asleep in her bed when she was attacked. There wasn't a single doubt in Pete's mind that the killer was someone who worked at Danse de Minuit, including Roy Ormond who probably had a key.

Pete and Danny returned to the living room to find the members of the household in various states. Melody sat on the couch huddled in the blanket, her eyes staring but not seeing. Behind her, Trelawney stood with his hands on her shoulders. For once, she didn't have the presence of mind to move out of his touch. Cherry paced the room. Sugar was crying while Vanessa rubbed her arms like she couldn't get warm and looked around furtively.

"Deidre is dead," Pete informed them. "Does anyone know why she wasn't working last night?"

Tearfully, Sugar answered. "She stayed home because she was really tired. Hadn't slept at all. She said she was afraid she'd fall off the stage. Lacey worked in her place."

Lacey...s@#t. Pete had been so concerned with the fact that so many people lived in the house--yet whoever killed Dee obviously felt they wouldn't be caught--that he hadn't stopped to take note of the fact that Lacey wasn't in this room.

"Where is Lacey?"

There were a lot of surprised shrugs before Cherry said, "We thought she was still asleep."

"Bradley, search the house for her."

The tension in the living room intensified as Bradley went to find the missing dancer. "When was the last time you saw Lacey?"

"She came to work with us," Sugar said. "But she disappeared after her break at 11:00."

"Lieutenant, Lacey came to my office and asked to be allowed to leave early," Andre interrupted in a commanding tone. "Since my club closes at two a.m. on Sundays and business has been poor of late, there wasn't a lot going on anyway. She must have gone at quarter after eleven."

Bradley returned, and Pete and Danny moved out of hearing of the group. "I looked everywhere, boss. She's MIA. Her bed doesn't look like it's been slept in, but her closet's open. Most of her clothes are gone. Looks to me like she was in a hurry to leave."

Pete nodded, his teeth clenched. He should have caught her absence immediately and acted on it.

"Is everyone else here yet?" Pete asked, since Bradley had been the one to call the rest of the uniforms in to duty.

"Yeah."

"Okay. First, pick up Roy Ormond. Make sure Lacey isn't with him. Bring them into the station. If she's not there, we search the town for her. If we can't find her here, we'll put an all-points bulletin out for her. We're gonna bring everyone in this household to the station for recorded interviews. While they're calling their lawyers, we'll have the briefing. DCI should be here soon; we'll have our team standing by for the search, and we'll wrap this up. In the meantime, we'll put a two-man team on keeping the house secure until the lab arrives."

Bradley nodded and went outside to get everything set up.

Pete glanced at Danny, frustrated when he saw where his partner's gaze was fixed. Mrs. Trelawney had lost the glassy look in her eyes, but the fear was unmistakable as she cowered even more into the corner of the sofa.

Shaking it off, Pete reminded himself that he had a job to do. He couldn't worry about whether or not Danny was going to be able to do his own.

"All right, everyone, you'll be taken down to the police station for recorded interviews shortly. You'll be fingerprinted there and allowed to call a lawyer. Mr. Trelawney is a suspect and won't be allowed to represent any of you or be present during your interviews. From this point in time, this house and Danse de Minuit will be on twenty-four seven surveillance."

"There's a psychopathic killer on the loose singling out my girls and you treat the lot of us like common criminals instead of protecting us," Trelawney protested, stepping forward.

Pete didn't bother to respond.

"Besides, I'm not dressed, and I haven't had mon petit déjeuner."

"Officer Folksmeyer will accompany you to your bedroom while you dress," Pete said, keeping the disgust out of his voice. One of his girls was dead, and the b@#d only worried about his clothes and stomach. "You can get a sandwich and a cup of coffee at the station."

Unbelievably, Trelawney muttered that he only drank Cafe au Lait with chickory. Pete dismissed his pissing and moaning by turning his back. His radio went off at that moment--Bradley to say that the cars were ready to bring everyone to the station.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 41

 

"All right, everybody, listen up," Pete said to call to order the meeting in the briefing room. The cube of a room was scarcely bigger than Pete and Danny's office, but a good number of FBPD's full-time and reserve officers were crammed into it. "We've had another murder connected with the strippers at Danse de Minuit. This most recent murder happened within Andre Trelawney's house. We've now got probable cause to search it to find the murder weapon. We've already filed search warrants for Trelawney's nightclub and Roy Ormond's apartment because the murder weapon could be hidden in either place. DCI will arrive soon, and our team will assist them in searching the Trelawney premises."

Pete held up enlarged photographs of the two deceased. "We're looking for a long, flexible cord approximately eight millimeters wide, with no visible texture or links. We don't know what it'll be made out of but we do know it's damn strong to have left markings like this without snapping.

"Dee was fully dressed. She must have been more than simply tired. She must have plonked out the moment she hit the mattress; therefore we believe that she was drugged. So you'll be rounding up every kind of drug paraphernalia you find and logging in where you found it. There were six women living downstairs in this house. According to Bradley, there's only one bathroom near the individual bedrooms. That means we're going to have to figure out what belongs to who from that bathroom. We'll also be searching the upstairs. Mr. and Mrs. Trelawney have separate bedrooms and their own bathrooms. I don't want any mistakes.

"Chopp, you're in charge of dividing up the manpower here between searching the house, the nightclub, and Ormond's apartment. As soon as the search warrants are approved, dispatch everyone immediately and get to work.

"Bradley and Folksmeyer picked up Ormond who was alone in his apartment a little while ago. That means Lacey is MIA. We've got two teams already out searching the town for her, especially the taxi service, bus station, truck stop, and Tomah's Amtrak station. We've got three theories here. Lacey might have been attacked, possibly in the park. Then the perp took her key and went to kill Deidre and created some chaos in Lacey's room as a diversion, or possibly was searching for something in her room. Or else, Lacey killed Deidre and absconded. And of course there's also Melody Trelawney. She was alone in the house with the victim. Possibly Lacey came home during that time. Who was on patrol around Danse de Minuit and Witmer Park last night?"

Rosch and Bradley raised their hands.

Pete dismissed everyone except Chopp, delaying him just long enough to tell him that he'd have access to the two teams searching for Lacey as soon as they returned; and he confirmed that fingerprints had been taken, and Trelawney and Ormond had been allowed to phone lawyers for themselves and/or the rest of the girls--all of whom had refused their own calls.

"Did you two see anything suspicious last night, around midnight?" Pete asked Rosch and Bradley after Chopp left the briefing room.

Bradley nodded. "Between 11:00 and 11:15, we saw Lacey. She was walking fast so we pulled up beside her and asked where she was going in such a hurry. She said home. I asked if she was okay 'cause she seemed--"

"Pissed off," Rosch filled in.

"Yeah. She said something like, 'No, I'm not okay' but that she would be."

"Didn't make much sense," Rosch said. "So we thought we'd follow her at a distance, see if she really was going home."

"Did she?"

"Yeah she did. We waited around for a few minutes. It started raining during that time. She didn't come out again, so we drove back toward the strip joint."

"You didn't see anybody else from the club? Trelawney or Ormond's vehicle?" Pete persisted.

"Cars were there, parked there all night during business hours, but no one else was out, especially not in that downpour. We drove back to Trelawney's house about ten- fifteen minutes later just to see if everything was all right. All the lights were off so we figured Lacey must've gone to bed. Until this morning, we thought she was the only one home last night."

So Pete's first theory--that Lacey could have been attacked Sunday night--was ruled out, at least on her walk home. But there were ten to fifteen minutes unaccounted for. Lacey could have left the house in that time before Bradley and Rosch swung back. She could have been attacked before or after she left the house.

Once Pete let Rosch and Bradley go, he turned to Danny. "We'll start with Trelawney and his wife, then divide the interviews with the girls between the two of us. You gonna be okay, Van Gogh?"

His partner had been silent since they left the scene of the crime. Pete had worried about it because they had a lot of interviews to complete before the scheduled autopsy at four o'clock.

"Yeah," Danny said vaguely, moving out of the briefing room ahead of Pete. After getting a file from the office, Pete straightened his jacket and entered holding cell A. Trelawney sat with his head close to his lawyer's. He was smiling, speaking in French, and she was giggling in a way Pete couldn't believe.

Lynne Blackstone had been a classmate of his and Danny's in high school. Even back then, everyone had known she'd be a lawyer. She'd announced it enough times, saying there weren't any female lawyers in this town and there damn well should be and would be. Lynne was a feminist to the point that she'd alienated all the boys in school to stand up for her beliefs. Danny probably wouldn't remember it, but he'd tried to charm Lynne for the sole reason that she was an affront to his lucky streak with women, but she'd cut him off at the knees just for trying. Pete had always wondered why she assumed every male was out to steal her strengths. Now here she was kissing up to what she would usually consider the king misogynist.

Lynne turned her gaze from Andre, sat up a little straighter, and leveled a steely glance behind thin wire frames on both Pete and Danny.

"Hello, Lynne," Pete said in a friendly tone that she dismissed.

"Gentlemen, I would like you to be aware of the fact that my client has rights. He knows his rights, being a lawyer himself. He's not obligated to answer any questions you pose. You will not browbeat him for answers--not while I'm here."

"I'm aware of his rights, your rights, my rights, Lynne. This isn't an interrogation or an arrest at this point. We're simply interviewing Mr. Trelawney to find out what happened the night of the victim's death. He's been informed that we'll be recording, and he's agreed, all per regulations."

Lynne nodded, the blunt cut of her straight black hair dancing around her face in a way that should have been feminine but really wasn't. "So long as you don't ask him to implicate himself, we can proceed."

"Well thank you, ma'am," Pete said, taking a seat in front of Trelawney who smiled and complimented his lawyer in an enchanted tone that made Lynne's eyes get soft...at least while they were focused on her client.

"Mr. Trelawney, you said Lacey came into your office at 11:00 and asked to leave work early. You let her go because it was a slow night. Is that correct?"

Trelawney nodded.

"According to the newspaper account, Vanessa sprained her ankle at 11:30. Did you witness this?"

"No. I was in my office. But Roy told me about it and I came out. With the aid of a doctor in the audience, we got her to her dressing room."

"How long were you in the dressing room with Vanessa and the doctor?"

Andre shrugged. "Fifteen, twenty minutes. I didn't look at my watch or time it."

Essentially, Trelawney had an alibi during the time of Deidre's death, and Rosch and Bradley confirmed that his car had remained parked at Danse de Minuit all night. Nevertheless, it would have been possible for Trelawney to walk home, escaping the detection of the patrol car; yet that didn't make a lot of sense. A straight walk from Danse de Minuit to Trelawney's house was twenty-five minutes, not accounting for last night's downpour. If Dee had been killed around midnight... No, it was a little too close for Trelawney to have done the deed.

"Mr. Trelawney, did you know Deidre had decided to stay home because she wasn't feeling well?"

"I knew, but the other girls were covering for her."

"Did you know what was wrong with her?"

Trelawney looked at him impatiently. "She was menstruating, of course. Why else would she stay home?"

Either his other dancers had lied in covering for Dee's exhaustion by telling Andre she had her period or Trelawney lied about the cause of Dee's sickness for some unknown reason.

"What about your wife? Were you aware that she'd also stayed home?"

"Yes. She said she didn't feel up to going along, and she did look pale. I agreed that she should stay home and take care of herself."

Was Trelawney really so concerned with his wife? Pete wondered. Or was he setting her up to take the fall for his crime?

"Did you and Deidre have an argument recently?"

Predictably, Lynne protested him answering the question, but Trelawney waved it away. 

"Quite the contrary, Lieutenant. I had nothing but affection for Deidre, but she's so impressionable. You know how these girls are. She got it into her head that the two of us would run away together. God only knows where she gets her silly ideas, but I certainly did nothing to encourage her to believe such foolish notions. As I've told you repeatedly, I'm a happily married man. Melody is mon coeur. I don't see what any of this has to do with Deidre's unfortunate death in any case."

Pete didn't believe him for a second. He had no doubt Trelawney had done everything in his power to encourage Dee's foolish ideas, maybe to keep her happy in the present situation. He'd noticed the emerald ring on her finger when they'd looked at her body earlier. If she'd worn it before, he would have noticed it. It was too ostentatious not to notice. Had Dee told someone else about Andre and her running away together?

"Did you see Deidre when you got home after closing the club?"

"No. I went up to bed."

"Did you see Lacey?"

When he shook his head, Pete asked if he'd seen his wife. Trelawney pursed his lips before he said softly, "No. I didn't want to disturb her."

Opening the file he'd brought in, Pete pushed it across the table to Trelawney. "Let's talk about Teresa. How did you waggle this?"

Trelawney stared at the birth certificate and glanced up in seeming confusion. "Beg your pardon?"

"This is a fake birth certificate, Mr. Trelawney. Who got her false papers? You? Ormond?"

"That'll be quite enough of that," Lynne said. "I warned you about browbeating my client." She turned to Trelawney. "You don't have to respond."

"Thank you, my dear counselor, but I must plead ignorance of what the Lieutenant is talking about. I just collected my employees' birth certificates and other papers to make sure they didn't get lost when we moved. I put them in my safe when we arrived. I don't see the crime in that."

Yeah, you don't see the crime in a lot of things, Pete thought in disgust.

They left the room, and Pete had to conclude that Trelawney probably couldn't have killed Dee himself. By the man's own accounting and that of several witnesses, namely Dr. Sussex who'd verified it by phone just before the briefing, Roy, Vanessa, Sugar, and Trelawney had emerged from his office at 11:30, after Roy told him Vanessa had sprained her ankle. Trelawney was in Vanessa's dressing room for fifteen to twenty minutes. Since the patrol saw Trelawney and Ormond's cars in the parking lot all night, Trelawney would have had to walk to his house, which would have taken him at least twenty-five minutes. Someone who was ducking out of sight whenever a patrol appeared would take a lot longer to get where they were going. The rain would have slowed him down, too. The soonest Trelawney could have arrived home was 12:15 or 12:30, possibly later. And after the deed he would have had to walk back again. An absence of more than an hour would certainly have been noticed, and on top of that he would have been soaking wet on his return.

The facts so far eliminated Trelawney as a solid suspect--unless he had a partner in crime.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 42

 

"I'm gonna handle this," Pete said to Danny just before they entered holding cell B with the lawyer where Melody Trelawney sat with an untouched cup of tea before her.

She'd refused counsel against the wishes of her husband and Pete's partner. In the face of Pete's logic that she was a grown woman, an adult who could make her own decisions, Danny had said--right in front of Andre--that Mel wasn't in her right mind. She was in shock and couldn't decide for herself what was best.

Lynne had intervened and agreed if that was the case, she needed to at least talk with Mrs. Trelawney to make sure she understood her rights. Two minutes after she'd gone in, Lynne had emerged and said, "She's refused counsel. She's asked to see you, Lieutenant Vincent. Alone."

"We go in together," Pete insisted. "But I handle it."

"Be...gentle," was all his partner said.

Melody looked up at them with wide, terrified eyes. Her hands were clasped tightly around the hankie on the table, yet it couldn't hide how badly they trembled.

"We can heat this up," Pete said of the tea, trying to be gentle not so much because Danny had asked it but because this woman was obviously only an inch from losing it completely.

"I liked her. I liked Dee so much. It wasn't fair that Andre-- He shouldn't have encouraged her."

"Encouraged her?"

"She was in love with him. They all are. They fight over him constantly."

"Did Dee tell you that she and your husband were planning to run away together, Mrs. Trelawney?"

"Dee talked about love. True love. She thought that if you believed in something with all your heart, it would come true."

"Did she say anything to you recently about them running away together?" Pete persisted. "Did you notice she'd been wearing any new jewelry lately? Specifically a ring?"

Melody shook her head. "I liked Dee so much."

"What were you doing between 11:00 and 1:00 last night?"

"I don't remember anything." Her eyes filled with tears and she dabbed at them with the square edged with lace. "I don't remember anything. I was so tired."

The tears spilled over, and Pete could see he'd get nothing else out of her--nothing without making her hysterical.

She could have claimed she was tired just to stay home and strangle Dee. But, vulnerable as the woman seemed, she didn't seem like a complete idiot. She had to know she'd be a prime suspect with absolutely no alibi if she did that. Besides, she didn't seem cool, calculating, or evil enough to strangle someone in cold blood. She did seem terrified and confused though. But maybe that was all part of her plan to make them believe that, if she killed Dee and or Teresa, she did it without even her own knowledge. And that was where it got really terrifying.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 43

 

Vanessa confirmed her sprained ankle, the doctor's examination, and Andre's presence in her dressing room for fifteen to twenty minutes--all without Lynne uttering a word. Maybe at seeing Trelawney's harem of women, she'd decided she didn't find him charming after all.

Vanessa also said that when her ankle felt better she'd hobbled out to the bar where she'd stayed until closing. "I went home with Roy and the rest of the girls when the club closed. I went to bed."

"But some of the girls were missing, weren't they?" Danny asked.

"Lacey didn't go home with us. Sugar said she'd left earlier. Mel and Dee didn't go to the club at all. They both said they didn't feel good. They looked white."

"Did you tell Andre that Dee had her period and that's why she didn't go in with the rest of you?"

Vanessa pursed her lips tightly. "Yeah, we told him that."

"But it wasn't true, was it? She was just tired. That's why she stayed home."

Her nod was barely perceptible, and she didn't bother offering an explanation for why they'd lied to their boss.

"You said you came out to the bar later. How much later?"

"Not long. Ten minutes or so. Sometimes the dressing rooms can be claustrophobic."

"Who else was there at that time? Lacey had gone--"

"Sugar was dancing. She said later that she'd been on stage by herself for over an hour. I don't know where Cherry was, but I didn't think much of it. She came back, and she and Sugar carried the whole show. Geez, I felt bad about that since Sug also played nursemaid to me all night."

"Why didn't you think anything of the fact that Cherry disappeared for awhile? You have a schedule, right?"

Vanessa shrugged defensively. "He let Lacey go, and that was weird. I thought maybe he let Cherry go, too. It was a slow night."

Danny didn't wonder long about Vanessa's reticence. If he and Pete were right about the prostitution going on in the club, she wouldn't have wondered where Cherry and Lacey were. She would have assumed they were both pleasuring men elsewhere.

"Where was Roy? Did you see him often?"

Nodding, she said, "A lot. He had to keep things rolling so the audience wouldn't feel any lulls in the entertainment."

"How often did you see your boss?"

"He came to check on me at the bar a couple times."

"Every hour? Every half hour?"

"Every half hour, I'd say."

"Did Dee tell you anything about her and Andre planning to run away together?"

Vanessa's eyes opened wide at the question in what appeared to be genuine shock. "What? When? Do you mean--? She said that, didn't she? She always had big dreams like that. She didn't need any encouragement."

"So she didn't say anything to you like it?"

"No. I would've remembered."

"Do you remember seeing a new emerald ring on her finger recently?"

"Emerald? No. I didn't see it. But she's got a set--bracelet, necklace, earrings. Andre's been giving her a piece at a time for years. He probably just gave her the ring recently. It doesn't mean anything, if that's what you're implying. Dee was a dreamer. She read into everything."

Danny pushed a folder over to her. "Is this yours?"

For an instant, Vanessa scanned her own birth certificate as though she'd never seen it before in her life. "Sure, this is mine." Her tone was soft, scared--exactly what he'd expected.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 44

 

"I had a date," Cherry confirmed. Had she not shrugged off the need for counsel, Pete was sure Lynne would have tried to get her to keep silent. "From about quarter after eleven to twelve thirty."

"You left work for a date?" Pete asked in disbelief.

"It was a slow night. I didn't think anyone would even notice I was gone."

"You asked your boss if you could go?"

"No. I just sneaked out and we drove to John's apartment."

"John? Do you know his full name and address?"

Cherry shook her head calmly. "He's married. He didn't wanna reveal any more than that and I didn't wanna know. I told you before what my dates consist of. I really don't care who they are. If I like the way they look, I have sex with them. What's the big deal?"

"You drove to his apartment? You must have some idea what part of town he lived in."

Smiling lewdly with an eyebrow raised, Cherry said, "My eyes weren't on the road, Officer, if you know what I mean."

Pete had to summon all of his will to continue in light of this woman's obvious enjoyment of the oral sex she claimed to have performed on a guy she barely knew while he drove.

"Can you provide a description of your date?"

Without pause, she said, "Tall, about six foot one. White. Short black hair. Brown eyes. Lovely furry face." Cherry's reminiscing grin told him more than he wanted to know. "To tell you the truth, I know him better from the waist down than from the waist up. I could give you a great description of those areas."

"That won't be necessary," Pete said grimly. "What happened after you left his apartment?"

"I went back to the club, showered, and danced some more. Then I went home with the others. Lacey'd disappeared, so me and Sugar had to carry the whole show because Vanessa hurt her leg."

"Did you see Andre and Roy?"

"I saw Roy most of the night. He was always there on the floor. Andre was either in his office or checking out the bar in intervals. And of course I saw him after work." A triumphant gleam was in her eyes as she went on. "I spent the night with him in his room."

With Melody only a few feet away, Cherry had spent the night with her sister's husband--in what Pete now believed was a marriage in writing only--just hours after screwing another married man. Pete would check for this John that Cherry had spent a little more than an hour with, to check her alibi, but he knew the chances of finding the guy were slim. There had to be hundreds of married John's who lived in apartments in Falcon's Bend with vague physical descriptions like she'd offered.

"Did Dee mention to you that she and Andre planned to run away together?"

"Recently? No."

"What about a ring?"

Cherry shook her head.

"Cherry, we know these birth certificates are faked. What is your real name?"

She laughed out loud. "Bureaucratic nonsense won't bring Dee and Teresa back." And then she shut her mouth firmly and answered by shaking or nodding her head. Pete knew she wouldn't give up anything more.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 45

 

"Dee's the most energetic of all of us. It was strange to see her so out of it," Sugar told Danny, her eyes raw from crying and still wet. "I think she was coming down with the flu or something. She acted so strange yesterday."

"How so?"

"She was just asking if we could take care of ourselves without Andre. And then she was so spaced out at dinner, we told her to get some sleep and we'd cover for her. It was such an insane day. Nessa hurt her leg, I had to dance and tend to her. I actually kind of liked having the stage to myself. I know I won't get paid...overtime or anything, but..."

Lynne perked up, and Danny knew she'd be trying to find out more about that later.

"I couldn't believe when Lacey just disappeared without telling any of us. And then Cherry disappeared for a while. It was a crazy night. Worse when you found poor Dee--"

At that point, Lynne intervened, but it didn't matter. Sugar's alibi was secure. She claimed Roy was there taking care of them all night. She knew nothing about Dee and Andre running away together and hadn't noticed the emerald ring. While she seemed peeved about Lacey and Cherry's disappearances, she wasn't unduly curious about why they'd disappeared. The prostitution theory fit, but Danny didn't know how they'd ever prove it unless one of the girls confessed to it. Sugar didn't admit it when Danny asked her point-blank, but there was an anxious look in her eyes nevertheless.

With his portion of interviews complete, Danny found out that Pete was still interviewing Cherry. For an instant, he thought about going in to talk to Mel on his own, but he knew Pete would have his head and probably more if he did. Instead, he ducked back into holding cell C where he'd just interviewed Sugar.

FBPD didn't have many holding cells, but then they'd never had much need for holding a lot of people for interviews at the same time. They had three cells, labeled A, C, and D, with an interrogation room, B, in the middle of them. Because they were conducting so many interviews at one time, they were using D as the central place everyone was kept until collected for interview. Pete interviewed Cherry in cell A. The only person who had their own room was Mel. She was in shock and they'd thought putting her in the small room with five other people, including a husband she feared and loathed, wouldn't help her state.

Danny pushed back the curtain that hid the one-way glass on both sides of room B. At first he didn't see her and thought maybe Pete had had her moved into D after all. Then he spotted her on the opposite side of the room, huddled on the floor with her head buried in her arms. She hugged her knees, and, as if she felt his gaze, she lifted her head. She couldn't see him through the glass, yet Danny almost wished she could. Her eyes were red from crying just as Sugar's had been.

Almost unconsciously, Danny put his hand on the glass, wishing he could go in to her, put his arms around her, and tell her he didn't believe for a second she could have killed anyone. Danny turned his head at a sound and found Pete looking at him, his expression sad and frustrated. "Dispatch has some files for us. You wanna sign for them while I check in and see if Chopp has any info on Lacey or the searches?"

Nodding, Danny took one more glance at Mel before sliding the curtain back into place.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 46

 

"I heard it through the grapevine that you've got another dead body, Shasta," Dean Murphy said confidentially. "You think you got a serial killer on your hands? The Stripper Strangler? The Titillating Throttler?"

"Go back to the grapevine, little birdie," Pete said without looking at the investigative journalist. He called to the administrative assistant, "Maggie, would you kindly escort Mr. Murphy out of the station?"

No man in his right mind would thwart Maggie Sheppard who'd been the receptionist at the FBPD longer than most of the other employees.

Pete proceeded into Chopp's office. "Got anything for me?"

"So far, no sign of Lacey around town, dead or alive, but we might have a lead at the truck stop. Jensen and Rosch are checkin' it out. And"--he handed Pete a file--"here's the list of everything found at the house. We've confirmed what belongs to whom."

Nodding and thanking him, Pete left the office and looked at the list. The community bathroom on the main floor of Trelawney's house had the usual things: aspirin, multiple razors, cough syrup, antacid. Vanessa claimed an ample stock of ipecac syrup, some laxatives, and Valium. Dee apparently had no personal drugs. Sugar had appetite suppressants. From Trelawney's private bath, there was a long list of vitamin and mineral tablets in addition to the usual. Mrs. Trelawney's private bath had an unlabeled bottle with three capsules in it. There were no other drugs in her medicine cabinet. Not even aspirin. The capsules had already been directed to the chemical lab for identification. No probable weapon similar to the marks on Teresa and Deidre's necks had been found, but they had bagged the portable CD player and headphones. The cord would be tested for strength and for a possible match with the marks on the victims' throats. They'd also found a diary hidden beneath the floor in Dee's room under a loose corner of the carpet, as well as the key to open it. It would have to be officially logged as evidence before they gained access to it.

Danny walked into their office waving the small stack of files he'd gone to sign for. "All social security numbers are legit according to the Social Security Administration. They cleared, but no paper trail at all for any of them before January 1999. And the results of the blood tests we took from Ormond, Trelawney, and Lance Osbourne are back. Guess who was the father of Teresa's baby?"

Pete had no guess and didn't venture one.

"Osbourne and Trelawney are off that particular hook," Danny told him.

So Roy Ormond was the father of Teresa's baby. What did it mean? Pete wasn't sure at this point, but wanted to see both Ormond and Trelawney's reactions to the news.

"We need to interview Roy next. Then Trelawney and his wife again."

Danny's expression darkened, but he didn't speak of it. He knew they had to get some solid information from her one way or another.

Pete handed Danny the list of what had been found in Trelawney's house, waited for him to scan it, then asked, "You find out anything from Vanessa and Sugar's interviews?"

Danny looked up, shaking his head. "They both have solid alibis. They're in the clear. What about Cherry?"

"She claims she had a date from 11:15 p.m. to 12:30 and only knows the guy's first name--John. He's married, but she was supposedly giving him head while he drove them to his apartment, where they had sex. So she has no idea what part of town he lives in. She says he's six one, Caucasian, black hair, brown eyes, beard and or moustache. Might as well be John Doe."

"Are you serious?" Danny said in disgust. "What kind of an idiot has sex with a stripper in his own place when his wife could come home at any minute?"

"She gave a vague description of the guy that could cover most of the male population in Falcon's Bend, and she didn't hesitate, so either she's telling the truth or she practiced her lie. I've put out some feelers to find out who the guy was, but I don't expect anything to come back. She claims Dee didn't tell her anything recently about her and Andre running away together."

"Same with Vanessa and Sugar."

Pete exhaled as he glanced at his watch. "Let's get these interviews over with. Autopsy is in a couple hours. We'll let the dancers, Trelawney, and Ormond go after we're done with the next two interviews."

"What about Mel?" Danny asked very carefully.

"Until she gives us some idea what she did last night, we're gonna have to hold her for now."

"We can't hold her long."

"I know," Pete said quietly.

Danny's eyes were almost black with clouds. Pete asked him again if he would be all right, and Danny shrugged it off tensely, saying he was fine. Hell, he hadn't looked fine while he'd stared at Melody Trelawney without her knowledge. He'd looked like a man who had no sense of direction.

Roy was brought into holding cell A. Pete sat down directly in front of the giant while Danny stood behind near the door.

"Mr. Ormond, you're aware that you're entitled to representation?"

Roy snorted. "You expect me to hire some white-ass lawyer in a backwater town where the only blacks are me and...and Vanessa? You're crazy, man. I'll pass."

When he'd paused, his eyes had gotten moist. Pete was sure he'd thought "the only blacks are me, Terry, and Vanessa." 

"Well, we have some news that might interest you, Mr. Ormond. We have the blood results back--"

Ormond knew exactly what Pete referred to and stared impatiently at him with heated concentration.

"Teresa was pregnant with your baby, Roy."

In an instant, Roy scraped his chair back and lowered his head. It didn't take Pete long to realize that the man was sobbing bitterly as he rocked back and forth on the chair. Watching him, Pete felt a wave of compassion he couldn't tamp down if he tried. If nothing else, he believed that Roy had truly loved Teresa and was in the depths of grief over her death. It didn't rule him out as the killer, but it put a lot into perspective.

"You gotta stop him, man," Roy said finally, raising his head without bothering to wipe the sheen of tears from his face. "I don't wanna see any more of the girls taken out by him. All he needed was fifteen minutes, maybe less, to do it both times. He could've followed Teresa home that night, offed her in the park, and then went back in his office--nobody the wiser. He could've drove home last night, strangled Dee and been back in his office before anybody popped in and said boo."

"You mean Trelawney?"

"Hell yeah, I mean Trelawney! He's a b@#d, man. He's the worst. He's hell on women. He'd stab his own mama in the back if it benefited him somehow.

"I loved Teresa. She was my life. Nothin' I wouldn't have done to take her as far from here as I could. But then someone--probably Dee with her big damn mouth--goes and tells Andre what me and Terry were planning. We were gonna get outta this place. I know I could've made her a star like Billie Holiday. She sang like an angel.

"And Trelawney can't stand to lose. Especially when it comes to them 'cause they're like s@#t to him, baby. They're like property--cattle, not people. He thinks he owns 'em and he'd never let 'em go, just on principle. Then it'd be like he lost, you know? And he can't lose. So he starts workin' his charm over Terry again, makin' her doubt, makin' her afraid."

Roy clenched his hands and the fists looked like two sledgehammers welded together. "So I got involved with Lacey. Thought I'd get that mother-f@#k back by turnin' one of his girls against him, and baby, Lacey was almost there anyway. Maybe I was mad 'cause Terry turned back to him, but...wasn't love with Lacey. But if it accomplished what I wanted, who the hell cared? Long as that son-of-a-b@#h suffers. Double-edged sword. I never meant to hurt her in the process."

"How did you hurt Lacey?"

Roy shrugged. "I don't know. I figured it wasn't nothin' to Lacey, you know? We both had the same goal--to hurt Trelawney. But she's so twisted inside now... She hates the b@#d almost as much as I do. Maybe more. She's had a lot longer to be feelin' this s@#it."

"You knew Deidre was sick last night?"

Roy nodded. "That's what the other girls said."

"You had some scheduling problems, didn't you?"

"Nightmare," Roy said in a defeated tone. "Vanessa sprains her ankle. Lacey disappears on her eleven o'clock break. Dee's home sick. Then Cherry disappears about the same time Lacey did. Sug really covered all our asses until Cherry showed up around twelve thirty, didn't stop dancing except to check on Vanessa a couple times."

"Did anyone mention to you that Andre and Deidre might be planning to run away together? Did you notice she was wearing a new ring?"

Roy shook his head. "Dee was a dreamer. If she came up with that, she manufactured it in that little fairytale land she lived in when it came to that sorry SOB. Sure, Andre gave 'em jewelry all the time, and knowing Dee, she'd take it as an engagement ring if he gave her a ring. But nobody would've taken her serious if she told anybody that."

Yet Dee was dead. Pete couldn't rule out the possibility that someone had taken it seriously. He also knew Roy's hatred for Trelawney was what was driving him to point out how easily Andre could have killed both Teresa and Dee. But, given the facts Pete had access to and Roy didn't, it was highly unlikely.

They entered holding cell C where Trelawney and his lawyer had been directed and started the same with Trelawney, telling him who the father of Teresa's baby was. The man remained mute, yet it was obvious he wasn't happy about the news. Lynne's advice to him went in one ear and out the other. Clearly his ego couldn't take the blow. Not in silence anyway.

Again, Trelawney waved Lynne away impatiently when he said, "I'm going to be honest with you, gentleman. Lacey left of her own volition last night. She was angry with me. She was insanely jealous because she'd heard the rumor that Deidre and I were planning to run away together. No doubt Dee spilled the beans again, this time about a fable she'd spun for herself. Lacey refused to listen to me when I said I certainly hadn't encouraged Dee to believe such foolish notions and I certainly wouldn't be carrying out Dee's fairytale. I wouldn't be surprised in the least if Lacey walked home, killed Deidre out of jealousy, and then ran. I wouldn't even be surprised if she'd been jealous of Teresa and did away with her to get Roy. Surely you know the two of them were sleeping together? God only knows who'll be next if you don't stop her."

Both Roy and Andre were actively trying to point to someone else as the murderer. Roy's desire to implicate Andre was justifiable. Why would Andre try to pin it on Lacey? To throw suspicion off of someone else and not simply himself? Maybe he was trying to protect his wife--and not because she was innocent.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 47

 

"I'll see you tonight then, Andre," Lynne said, "to go over the case, of course."

Trelawney offered some French gibberish Danny didn't understand but didn't need to, especially when the cad bent to kiss her hand. Hell, not even smart women can see through this guy's line of BS. Danny had known Lynne since high school and she tended to be hard on men, a feminist to the core. Yet even she was charmed by Trelawney's good looks and French sweet nothings. Unless she just wanted him to think that.

Lynne walked out of the station, offering cool nods to Pete and Danny. The two of them exchanged looks as Roy and the dancers emerged from the interview rooms. They would be escorted home.

They'd warned the dancers, Andre, and Roy to be on guard at all times, even within their own homes, also reminding them that Trelawney's house, Danse de Minuit, and Roy's apartment were under twenty-four seven surveillance. Pete had asked them individually if they wanted to be in protective custody until the killer was arrested. Not one of them had taken the offer.

At the door that led to the waiting room facing Maggie's glass-walled office, Roy muttered in self-disgust to Andre, "From a Barnes man to this. Why in hell did I ever hook up with a sugar pimp like you?"

The words came and went with the men, but they triggered Danny's memory. Nicky Barnes had been a dealer in Harlem. Danny had heard the slang term "Barnes man" frequently during his time on the NYPD, meaning a big-time drug dealer.

"Roy's the one who got them the false papers. I'd stake my life on it," Danny said to Pete. "Flash men like him were a dime a dozen when I worked Harlem. He'd know exactly how to get certificates that looked legit and would hold water to a certain point if they were questioned. Let's run Ormond in New York. Harlem."

Pete nodded. "Great. Good work. Let's get Chopp on it right away."

Danny rubbed his hand over his face, more exhausted than he'd realized. "Let me talk to Mel, Pete. Alone, like she wants. You know me. You know I'm not gonna protect her if she's guilty no matter how much I like her."

His partner held his gaze steadily, a little sadly. He must have realized it was their only option. She wouldn't talk to Pete; she'd already said she would talk to Danny alone.

"I'll be watching through the one-way glass." Pete put a hand on his shoulder. "Take care of yourself, Van Gogh. I mean it. You show all the symptoms of infatuation. Maybe a fatal case."

Danny held back an annoyed remark. Just because Pete had fallen in love with a suspect didn't mean every cop was prone to such weakness. Although in Pete's case the weakness had turned out to be strength.

As soon as he walked into cell B, Mel was in his arms. "Danny, I don't know what's happening to me. I knew you would help me. Can you help me? Will you please help me? You're my only friend." She pulled back and looked up at him, her sapphire eyes wet with tears.

"Tell me what happened," he said, his hands caressing the backs of her arms.

Shaking her head, she murmured with fresh tears pouring out, "Dee was so sweet. From the very first time Andre brought her in, I wanted to protect her. But no one can protect you against yourself, can they? She was such a dreamer. And now she's gone."

She wasn't making a lot of sense. Wrapping his hands fully around her biceps, he eased her over to the table and they sat down side by side. "Tell me about yesterday, Mel. What did you do?"

She covered her face on a small cry, and Danny reached for her hand, holding it between both of his. He saw the difference it made in her. She raised her head, taking calming breaths in order to say, "I got up around noon. Ate with Cherry and Sugar, Vanessa...Dee." She bit her trembling bottom lip. "Then I met you at the coffee shop. I went home and... That's all I can remember. Everything after that is a blur. I can remember fragments, like sitting down to eat dinner and Dee saying she didn't feel good--" The tears started again. "I think I should see a doctor, Danny. Maybe I have a brain tumor or something. It's like...like there's this black spot in my head. I have headaches; my hands shake so much. I'll wake up and realize I have no idea what's happened to me."

"When did you first have these symptoms?"

"When my father...when..."

It was as if she suddenly phased out, without becoming unconscious. Her breathing slowed and she looked--no other way to describe it--gone.

"Mel, tell me about your childhood. Were you and Cherry close? Did you get along when you were kids?"

She blinked, yet her vision didn't seem to clear. "My mother died when I was just a little girl--nine years old. A part of me died with her. Daddy became so overprotective. I think he felt lost without her, too, as if he felt he had to be two parents in one from then on. I couldn't leave the house without a chaperone. I couldn't meet other kids after school. I was so lonely, and that feeling--that feeling that I'd felt as long as I can remember, as if a part of me was missing, like I wasn't whole by myself--it was so strong. And then...suddenly, suddenly it all made sense."

For an instant she smiled, yet the smile chilled Danny all through, especially when the smile fell abruptly and cowering fear replaced it.

"There was nothing I could do. I'd gotten it all. I had everything handed to me. How could I complain?"

Danny's sense of disquiet forced him to push a little harder. "You met Trelawney?"

Reality came back into Mel's face, and she stared at him wide-eyed for a minute, unwilling or unable to speak to answer his question. Instead, her gaze begged him to believe her, believe she was innocent. But innocent of what? She begged him to save her, but refused to tell him from what, or who.

She wouldn't reveal anything more to him--Danny was certain of that. "Mel, will you let me put you in protective custody?"

After a minute, she lowered her gaze and shook her head.

Danny sighed. "Okay, honey...I'll be back."

She'd confided in him, yet Danny left the room feeling more confused than before he went in. He wasn't expecting it when Pete demanded, "What in the hell was that, g@#m it?"

Danny could do nothing except stare at his partner in surprise at the outburst.

"She was lying through her teeth! Tired? Headaches? Childhood traumas? Are you telling me you couldn't see right through all that?"

She'd been so desperate, so vulnerable. Danny had a hard time believing anyone could look at her and conclude she was lying in order to manipulate him. Then the "believe me; save me" look in her eyes came back to him. Mel had told him nothing. She'd simply played on his emotions from the minute he stepped in the room.

Danny gritted his teeth at his own stupidity--stupidity that had been witnessed by his lifelong friend and partner he respected more than anyone else.

Instead of cutting into him again the way he deserved, Pete relented. "Look, Danny, you're not the first cop to be seduced by a killer with a pair of fawn eyes."

"She's not a killer! And she's not seducing me, for pete's sake."

Pete didn't say a word. He didn't need to. He'd no doubt seen the change in Mel's face as she'd talked. Her mind had been gone to that black spot she was afraid of, the one she claimed stole her memory. Did she have a split personality? Did she kill while in that blackness and it left her without any clue she'd been the one who did the deed? Was she a drug addict and the dope created a killing mania in her she could neither control nor remember giving in to? Or was someone relentlessly trying to implicate her of crimes she didn't commit but had no alibi to prove otherwise?

"Release her," Pete said under his breath. "We don't have any hard evidence to get a warrant of arrest and she's not gonna confess."

Danny watched Pete duck into Chopp's office. He moved back into the interrogation room and found Mel asleep with her head on her hands. She slept deeply, like a depressed person would, and she didn't stir at all when Danny touched her hair. Helplessly, he smoothed the silken mass as though she were a child.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 48

 

"We can't prove that both victims were killed by the same person," Pete concluded in the car on the way back from Deidre's autopsy. "The MO is different and yet it's the same. I've got two theories: First, both victims were killed by the same person. Teresa was given a dose of ipecac syrup. In fact, I think she was given that dose three times until the pieces finally fell into place for our killer who'd made damn sure Roy was busy this time and couldn't rescue Teresa at the last minute. I think the killer made multiple attempts to kill Teresa and finally succeeded when Roy was unable to drive her home because she was sick. The killer followed and strangled Teresa exactly as planned the first time. 

"Now there's Dee. The killer can't risk making a mistake with her because the cops are watching and everybody is on guard. Besides, the emetic was too unpredictable. The victim has a violent reaction, but actually feels better only fifteen minutes or so after that, so the killer's got added pressure to get the dirty deed done immediately, without any surprises. He uses a different drug, one that's gonna knock her out cold. Prodanovich says she was stifled with a pillow as she was strangled and yet she hardly fought even that. The drug really had hold of her; hence, the killer succeeds on the first attempt."

There were other indicators that she hadn't struggled with her killer, namely the lack of skin scrapings under her fingernails and no defense injuries. In addition, Prodanovich had found cotton fibers around and inside her mouth which indicated a pillow had been pressed there hard. The fibers would be matched against those of the pillows in Dee's room.

"So what's the killer's motive?" Pete asked.

Danny leaned forward in the passenger's seat. "At this point, I think the killer somehow found out that Teresa was pregnant. Remember they all kept saying that Dee can't keep a secret to save her life? Maybe Teresa was upset. Felt like she needed to confide her secret to someone and chose Dee. This one's too juicy not to share with someone else. Dee blabs to exactly the wrong person who makes sure Teresa never has that baby. Dee must have blabbed something to the wrong person in the second case and got herself dead. Probably something about her and Andre running off together. Or the wrong person saw that rock on her finger and assumed it was an engagement ring instead of Trelawney seducing her into staying loyal.

"What doesn't make sense is the strangling. Why strangle either girl if it was a single killer here? In Teresa's case, they could've poisoned her instead of giving her an emetic, following, and strangling her. In Dee's case, after they gave her the drug to make her pliant, why put a pillow over her face and strangle her? According to both Cora and Prodanovich, Dee was already out cold. She wouldn't have fought the suffocation much. The strangulation was unnecessary."

"Yeah," Pete agreed. "Unless the act of strangling, or the strangulator itself, holds some significance to the killer."

They both faced the implication in grave silence before Pete continued. "Second theory: We have two killers for the victims. We can't lock down exactly who killed Teresa, but Lacey had an alibi for that one. So did Cherry. Lacey could have killed Dee with the same strangulator the first killer used, which explains why the markings are the same but the MO is slightly different."

"Let's get our suspect lists out and sum all this up," Danny said, looking exhausted. "Maybe something will be obvious if we've got it laid out in front of us."

Pete had his own handwritten list which included the suspects and their motives and alibis for Teresa's murder. He'd gone over the list countless times and added information and it was basically unreadable to anyone except himself at this point. He knew Danny would have something much fancier, concise, and easier to read.

At the station, Chopp told them the search of Danse de Minuit had turned up nothing resembling a murder weapon and that the drugs in the girls' dressing room bathroom were standard--aspirin, emetic, antacid, etc. Nothing else outstanding had come in yet.

As soon as they got back to their office, Pete called Lisa while Danny put a disk in his computer and started working on getting a hard copy of his suspect list. Pete hung up, feeling a sense of disquiet at Lisa's patient, loving, sad response to his announcement that he'd be late again tonight. He wished she hadn't brought up her sudden desire to have a baby with him. It'd been bothering him off and on all day. They were close to the end of this case, when things were lining up and coming together. It was the part of a case that made him monomaniacal to finish it.

Danny had reworked his suspect list for Teresa and created one for Dee's murder in the meantime. He hit the print button and left the room to get the hard copy from the dispatch center.

He and Pete huddled together over the list to make sure their information matched.

"Pugh Braun was thrown out about the same time Teresa decided to walk home. He could have followed and strangled her. He couldn't have killed Dee, though. He had no way to get inside the house, unless he offed Lacey and stole her key. Unlikely at this point."

"I think we can safely eliminate Sugar and Vanessa," Danny suggested. "They have alibis and their motives are weak. I just don't see them as being killers over their boss, even if they do harbor loyalty toward him."

"Dee could have killed Teresa. Her alibi was never established. Trelawney didn't really have an alibi for Teresa's murder either."

Pete agreed. "Lacey was placed at the scene of Dee's murder by two officers. She's a hurt and angry woman. She could hate others for their prospect of happiness." He rubbed the stubble on his jaw. "Trelawney's motive for killing Dee could have been just what he said himself--she believed he was going to run away with her. The ring validated it in her mind. Whether or not he really did anything to encourage her fantasy--assuming the ring was given as a token, not an engagement ring--that put a lot of pressure on Trelawney in any case. But he's in the clear on Dee's murder because he was seen at the club by Dr. Sussex and Vanessa. Of course, Vanessa could be lying. On the other hand, it rained last night, so if he walked, he would've been soaked to the skin. I didn't see a closet or anything like one in his office, and no one commented on a clothes change for him later that night--not that they wouldn't have covered for him regardless."

They both stared at the next name on the list. Roy had alibis for both murders; he'd been at the club and multiple witnesses validated it.

Danny said, "Cherry's motive for killing Dee was the competition with everyone else for Andre's affections. She claims she had a date between 11:15 and 12:30, but we have no verification of the fact. She said Dee never mentioned her and Andre's plans to her, and she didn't see the ring; but she could be lying. She had an alibi for Teresa's murder--she was seen on stage by witnesses."

Danny paused for too long on their last suspect, and Pete said quietly, "Mrs. Trelawney has the same motive for killing Dee as she would have for Teresa--unsuspected hatred or jealousy. She has no alibi for her whereabouts at the time of Teresa's death. For Dee's death, she was in fact there when it happened and claims she can't remember anything."

Pete pulled a blank paper toward him and wrote on it: Andre, Lacey, Cherry, and Melody Trelawney. "These are the ones. Our killer, or one of our killers, is on this list. If we could find Cherry's date..."

Danny laughed. "Her 'date' is someone she's never seen in the club before, his physical description matches at least half of the male population in Falcon's Bend, and she doesn't even have the foggiest idea which section of town he lives in. She's effectively screwed us out of ever locating him."

"Maybe on purpose," Pete said on a snort. "We're back to the same question if we've got the same killer for both murders. What's the stressor? The trigger event?"

"Why does Mel hate her husband so much if she married him?" Danny asked quietly. "Why's she so afraid of him? What's the story between her and her sister?"

"I think there's something here we don't know and we need to find out--the sooner the better--before someone else gets hurt."

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 49

 

Pete pulled into his driveway at seven that night--a lot sooner than he'd expected. No further information had come in, Lacey was still missing, and all FBPD employees expected to be rousted out of bed early the next morning.

He had called Lisa from his cell phone on the road, and she said she'd start dinner again. While her tone had been happy, he'd heard--or thought he had--a touch of wariness in it, as if she hadn't quite believed him. Donna had started out that way. But he didn't want to think about any of that.

From the very beginning, he'd told Lisa what to expect. When he was on a case, his mind stuck to it like glue. It didn't mean he didn't love her, care about her, or think of her. No, it was more like a spell was cast over him and the only way he could get free was to solve the case. Then he could use his mind for something else. It wasn't only what he'd told Lisa. Hell, they'd met on a case. She'd been a suspect. She knew firsthand how tenacious he was in putting the puzzle together.

Already he knew he wouldn't be any good for Lisa tonight. His mind was so hinged on the outstanding details of this case, he didn't think he could hang it up even for one night.

Nevertheless, he'd already decided that he should broach the subject Lisa had brought up on Saturday--the one where she'd convinced herself she didn't want children because she couldn't have them but wanted them with him anyway. The hell of the whole thing was that he didn't have a clue what to say to her. He'd accepted her situation and never looked back--didn't seem like there was a way to move forward. But he wanted her to be happy, whatever that entailed.

Lisa stood in the front doorway when he got that far. He also noticed she held the phone. She didn't glare, grimace, or sneer. She didn't shove the phone at him and slam the door in his face. Instead, she frowned in disappointment, reached for him, kissed him, and then handed him the phone.

Pete watched her walk to the kitchen before he lifted the receiver to his ear.

"They found Lacey," Dispatch told him. "They're bringing her here."

"How much time have I got?"

"No more than forty-five minutes. Make it a half hour. They're predicting she'll make trouble."

"No kidding. You call Danny?"

"He's next. You wanna call him?"

"No. You go ahead. I'll see you in thirty."

Pete hung up, closing the door behind him. So much for...anything. When this case was done, Lisa was going to get his undivided attention, even if it meant taking a vacation and leaving the state to do it.

She was at the counter chopping vegetables for a salad when he entered the kitchen and tossed his jacket on a stool. Pete moved up behind her and put his arms around her waist. She eased back against him immediately and stopped working in his embrace. "How long do you have?" she asked softly in a restless tone he recognized.

"About a half hour. You mad at me, baby?"

"I miss you," she said on a heavy exhale. "That's all. Don't you miss me?"

Pete put his mouth near her ear, closing his eyes at the sudden sting there. "You know I miss you, baby. But I feel like I'm losing my mind. When I'm on a case...I have to stay focused to solve it. I don't have a choice. Whatever I do, it's there nagging at me. Believe me, I'll be happy when it's over and it leaves me the hell alone."

She reached up--without the sharp knife, thank God--and put her hands around his head. "I know. It's what first attracted me to you."

Pete pressed a kiss into her palm. "Lisa, do you wanna talk about...?"

Instantly, she turned in his arms. "No. Please forget I brought that up. For now anyway. We can talk about it later. Right?"

He stared down at her, trying to read her stormy eyes. She seemed embarrassed. He didn't want that.

"We will talk about it--whenever you're ready." He bent down and pressed his forehead to hers, closing his eyes to the healing touch of her hands on his face. "I'm sorry, Lisa."

"For what?" she asked in a whisper.

"That there's only one of me and I can't change who or what I am."

"This man is the one I love. The only one I love. Don't change."

For an instant, their eyes met, and then her mouth was on his, soft but nowhere near gentle. He didn't feel gentle either. Not now. Not when he had her for less than a half hour.

Her mouth opened under his, and he couldn't get enough, suddenly. He wrapped his hands around her legs, lifting her to the counter, opening her to him, pressing her against his hardness. He couldn't get enough of her breathless moans.

"Oh, Pete. Pete... This won't be enough," she said, reading his mind, pulling back when neither of them really wanted to. To hell with thirty minutes. But when he opened his eyes, she looked like she was in pain--the same way he felt. "Thirty minutes will never satisfy me. It'll just make it worse. When I finally have you again..."

She bent down and kissed him once more, all the while caressing his jaw and holding him completely in her spell. "I want you all night, with the phone off the hook, the doorbell disconnected. I may have to handcuff you to the bed, but you won't be leaving, I promise you that."

Pete smiled slightly, but he was in too much excruciating pleasure to do anything except hold onto her promises like they were his only lifeline.

Sliding off the counter, she said, "Wash up. At least I can satisfy one hunger tonight."

While they ate dinner and she told him how work was going for her, he noticed she looked a little thinner. Dark circles ringed her eyes.

"You sure you're okay?" he asked at the door just before he left.

"I haven't been sleeping much and...just haven't been hungry, but don't worry about me. I'm fine. You know I always take care of myself."

She always had, but he didn't like knowing that his single-mindedness on a case affected her health. But maybe it was more than that. Maybe it was her desire to have a baby that contributed. It wasn't something she should have to face alone.

Even as he cursed the case, he recognized his own excitement at the possibility of solving it on the way into the station. He needed to focus on that and keep his head clear of anything but the facts of the case.

Lacey was alive. That was good news. He'd been afraid they'd find her corpse where and when they least expected it. Instead, she was coming back, kicking and screaming the whole way.

The upcoming interview would be crucial. They would discover why she'd run and whether she'd done it before, during, or after Dee's death. Most importantly, they would find out whether she was a killer or an important witness to the fact.

"Rosch and Bradley found her and brought her back," Chopp told Pete and Danny. "They'll be here momentarily. She apparently hitched a ride to La Crosse from a truck driver and spent the night in a hotel, waiting for a flight out. All the flights were backed up or canceled because of the storm last night. We got her at the airport less than an hour before she would've flown the coop."

"She resisted all the way, huh?" Danny said.

Chopp laughed. "You could say that. Managed to give Rosch a black eye before he got her cuffed. By the way, she refused a lawyer. Said she doesn't need one 'cause she hasn't done squat."

Pete couldn't help feeling a bit of pleasure at Rosch's misfortune. Now he had something to tease Rosch about and pay him back for all the times he'd teased Pete about mooning over Lisa.

Lacey was still full of fight when they brought her in. She charged just about everyone she saw like a bull in a ring. They finally wrestled her into a holding cell.

"Did you take the cuffs off, Rosch?" Pete asked when the two officers emerged, closing the door behind them. Both looking drained and a little shell-shocked.

"Are you kidding me?"

"That's quite a shiner. Imagine what she'd do to you if we put you in that room all alone."

"Put me in a room full of starving pit bulls--I'd prefer that. She's all yours, boss man. Seriously, I'll quit if you make me go near her again."

Pete laughed, but Rosch just shook his head and ducked into the locker room.

"Can't say I'm looking forward to this either," Danny said.

"Lacey is all bark--"

"Rosch has seen her bite. I don't know if I'd want to go a round with her either."

Pete went to the snack area and poured a cup of coffee, grabbing a couple packets of sugar and creamer. "We're not gonna give her any information," he said to Danny. "Let's see if she volunteers it herself."

Danny nodded. "You sure hot coffee is a good idea? You might come out with third-degree burns."

"Just follow my lead, Van Gogh. We backed her into a corner. She's reacting like anybody in that corner. She's a human being. I'm not even sure if she realizes that anymore; she's been treated like an animal all her life."

"How do you know that?"

Turning, Pete shrugged. "I just sense it. She's blindingly pissed. She's no longer waiting to see how things'll turn out, which is why I think she ran. She strikes out immediately without thinking. She hates everyone and everything, including herself."

"You got a lot out of a couple interviews with her. I don't sense any of that. And how do you know she didn't kill Dee?"

"I don't know that, but I'm gonna find out."

Pete couldn't explain it. Maybe Danny was right in implying he was reading into it, but he'd proceed carefully in any case. He just had a feeling if someone treated her like a human being, if they cared about her, she'd break. Right now they needed that. He'd finesse this interview on that basis.

"Just follow my lead, partner."

Danny nodded. They moved into Lacey's holding cell. She sat at the table hunched over, her purse on the surface of it. She looked awful. Her hair was stringy and uncombed. Dark rings around her eyes made her look like Rosch had gotten a couple rounds in himself.

"Take these f@#n' things off," she said without any real energy. When Danny stood at full attention, Pete knew he thought it was a ruse to attack.

"Are you hungry?" Pete asked, unlocking the cuffs.

"No," she said softly, rubbing her wrists. "But I'll take the coffee."

Pete stepped away. She made no move to strike out. She got a cigarette out of her purse instead. "What the hell's goin' on?" she asked lighting up. Then she reached for the coffee, immediately grimacing.

Danny chose to stand off to the side while Pete sat across from Lacey.

"I'm a free person," she said, pouring all the sugar packets he'd brought in with him into her coffee. "I can go anywhere I want. You don't got no right to bring me back here. I was one f@#n' hour away from leavin' this s@#it-hole for good." She raised her gaze, and her lips pulled back in a sneer. "Heartless b@#d."

"You refused counsel before you arrived here. Are you sure you don't want a lawyer?"

"I didn't do nothin' wrong. Why would I need a lawyer?"

"Then it'll go on record that you refused counsel."

She shrugged.

"You understand this conversation will be recorded?"

Her nod was uncaring.

"Tell me why you ran away, Lacey," Pete asked softly.

She drank, smoked, then stared at him with bovine indifference. Finally she muttered, "He wanted to kill me."

"Who?"

"Andre, who do you think? He tried to strangle me the way he did Teresa. He's a wolf in sheepskin. You know his smooth sophistication is a mask, don't you? You know it."

"I know it, Lacey."

There was a flicker of something in her eyes--satisfaction? hope?

"What happened, Lacey?"

"I quit my job, that's what happened. You gotta understand--for Andre, that's tantamount to defection from the f@#n' KGB. I left the club a little after eleven last night; walked home. Those two pigs tried to stop me, but I told 'em to f@#k off. They even waited out front of the house for a while. I packed my bags, and just as I was leavin' Andre comes in. Tries to convince me to stay and keep workin' for him. I tell him to get lost. He gets pissed, and before I know what's goin' on, he's got his hands round my throat. I've had some self-defense training, so I kicked him in the nuts and got the hell out."

Pete hadn't expected this. She couldn't be telling the truth. "You're aware that Dee and Melody Trelawney stayed home last night. You filled in for Dee, didn't you?"

"Yeah. So?"

"Didn't either of them hear you and Andre fight?"

Lacey snorted a laugh. "If they heard it, they didn't show up to save me from the lunatic, I can tell you that much. I called a cab as soon as the pigs left. It was there in under five minutes. I had it drop me at the truck stop. I knew the first place Andre'd look was the bus station. He'd figure I don't got much money, not enough for a flight out. I gave one of them good ol' boys the blow job of the century to get a free ride to La Crosse."

The anger in her expression turned vicious. "It was a g@#n thunder storm--not a hurricane! I was so close. I could've been on a plane, long gone. Why'd you have to stop me, you b@#ds? I was so close!"

Pete saw it coming. He saw her eyes dart toward the door just before she sprang from her chair. She apparently didn't realize the door was locked or thought she could beat it down. Pete was on her in a second. Screaming at the top of her lungs, she banged on the door with her hands and feet, then turned to him when he tried to restrain her, and started striking out at him.

Danny grabbed her from the back, swearing in shock at her sudden break. In the next instant, she went completely limp. Pete's guard was up with the rush of adrenaline.

"I almost made it," she whispered. "I almost escaped."

Pete glanced at her face and saw tears streaking down her cheeks in angry, defenseless torrents. She grabbed him by his shirt but not to hit him this time. He was too surprised to do anything when she collapsed on his chest, weeping and asking him why he'd stopped her. Over the top of her head, he saw Danny's wild uncertainty.

She'd broken. Pete had wanted her to, in an effort to get her to open up and tell them what they needed to know. Now he regretted it. He'd had no wish to see her shatter at his feet. She looked like a little girl huddled against him, begging him to help her, to care about her.

"I almost got away from him. I was so close. Couldn't you let me go? Please let me go. Please help me."

Uncomfortable as it was, Pete put his arms around her. He couldn't do anything else. He'd never seen anyone so vulnerable in his life. What had she been through in her lifetime? What had she put up with that made her into an angry, frightened person with no self-respect? Now all that mattered to her was getting away from it.

Danny bent to right her chair.

"Lacey." She looked up at Pete's voice. "We want to help you. I know you haven't had an easy life. But you have to help us, too. You have to tell us everything you can that could aid us in solving this. Can you do that?"

"And then you'll let me go? You'll help me get away from Andre?"

"I can't promise you you'll escape this, but you won't have to be around Trelawney anymore."

She nodded, surprising Pete a little at her willingness to accept only part of what she asked for. He helped her over to the chair. "Danny, will you get Lacey more coffee? Or would you prefer fruit juice?"

"Juice."

Danny came back a minute later with tissues, paper towels, and a bottle of orange juice. After Pete had cleaned up the spilled coffee, he sat across from Lacey again. "Tell me how you met Andre. Why did he give you false papers?"

"I left Brooklyn...left my mom and her...disease."

"Disease?"

"She was addicted to sex. All my life, there were more men comin' through our apartment than roaches. She didn't want love. She wanted to f@#k and that was all. I had my first time when I was ten, with one-a her roaches. Didn't take me long before I got addicted, too. You'd think I just made her f@#n' life. That was our mother-daughter sharing. Nothin' made her happier than a three- or foursome."

Ah hell, Pete had suspected her life hadn't been pretty. He watched Lacey light another cigarette like she didn't care, but her eyes were still wet and he heard the tears in her voice.

"I wanted to get away. I wanted to believe I could make somethin' of my life. Nobody ever believed I could, so I wanted to do the thing they most believed I couldn't. I moved outta New York and actually got into a college. I wasn't that bad at school." She smiled slightly, as if she'd been proud of herself for her accomplishments. "I liked it. I liked knowing I wasn't stupid--wasn't worthless. I could do anything I wanted."

Pete heard it coming and wanted to duck from it. She'd almost escaped. She'd almost made it that time, too.

"Then I met Andre. I fell for him right away. I ain't never felt that way for a guy before. I thought he loved me, too. He had girls falling all over him to please him. But I was his number one, you know? He asked me to start the phone sex service, and he praised me. Said I was the best, the only one that mattered to him. I thought I was special, even when he started that dorm sex thing. We were the hit of the campus. I was always special. I was the only one he took with him when we moved on to bigger and better things."

"What about college?"

This was a classic case of infatuation turned to hatred. Lacey now hated Andre with the same intensity and passion she'd once loved him. Melody seemed to be the only woman immune to Trelawney's questionable, dark magnetism.

"College. Yeah..." She snorted a laugh. "We pulled in a couple thou a night. No job I got from college was gonna do that. I figured I didn't need it."

"Can you tell us details? Where? What business?"

Lacey took a long drag off her cigarette, staring at him across the table. "You guys are just like him. You pretend you care. You say whatever you think I want you to say in the way you think I need to hear it, but you don't give a damn about me. You just want information. You want what I can give you and to hell with me once you get it."

He'd had the feeling Lacey wasn't going to stay vulnerable long, and she hadn't. Her back was up again. She wouldn't give him any more about her past.

"Lacey, Andre has an alibi for the time he supposedly tried to strangle you. Vanessa sprained her ankle around 11:30 last night and Andre was there. His vehicle was parked outside the club during business hours and it would have taken him over thirty minutes to walk home--in the pouring rain--from the nightclub."

She just stared at him without concern.

"We didn't know what'd happened to you. We had to consider the possibility that you were dead."

"Yeah, I bet there were plenty of tears, too." She stabbed her cigarette out in the ashtray and reached for another.

"Dee was killed at midnight last night."

Pete didn't expect a reaction, but she gave him one. She dropped her lighter, leaning across the table to demand, "What?! You ain't serious!"

She leaned back, shock immobilizing her face. "Well...well, there you go. When he couldn't get me, Andre went and killed poor little Dee. I told you he was the devil."

Pete sighed at her tenaciousness in clinging to an obvious lie. "Why didn't you come to us, Lacey? That's what people usually do when someone attacks them."

"I wanted to get out. And I almost did. If it wasn't for Mother Nature, chronic bad luck, you, and your troop of mother@#s, I would've, too."

"Will you press charges against Andre?"

She snorted a laugh. "No. It'd just be my word against his."

"Do you know anything about the truck driver who took you to La Crosse? You have to realize the fact that you went home and packed around the same time Dee was killed and two police officers saw you and said you were furious. You said something was wrong, but it would all be over soon. All that puts your motives and actions in a bad light."

"You think I killed Dee?"

While it wouldn't be conclusive, since the MO of Teresa's murder was by strangulation, if she'd said "Why should I strangle Dee?" it would have indicated she was the killer or a witness to it.

"Did you?"

As far as Pete could see, Lacey was just one step from where the killer was. She was jealous and insecure and she would murder if it meant escaping her situation.

"I didn't kill Teresa or Dee. If I wanted to kill someone, Andre'd be my first choice."

Lacey had the motive, the opportunity, and what could have been a shaky alibi in both cases. Yet Pete believed her. Lacey was too straightforward to beat around the bush and make people suffer in slow motion. "When you walked home, did you notice anyone following you? Besides the patrol car?"

Lacey shook her head.

"And you didn't see or hear anyone else outside the house or inside?"

"I didn't even see Mel or Dee, and I knew they were home. I figured they were sleeping since they stayed home complaining they were tired. Besides, after I called the cab, it started raining. I was soaked in the ten seconds it took me to run from the stoop to the cab."

That was in line with Rosch and Bradley's statement. They'd been parked in front of Trelawney's house from 11:34 to 11:39. According to local weather service, the rain had started at exactly 11:43.

"Do you have proof of your whereabouts, Lacey? What can you offer us to clear yourself?"

For a minute, she sat there like she wouldn't even bother to try to help herself. Then she leaned forward, dug into her purse for a couple of seconds, and threw something toward him. When Pete caught it and looked at it, he saw a wallet--a worn, fat leather wallet.

"I lifted it off the trucker before I got outta his rig in La Crosse. I paid for my flight, the hotel, and everything with his credit card, and I got his money in cash in my purse right now. I planned to ditch the wallet just before I got on the plane. He's probably cursing me right now, but he'll tell you we were on the highway, headed for La Crosse round midnight last night. I asked him what time it was right after he got what he wanted. All I wanted was to know exactly how long before I was free. I counted the minutes."

Unless the trucker was so pissed off about being robbed he'd lie about everything else to hurt Lacey, she'd have something of an alibi soon.

"Are you sure Andre attacked you?" Pete asked. "Are you sure you wanna cling to that story? We know it's not true and if you sign a statement you could be charged with giving false evidence. I think the truth is your best bet."

After a minute, she shrugged.

"Lacey, we're going to type this all up, with or without your story about Andre attacking you--your call--and ask you to sign it. Then we're gonna put you in a safe house. You don't have to believe me, but I don't want you hurt. I want you to get away from all this and be happy."

She stared up at him, not as hard, not as unflinching. He knew she didn't really believe she could ever be happy. Yet she said softly with a sparkling sheen in her eyes, "Okay."

As Pete expected, her final statement contained nothing about Andre attacking her.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 50

 

Teresa's memorial service took place on Tuesday morning. Instead of the cheap public service thing Danny had expected, Trelawney had spared no expense--on the casket, the flowers, the candles.

At the front of the chapel, Roy wept openly as the pastor offered a generic speech with Teresa's name inserted in it. Vanessa and Sugar flanked him, both a mess of tears themselves, but Sugar kept her arm around Roy as though she wanted to help him despite her own state.

Danny and Pete had arrived early to witness the reactions of the survivors. Cherry had been following Andre around like a puppy, offering him support that he obviously didn't want. He was sober, but he hadn't shed a tear.

Mel had come in with Andre clutching protectively at her elbow. She'd zoned in on Danny as soon as Andre turned momentarily away. "I didn't want to come," she'd said to Danny. "It's so awful. I'll never be able to come to poor Dee's service. Never."

She'd fallen apart with that, and Danny hadn't been able to stop himself from trying to comfort her. That was when Trelawney turned back, saw Danny encroaching on his territory, and whisked his wife away.

Danny was watching him throughout the service, acutely aware that Trelawney's proffered solace as he hovered over Mel had more to do with anger and retaliation than genuine sympathy. Yet the more he consoled her, the more distressed Mel became.

"Stop looking her way," Pete said under his breath.

"She doesn't want him near her," Danny defended through clenched teeth.

"Not your business."

Trelawney put his arms fully around Mel after the pastor's allocution. What did the woman have to do? Erect a physical barrier to keep the b@#d's hands off her? Damn it, she was his wife. Short of murder and rape, he could do anything he wanted with her. But Mel didn't want Trelawney's touch, so every time he forced it on her he was, in a sense, raping her.

As everyone filed slowly into the foyer, Pete put a hand on Danny's shoulder. He shoved it away. He'd spent a long, sleepless night considering exactly what Mel faced on a daily basis in a marriage she clearly didn't want. She lived in fear. She lived in captivity. Why? It wasn't her choice, Danny knew that much. So the only logical explanation was that she was being held there with threats, ones that could have lifelong consequences, especially if Trelawney was setting her up to take the fall for his crimes.

"Please, darling, you're distraught. You've no idea what you're saying--" Andre murmured.

"What? Does she have to draw you a picture, man? Back off," Danny said when he saw Mel practically turning around in circles to avoid her husband's overprotective embrace. "She doesn't want you to touch her."

Trelawney stared at him in disbelief. "Excusez-moi, Lieutenant. She is my wife. She's just been through an emotional experience--" He put his arm firmly around his unwilling wife and started to drag her out with him.

"Fighting you off, you mean? I could see that."

Without warning, Trelawney's mask of sophistication fell away. He pushed Mel aside. His handsome features became screwed up in wrath and he swung his fist. Danny caught it easily, then took a step back. If he wasn't in control, this could turn into a fight where everybody would lose. But Trelawney was too far gone to hold back. Danny was expecting it when Trelawney grabbed at him. In a self-defensive reflex, Danny's own fist moved like a missile toward Trelawney's face. A split second, and he would have felt the satisfying crunch of impact. But Pete yanked him back.

Roy did the same with Trelawney, shouting at him for desecrating the funeral of the woman he'd loved, the mother of his child.

Danny charged out the door to clear his head. Right there on the steps outside was Mel, as though she'd been waiting for him. He reached for her hand. "Come on. Let's get out of here."

She didn't struggle at all. With her hand in his, they ran to the Caprice.

Mel's cheeks were flushed with excitement and her eyes twinkled in amusement. "Goodness gracious, do you realize what you've done? You've kidnapped me from a funeral home."

Danny grinned. Some kidnapper he was, taking her back home.

In the cul-de-sac Trelawney's house sat on, he stopped the car and turned to Mel.

She lowered her eyes, swallowing as she said, "The service...reminded me of my mother's funeral." She was less than a foot away, breathing hard, her chest rising and falling so rapidly it couldn't simply be from the abrupt exertion of their running away. "I was devastated when she died. All my life, while Daddy worked so much, it was just me and her. We were so close. She gave me this handkerchief. It's a family heirloom; real bobbin lace--Honiton lace. When I have it, I feel like she's still with me, comforting me, so I carry it with me everywhere I go."

"It was just me and her..." What was wrong with that statement? Then he knew--Mel was a twin. Where was Cherry in this scenario? Unless she and Cherry had grown up apart.

Suddenly, Mel glanced up. "Danny, I wanted to tell you--I have to tell you--that...I don't love Andre. I never have. There's a German word one of my nannies taught me: geborgenheit. It means to feel completely safe and unconditionally loved." Her gaze locked with his. "That's how I feel when I'm with you."

In abrupt shock he wondered if she was a killer trying to throw him off the scent. Or knew who the killer was and was protecting that person for God-only-knows what reason. Worse, what if he was too far gone to give a damn? "Why did you marry him, honey? You must know he's cheating on you with every woman in that house. You don't deserve that. You deserve-- You deserve better."

Almost unconsciously, she slid forward, closer to him. "I didn't marry him. I swear I didn't. He faked our marriage papers. He's totally obsessed with me. I don't know why. Cherry looks just like me and he could have her anytime. She would have married him in a heartbeat, like all of them would. I don't know why he chose me."

Helplessly, Danny closed his eyes to the overwhelming flood of relief. Thank God she's not married to that SOB. He put his hand on her arm and stroked her through the soft cloth of her black dress. "Let me put you in a safe house, honey. Or stay with me. Let me protect you."

Her cheeks filled with color again, but she smiled softly, her heart in her eyes the way his must have been. Without warning, she closed the space between them and her lips touched his.

Tires screeched. A door slammed. Unless he was willing to face the ruin of his career and the disapproval of everyone he cared about, Danny had to let her go.

Trelawney's infuriated face appeared in the passenger window to order Mel out and point a menacing finger at him. "You won't get away with this, Lieutenant. I'll have your badge if it's the last thing I do."

Behind him, Cherry watched the scene in rapt interest, almost seeming to smile.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 51

 

Pete was scared to death. He had no idea where Danny was. He could be headed for another state with Melody, one of their top suspects in a murder case. On a grimace, Pete sat forward and thumbed through the diary they'd found in Deidre's room. It'd just been released to him from evidence that morning. It would be important to read it, but he couldn't help feeling like he was violating the dead girl's privacy. He'd take it home tonight and read it.

The morning had started pretty well. When he'd come in, Chopp had announced they'd found Lacey's truck driver. He'd been seriously pissed about having his wallet stolen after he'd given her a ride for nothing. Well, mostly nothing. Pete had found himself working hard with this trucker out of his own pocket to convince the guy not to press charges against her, something Danny had teased him mercilessly for when he'd succeeded. Pete was the cynic, yet there he'd been, going soft on a woman who'd spent her life finding trouble.

The trucker verified Lacey's whereabouts right down to the rain. Lacey claimed she'd been home just long enough to pack her bags and get the hell out of there. Strangling Dee and placing false evidence would have delayed her, but not by much. The only cab in town had also verified her pick-up and drop-off times. Two witnesses at the truck stop remembered the Angelina Jolie look-alike and gave approximate times for her appearance that coincided with her statement. It didn't rule Lacey out because Dee had been drugged and pliant. Strangling her to death would have taken less than five minutes.

Pete stood, preparing to go out and ask anyone if they'd heard from Danny. Chief Sobcynzski's office door opened just as Pete emerged. Danny came out. Pete hadn't even known he was there.

"Don't say anything," Danny said, moving around him. "I made a fool of myself today. I know it and have to live it down. You were right, man. Infatuation or whatever you may call it." Pete started to speak, but his partner continued without pause. "I resigned from the case, Pete, and took a couple days personal vacation to get my head on straight again."

"Don't meet with her," Pete said softly. "If you can help it, stay away from her, Van Gogh. You could be in danger. Keep a low profile."

"Give me some credit. I gave myself the same advice when I decided to resign from the case. Until she's cleared...or it goes down the way I don't want it to...I have to stay away from her." Danny sat down in his chair, putting his head in his hands. "I've got two bits of information for you," he said without looking up. "Something Mel said in the car earlier--she said she grew up as an only child."

"She's a twin."

"I know. But she and Cherry must have been separated at some point."

Pete remembered something that Lisa had said: sometimes twins are separated at birth when they're adopted. "Then there's no doubt their birth certificates are faked if they grew up in different homes. In this case, they can't both have Vandermere as their last names."

Danny raised his head. "Not only the birth certificates, Pete. Mel told me that Trelawney faked their marriage papers. I hope it helps you nail the b@#d. Maybe you should talk to Vanessa's one-night-stand again, Lance Osbourne. See if he'll give up that he paid for the sex with her."

Pete nodded. He couldn't talk about the case anymore with Danny. "This is gonna be hell, Van Gogh," Pete said under his breath, "but I'm gonna find the killer in record time." He'd do it to get Danny back at his side.

Apparently, his partner and lifelong friend understood what he didn't say. He smiled in shame, and Pete knew he felt he'd let him down. "Thanks, Pete. I'll be at Java & Jazz in case you find the killer within the next couple hours."

Pete watched him go, a lump in his throat and an extra large dose of resolve to do justice to Danny's sacrifice.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 52

 

Java & Jazz had a full house, yet Melody saw Danny immediately, his head bent over his sketch pad. She'd never expected him to be there. She'd come to avoid Andre. As soon as Andre had ordered her out of the car and turned on Danny, she'd run to her room. She would have locked her door if it had the capability. Instead, she turned on her stereo loud and listened to the soothingly familiar jazz trumpet of Louis Armstrong, waiting for the inevitable. Andre had never hit her or any of his girls, but his self-controlled punishment was so much worse than physical violence.

Then her thoughts had changed track. Should she really be ashamed of what she'd done? Why not be proud instead? She'd left Andre standing, looking like a fool. She never would have thought she had it in her. She'd chosen to run off with Danny. She'd kissed him. She chose to leave and walk into town instead of waiting in her room like a trapped rabbit. And, thanks to Cherry's help, she'd managed to escape from the house without anybody noticing.

An electric current of excitement jolted through her body as she wandered between the aisles, not bothering to look at any of the books. She watched Danny and relived that kiss--his surprise at her boldness, then his arms closing around her to steal her breath as well as any qualms she might have had about initiating the intimacy.

A sense of clarity washed over her. She was a suspect in a murder case--his murder case. Where was she in that scenario? Was he toying with her? Soliciting a confession by winning her over? Could she trust him? She had no experience at all with men, with the complicated chemistry between lovers. And yet, he made her feel that precious geborgenheit.

She wished she hadn't given her handkerchief to Cherry again, but Cherry had insisted: "You'll never feel grown up and in control as long as you hold on to a piece of cloth like a baby to a blanket."

Melody rounded a bookshelf when suddenly a man blocked the path. "Mrs. Trelawney, I'm Dean Murphy of the Falcon's Bend Chronicle. I was wondering if you'd be willing to answer a few questions for the paper."

Handling an unwanted intrusion had never been her job before. Her father and Andre had always handled anything unpleasant, shielding her.

"You and your husband live with the dancers at Danse de Minuit, don't you? How does it feel to live in a house with a potential killer?"

"I...please..."

"Must be pretty wild to have to live with your husband's 'employees'--"

Melody turned away, trying to escape, but the man followed her, hurling questions at her back like bullets from a gun. Had he followed her here? Oh God, just like Andre at the funeral that morning--each way she diverted, he was there with more until she felt like she was whirling out of control.

Then she felt a stabilizing hand against the small of her back.

"Dean, don't you have anything better to do than trying to dredge up dirt on everybody in this town?" Danny said. He was so close Melody could feel his breath on her neck.

"I'm just doing my job, Lieutenant. Speaking of which--"

"Leave. Now. Before I cite you for harassment."

The reporter glared at Danny, but reluctantly did as he was instructed.

"Dean's the only investigative journalist in town. Almost never has front-page worthy stories for the Chronicle. Maybe he should move somewhere with more dirt."

Melody arched her head back to see him just behind her. She smiled in embarrassment as she murmured, "Thank you."

His own smile became a little tense, yet he asked, "Do you want coffee?"

"No." She said it without thinking, and followed it with more heart-speak. "I want to leave."

He moved to his table, threw down a bill, and grabbed his things. In another minute, they were walking out of the coffee shop and leaving the main street. They didn't speak as they walked, for which she was relieved in her state between shame and excitement. Why did the meshed feelings seem so familiar?

After a couple blocks, they came to a very small park with a few swings, a merry-go-round, and old-fashioned teeter-totter. A handful of picnic tables were scattered around the space and Danny led her to one of those beneath a shelter.

For a little while, she watched a father push his child in a baby swing, smiling slightly at the touching way he cooed proudly. Danny would be a father like that, she realized, and caught herself sharply for thinking it.

She glanced at Danny across from her. Her gaze was drawn to the sketch pad in front of him. The wind had blown it open. He made no move to cover it. It was her in the black dress she'd worn to the memorial service.

"The first time I wore that black dress was during a local exhibition of paintings by Clementine Hunter. My father took me," she told him. She didn't expect Danny to have heard of the artist, though she'd won international acclaim for her distinctive African-flavored watercolors. "Clementine Hunter is from a Melrose Plantation near Natchitoches in Louisiana. Have you heard of her?"

The look on Danny's face as he nodded made Melody realize what she'd done. She'd just revealed that she was from Louisiana. Roy and Andre had worked so hard to set up new identities for everyone in California. Just the reminder of that year or so there made her cringe. That had been the longest year of her life. She'd still been grieving over her expulsion from her father's home. The girls had fought over Andre constantly. The truth of the matter was, since none of them were working or doing anything productive, per Andre's orders for them to lay low and get used to their new identities, they'd had absolutely nothing else to do with their time.

"How did you get away?" Danny asked. "Did he hurt you?"

Melody caught her bottom lip in her teeth, shaking her head. "He'll wonder where I am soon, but...I needed to get out. I couldn't stay there after--" I needed to see you.

Danny reached across the table and took her hands in his. "Let me put you in a safe house, Mel. You're in danger there, no two ways about it."

How could she allow that? Andre would find her. He would punish her in the worst ways possible. Either by revealing her secrets or taking the one thing from her that he took from every other girl who stayed with him.

"I can't, Danny. I want to, but I can't."

"Why? What does he hold over you, damn it? You told me you're not really married to him. I know you don't love him. I know you don't sleep with him, even in the platonic sense of the word."

Her face filled with intense heat at the unflinching tone in Danny's voice. She swallowed with difficulty at his turbulent expression. He cared for her. She didn't deserve that.

"I have to go back."

When she stood and forced herself to walk quickly, she saw that the father had left with his baby. They were alone in the park, and suddenly that frightened her. "I have to go."

"I'll walk you home."

Melody shook her head. Her hands fumbled with the hem of her blouse in lieu of her missing handkerchief. "I made a mistake when I kissed you. I've made so many mistakes in my life, I can't trust myself anymore. So maybe trusting you is the biggest mistake I'll ever make."

Danny was silent for a moment. "I resigned from the case, Mel."

"What? Why?" she asked in hushed shock.

He grinned sadly. "I've been fooling myself ever since I laid eyes on you. I thought I cared for you because you needed a friend. But we're meant to be more than friends."

Mel turned away, abashed that she'd questioned his honesty. "Leave me alone, Danny. I'm sorry, but you can't protect me. I have to walk the path of darkness all by myself."

She returned to her gilded cage without looking back once, but she could feel Danny following her from a distance. She realized, with a smile she couldn't control, that he'd done exactly what she'd wanted him to do.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 53

 

"You engaged in sexual intercourse with Vanessa in her dressing room in back of Danse de Minuit," Pete said baldly.

Lance Osbourne had been brought in straight from his liquor store, grumbling all the way, and Pete knew the only way to win this one was to rake this guy over the coals until he broke. No female in her right mind would sleep with him for personal amusement, especially an attractive though undernourished one like Vanessa.

"I already told you. What do you want from me? I made a mistake. Haven't you ever made a mistake?"

"How much did you pay her for her services, Osbourne?"

Osbourne's ugly mug collapsed into fury. "Did she tell you that? G@#n it, I didn't pay for anything."

"Are you sure about that?"

Osbourne didn't answer, but his mind was obviously working overtime.

"She propositioned you, didn't she? Told you she'd do anything you want in her dressing room, and she told you exactly how much you'd have to pay for it. It was worth it, wasn't it? Worth every penny for someone that good with her mouth?"

Osbourne blushed under his already ruddy skin. "Is she in trouble?" he asked after a minute. Pete knew what he was really asking was "Am I in trouble if I paid for it?"

"Her employer could be if he put her up to it. You could help me, Osbourne."

"And then you'll help me? 'Cause if my wife finds out about this, I'll lose my son, and she'll chew me a new ass and then some. She'll take my business--everything I've worked for my whole life."

"She doesn't have to find out. We'll write down exactly what happened; we'll type it up, you'll sign it, and it'll go in the file. You're done."

"Yeah?"

"Yeah." Pete pushed a legal pad toward him.

"You're not tryin' to trick me into something, are you? I've watched NYPD Blue, you know. Do I need a lawyer?"

Pete continued in a calm tone, "That's your choice, but I don't play games. Real cops who play games don't last long in the legal system."

For another minute, Osbourne stared at him, then nodded. Fifteen minutes later, Pete held a signed confession of Osbourne paying for sexual intercourse. Vanessa had taken two hundred off Osbourne for a couple of hours of sex. Pete now had legal grounds to arrest Trelawney for running a house of prostitution.

When Pete returned to his office, he found a message from Danny that said simply he'd found out some information about Trelawney and crew.

Pete dialed but got a busy signal at Danny's apartment. Five minutes later it was the same, and Pete decided the information might be important enough to wait on putting a team together to arrest Trelawney.

His phone rang just as he stood and slipped into his jacket.

"Shasta."

"Yeah. Pugh Braun here. Got something for yah, Shasta, if you think you can use it," Braun said conversationally. "I been tryin' to decide what to do since your men took my clothes."

Pete sat down, anticipating trouble--always trouble where this guy was concerned.

"After I was thrown outta the strip joint that night--you know, the night that black dancer was choked?--I sat in my car awhile. You know me--don't believe in drinkin' and drivin'."

Braun laughed until Pete told him to get on with it. "Yeah. I saw 'er: the black stripper."

"Teresa?"

"Yeah, her. I saw her stagger out from around the side of the bar. I didn't really care. I wasn't payin' much attention. My head was pretty clear, so I started up my car and was pullin' out on Third, and who should I see in my rearview but that twin--'one that always sits at the bar. Such a little honey. Plays hard to get. I recognized her dress, so I knew it was her, only she'd covered up her hair under, like, a watchman's cap. And get this--she's barefoot."

The dread Pete had felt in his gut at the sound of Braun's voice was now justified.

"Anyway, figured if it'd help y'all, I'd ring yah up and tell yah."

What Braun meant was he'd wanted to keep himself out of trouble, so he'd thrown them a bone.

The fibers on Braun's clothes hadn't matched those on Teresa, so he was in the clear anyway.

"You didn't see anything else? Did she follow Teresa?" Pete asked.

"I saw her, and then I headed out. I didn't stick around to see what they were gonna do. Suppose now I should have, huh? Could've helped you good ol' boys out. You know I do that whenever I can."

Pete hung up sighing heavily and started out to his car. First he drove past Java & Jazz. When he didn't see Danny's car, he headed toward the edge of town to Danny's apartment.

Not knowing what to expect, Pete tapped on his friend's door. He suddenly wondered how Danny had come into this information about Trelawney. He refused to believe Danny was leading him down a crooked path, so the only other explanation was another he didn't like--Danny had obviously seen Melody again.

The door opened. Danny saw him and opened it wider and walked away. The inside of the apartment was dark. All the curtains and blinds had been drawn. Straight ahead, Pete saw Danny go back to the couch and pick up a bottle from the many littering the small coffee table. While it wasn't morning, it was a little early in the day to be drinking. And Danny had to be drunk, considering the eight bottles there, not counting the one in his hand. Good way to "get your head on straight", Van Gogh, Pete thought.

"Don't ask me how I found out," Danny said without preamble. He sounded wiped out. "Remember we talked about their accents? Well, Trelawney and his crew hail from Louisiana. Run all their profiles there, even Lacey, and I guarantee you'll have results in no time. Now that I'm sure of this, I remember a girl I dated when I was in New York. She had what I thought was a Brooklyn accent, but she said she'd lived in New Orleans with her family for sixteen years before she came to Manhattan for college. New Orleans and Brooklyn accents are similar."

"You just came up with that?" Pete asked warily.

Mutely, Danny shook his head. He stared across the room, his eyes dark and his expression shadowed with tight emotion.

"You saw her again, didn't you?" Pete said, realizing himself that the anger rising in him had more to do with fear than annoyance.

When Danny refused to confirm or deny it, Pete shook his head. "G@#n it, Van Gogh, what is this? She's no hotter than the other women that flock to you. Why her?"

Danny's jaw tightened even more as he shook his head. "She's different. I resisted...even when I told myself there was nothing there, except...I liked her." Danny's smile was almost boyish in its innocence, but the shadows swallowed it instantly. "Now...now I can't resist her. She fascinates me. She haunts me. I want her like I've never wanted anybody in my life. Look, I never had a relationship that I wasn't in control of and couldn't walk away from at a moments' notice, but I always believed that someday I'd have the wife, kids--a picket fence. What's so wrong with falling in love?"

"Falling in love with the wrong woman, that's what wrong. She's not innocent, man. You know that. Even if she didn't kill anybody, she's lied to the police. You really think she wants you, Danny? Don't you think it's closer to the truth that she's got a hell of a lot to hide and she wants at least one lawman on her side?"

Danny sat forward and slammed the empty bottle on the table. "You think I haven't thought of that? You think I'm not beating myself up because I--" The veins in his neck stood out starkly as he pressed his fists to his knees. "--I failed. Failed you. The department. This whole town. I don't want to feel what I feel for her. But I'm not a Borg like you, Pete. It was probably easy for you to turn it off when Lisa was a suspect. But Mel...she seems so frail. Then strong, and I can't make heads or tails of her or the things she says, like when she talked about the path of darkness. What did she mean? Living with Andre?" He shook his head, and when Pete questioned him about it, he shook his head again saying he didn't know; he'd tell him if he did, but it didn't make sense.

Pete moved over to the couch and sat next to his friend. "So she told you where they're from?"

"She was telling me about a local art exhibition her father took her to, and one of the artists in Louisiana was her favorite. I think she was relieved that I knew where they were from at that point."

Pete scowled. He wanted to puzzle this suspect out, just like Danny said, but nothing made sense with her. If she was guilty of something, why would she tell Danny where they came from? Did that hurt or help her cause? He couldn't begin to guess. He needed more facts.

"It wasn't easy," Pete said after a long silence between them. Danny glanced at him. "With Lisa. I'm not a Borg either. I wanted her, and every day until she was cleared and the case was solved was pure agony. But you gotta be prepared, Van Gogh. You know that, don't you?"

"Prepared for what?" Danny said, sitting back.

"For the fact that she might be a murderer...and you might be her next victim if you're not careful."

Pete could see Danny didn't want to believe it was possible, let alone probable. But, being the thorough investigator he was, he knew he had to accept it.

When he said he had to get back, Danny went for more beer, and Pete left feeling like he should have said something to make his friend feel better. There was nothing more to say, though. Nothing would be all right until this case was wrapped up.

Once back at the station, he ducked into Chopp's office. "I've got the evidence to arrest Trelawney, but first I wanna run him and everybody with him in Louisiana."

He knew where to find Trelawney anyway. He'd decided to close the nightclub for an unspecified amount of time--as the sign on the door said and the small clip about it in the paper clarified. He'd given a short statement for the Chronicle along the lines of "rethinking his concept" after such tragedy had taken place so close to home. Pete suspected it was nearer to the truth to say the ground had become too hot for him and he was already putting out feelers to reopen elsewhere.

"Funny you should say that," Chopp said. "Roy Ormond just came back on file in Harlem, New York. I sent Jensen to get the report. I also checked Ormond out with the US Marshal's Service. He's definitely a fugitive on drug charges up there. We've gotta send him back there as soon as he's cleared for our murders."

Pete nodded. "Okay. Send a team to arrest him and bring him in."

Guess Teresa wouldn't have been happy with him, after all, he thought.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 54

 

His harem was dwindling. His charm had diminished. There was so little left for him to hold together. Andre had no idea what to do to keep everything from crumbling down around his ears. Teresa was dead. Deidre was dead. Lacey had defected. Melody had betrayed him. Did Sugar, Vanessa, and Cherry remain loyal? He wasn't sure. He was no longer sure of anything anymore.

Andre stood at the French doors, a bourbon in his hand, as he watched Sugar and Vanessa at the pool. They each had one of Dee's orphaned cats and held them, weeping, as though they were children Deidre had left behind.

Even something as simple as making a woman want him was now beyond his abilities. His liaison with his lawyer, Lynne Blackstone, had started out so promising. She'd been completely under his spell during the interviews at the police station, or at least he'd thought she was. But when he met her at her office last night, she'd been cold...professional. She'd rebuffed his subtle advances time and again, and he didn't know what he'd done to turn her against him. Having a female lawyer wouldn't be the asset he'd confidently assumed. She would represent him, but she would make the defense of defenseless girls her main cause.

Someone was killing his midnight ladies, and Andre knew many considered that he was taking them out on his own--possibly even Ms. Blackstone believed it of him, hence her change of heart. He could never hurt his girls. They belonged to him. He had to protect them.

At first, he'd convinced himself it must be Roy. They'd argued over Teresa's betrayal. The resentment had been constant after he'd discovered the affair. But after Deidre had been killed, Andre couldn't imagine what Roy would have against her. Roy liked Dee. He'd ripped into him countless times for seducing such a young chit.

Melody--Andre could hardly believe it, yet he couldn't deny her history. She'd been there at the house, alone with Deidre. The strangulation...all part of her method of madness--one she'd used before.

Never would Andre have predicted Melody would betray him after he'd protected her for so many years. That hurt most. Every time his mind stole back to that worthless police officer with his hands on his wife, his mouth on hers...

The rock glass in his hand creaked, and Andre looked down, expecting to see it shatter in his hand. Melody was so easy to manipulate and mold. The b@#d had clearly woven an evil spell around her to convince her to go along with his plans.

Andre wouldn't have it. He would protect Melody against such possession. If only she would let him. If only she didn't ease out of his every touch, look at him with loathing in her beguiling eyes. What had he done to warrant the pain she caused him whenever he came near her?

He mustn't direct his fury at his angel. He would lose her in a heartbeat if he did that. Besides, he knew she would shatter if he didn't do everything in his power to provide her safety. He had to see two steps before she did and act to catch her in case she stumbled.

No, the killer was someone in this conservative town who hated strippers. Or Lacey was getting her final digs in, possibly out of jealousy. She was certainly cold blooded and disloyal enough to him, especially considering her revenge tryst with Roy, to do it. She would do anything to hurt him.

Hesitant footsteps on the staircase drew his gaze. Melody stopped at the bottom, still wearing the black dress she'd worn at the funeral. She stared at him fearfully.

Andre set down his glass and made an inviting gesture to her. "It's all right, my love. I know that occurrence at the funeral home wasn't your fault, no less the behavior in his car. It's this demonic cretin who believes he's in love with you."

Melody moved into the grand hall, dabbing at her eyes with her lace handkerchief. "It's so embarrassing, Andre. I think he really cares for me. I couldn't stop him. I was afraid."

"I know, darling," he said in a soothing voice. "Would you like a drink? It might help you calm down."

She'd never been able to handle liquor, especially his choice of bourbon, but she nodded today. While he fixed her the drink, he heard footsteps on the stairs, and then the front door opened and closed. He didn't care what anyone else did. All he cared about right now was Melody. He handed the drink to her, carefully putting an arm around her. Instead of easing away, she leaned into his embrace.

Oh my sweet angel, you don't know what this means to me, he thought in helpless desperation. How could she make him feel this way? How could she have such power over him when he'd never allowed a woman that before? It'd been so easy with everyone else. He couldn't seem to resist her lure, no matter how hard he tried.

"Andre, I'm so afraid and I don't know who to turn to," she said, her eyes remaining downcast, but he saw the tears slipping down her cheeks. He wrapped her firmly in his arms on instinct, too awed to question why she allowed it this time. "Will you protect me? I swear I didn't do it on purpose. I don't even remember most of it--"

Andre stared at her in shock, and her words tumbled out faster and faster.

"I think I have a split personality. I do things and I don't mean to. I can't seem to help it, and sometimes I think it would be better if I was locked away in a psychiatric ward. I forget things I've said and done. Maybe if you remind me of this tomorrow, I won't remember it. It's so awful when you're not sure of what you did. When. Why. I'm not who you think I am, Andre. I'm no good for you."

His palm flew out just to stop her weeping torrent of words. He couldn't bear to hear it another moment. How dare she? How dare she? When she'd tried to strangle her father, she'd said "I can't believe it" over and over. She hadn't believed she could have done it, even when all the evidence pointed to the fact.

His anger at her confession now left him shaking. He'd never hit one of his girls before, much less this angel. But she had no right to say these horrible things to him. "I almost believed you, you ungrateful wench. Do you hate me so much that you confess two murders you didn't commit just to get away from me? Do you want to see me bleed that badly?"

Her beautiful eyes opened wide as if she wanted him to believe he'd misconstrued her confession. "But I--"

"Fini! I don't want to hear you say such nonsense ever again."

She moved away from him, and that hurt him almost as much as her verbal cruelty. "Why do you care so much about me, Andre? Especially when you can have my sister any way you want her?"

"Because...you're a twin, cherie, just as you've pointed out. You're the weaker twin." He eased in behind her, enclosing her once more in his arms. She didn't struggle as he spoke softly near her ear. "With twins, there is always one weak and one strong."

"How do you know?"

Andre smiled, but it fell instantly at the painful memory. "I never told you, did I, love? I've never told anyone. I had a twin. Anthony." An-toe-nee. The name rolled off his tongue with ease after so many years of holding it back. "I was always in charge, you see, from day one. Maman would say that I cried longer and harder than Anthony, so I would get the attention. Even as we got older, I could always manipulate him. I could coax him into doing anything I wanted him to do, just as your own twin manipulates you and preys on your vulnerability. She has all the power and she thrives on it.

"But I wasn't a good twin, cherie. I didn't protect Anthony. I lead him where I wanted him to go, and then...I will never forgive myself, just as my parents could never forgive me and banished me from their sight." He tightened his hold on her, feeling her instinctive resistance. He pressed his mouth to her ear, to the soft curls there. "You are weak the way Anthony was, love, and you have no one in the world to protect you from your stronger twin. No one except me. I'm the only one who can keep you safe, Melody. Cherry will not. Your brave police officer would turn his back on you if he knew what you tried to do to your father, wouldn't he? He would believe your little lies about Teresa and Deidre. Then where would you be?"

Andre closed his eyes, breathing in her intoxicating scent, her softness. He pressed a kiss to her hair. "So please don't try to hurt or manipulate or betray me ever again. Simply trust me."

And he would put the suspicion elsewhere to remove it from his beloved.

 


 

 

 

Chapter 55

 

Pete's mind was on the diary throughout dinner and during clean-up with Lisa. She knew it, too, but only teased him about it, kissed him, and said she had some work to finish up. Five minutes later, Pete found her in the living room, her dog curled around her feet, Prokofiev in the stereo.

"You mind if I turn this off?"

"Too loud? I'm sorry."

Pete shook his head on a half-grin. "One of the suspects in this case listens to Prokofiev. I don't think I'll ever be able to listen to him again just knowing that."

"Why did this person tell you what music they listen to? That's a little unusual, isn't it?"

"He's one of those creeps who likes to brag and make himself more than he is. Likes to flaunt his self-perceived sophistication with French words--"

"Ah, you must mean Monsieur Andre Trelawney."

Pete stared at her in surprise. "You know him?" How could Lisa know him? Since she'd moved to Falcon's Bend, she'd gotten to know only a handful of its residents. She still did the majority of her shopping in Eau Claire, so she didn't even know the store owners and workers.

"'Know' is a strong word. I've seen him around town a couple times, and he approached me."

"When? Where?" Pete demanded.

Lisa shrugged. "Grocery store. Lingerie section at Wal-Mart."

The image of Lisa picking out nightgowns and Trelawney watching her was too much for Pete. Lisa was a beautiful women; he didn't have a single doubt dozens of men looked at her a day; some might even flirt with her. Somehow, knowing one of those men was Trelawney, bothered Pete more than the thought of anybody else. "What did you talk about?"

"I didn't talk. He did. He would approach me on what seemed like a perfectly natural pretense. I can't even remember now what, but after a few minutes he was turning on the charm full-force."

"What did you do?"

"I was polite, but he left with no doubt that I was firmly uninterested in his flirtations."

At that moment, with her legs comfortably swung over the arm of the chair and her dressed in cotton shorts and top, Lisa had never looked more attractive to Pete.

"Believe me, he's a guy who's all sophistication on the surface, but any woman with an ounce of experience would see right through him. I was glad to escape him. Times like that make me so glad that there are men like you in the world to counterbalance the overwhelming number of jerks like him."

It was silly to feel relieved that Lisa had spurned Trelawney; she was an intelligent woman. Most of all, he was relieved she still considered him to be on the good side of the balance. He leaned down to kiss her, almost wishing she'd tumbled him down for more than that, but she only held him there for a minute.

"Thanks, baby."

Lisa's eyes sparkled as she looked at him with her heart. "Just the facts, man."

Pete smiled, but the reminder that he had to read a dead girl's diary washed it away. After turning off the stereo, he picked up the small, powder blue book. It was unlocked, and he read the first page the way he had a couple times now: "This diary belongs to Dee. Private property!"

Deidre had grown up in a good home. He read that through the initial pages, though she complained a lot--like most teenagers did--about how overprotective her parents were, how they never let her do anything. There were five pages alone devoted to the lament that her parents had forbidden her from attending a Metallica concert with her friends.

She'd obviously grown up a lot faster than kids did in Pete's day. At twelve, she worried about clothes, hair, pimples, her body--Dee described herself even at this early age as big boobs and a baby face--friends and boys.

Except Dee had never been interested in mere boys. They were dim bulbs who lacked maturity, sophistication, and facial hair. Dee was looking for someone who could understand important things, a man who could make her feel like a woman.

At twelve, Dee considered herself to be fully mature and worldly. It was obvious to Pete from the first that she didn't have a sensible bone in her body. She had no clue to her lack of responsibility. She expected her parents to hand over money for whatever she wanted, whenever she wanted it. The world was her oyster and would accommodate her from start to finish. In that sense, she was a typical teenager who would have spent the next six years of her life butting up against that illusion until it shattered when she was on her own for the first time.

No wonder Trelawney couldn't resist, Pete thought in growing horror. Dee was ripe for the picking. She expected life to give her whatever she desired simply because she desired it. When she'd met Andre--Arthur was what she called him, but Pete knew in an instant that it was Andre she referred to and that he'd changed his name at some point--at the record store, she'd seen the man she'd spent so much time conjuring in her mind, molding to her exact specifications, and he'd become flesh and blood with the appearance of a smooth operator like Trelawney.

Arthur is everything I've ever imagined. He's so beautiful, so self-assured, and--gosh--he's a grown-up! Not like these silly boys who ask me out and then bore me with how shallow they are. I'd never give up Metallica or anything, but even the music Arthur listens to is sophisticated. He said he was looking for 'Rockmonanoff', some classical music dude.

Kitty and Tammy told me not to, but I left the record store with him and went to the coffee shop in the mall. We had Cafe au Lait, Arthur's favorite. I'll make myself like it if it kills me! He didn't seem to realize I was twelve, and I sure wasn't going to tell him. We talked forever over that Cafe au Lait, and he listened to me. Really listened to me. Everything I said seemed to please him. Every time he smiled at me...oh, the grooves around his mouth...I wish he'd kissed me! I wish he'd taken me to the Rock so we could've made out. I don't think I can sleep tonight remembering everything he did and said. I don't know how I'm going to make it through school tomorrow. Maybe I'll cut out early and go back to the record store. He said he goes there a lot and that we might see each other again when he dropped me off a block from home.

Within a week, Dee had cut out of school early each day and met Andre at the record store. She was obviously head over heels. Each page of reminiscing was like some teenage fantasy of true love, and Pete cringed with every word because he knew the outcome before he got to it. Trelawney's seduction had been consummate, and Dee hadn't had the experience to see through it.

By the end of that first week, Dee's purple prose of endearing love had changed course. She started to talk about each kiss, each touch, and as romantic as all of it was written, it was plain that she was a teenager with unusually strong sexual desires. She wasn't shy about writing everything Trelawney did and said to her and everything she did and said to him.

That weekend, Trelawney did the dirty deed, and Dee's words flowed over page after page as she described the experience. He's taking me to his house. I just know Tammy's gonna break my cover if my parents call to find out if I'm really there. I don't care though. The weekend--the whole weekend with him. It's going to be so perfect! Thank God mom put me on the Pill for my acne.

2/14--His house was filled with roses. He bought them for me. We had champagne, a romantic dinner that he cooked and served. I was a little scared and couldn't eat much because I was nervous. I kept thinking: What if I'm no good at this? What if I do the wrong thing and he thinks I'm an inexperienced baby? I've made out with a lot of guys, but this is so different. This is the ultimate.

After dinner, he gave me an emerald bracelet. Real emeralds! He says he'll buy me the rest of the set a little at a time.

Even though I was so turned on, it wasn't funny, it hurt at first and I felt really stupid when I cried a little, but Arthur was such a gentleman. So sweet. He kissed me and told me it was okay, it'd get better. And it did. God, it did! We made love eight times. I gave my first blow job--I think that'll take some getting used to. It was kind of gross and I gagged, but I tried not to let him know. The last couple times, it started to hurt again, but he was so tender after.

Arthur asked me to run away with him. He says he's going to set up his club somewhere else, and he can't bear to leave me behind. He's leaving right away. Denise Hasbro. Mrs. Arthur Hasbro--gosh, that sounds good!

Pete wrote "Arthur Hasbro = Andre Trelawney, definitely; Denise = Deidre" in his notebook.

When I told him I was only twelve, he seemed shocked and said he never would have allowed this if he'd known I was so young. But he said it was already done and he loves me. What am I going to do? I don't want to leave my family...Gramma and Joey...

I love Arthur. He's my man, and I have to be with him. There's nothing else to do. If I just follow my heart, I know everything will turn out all right."

But it didn't. Dee went on to write about the first time she realized Trelawney had a harem. It was the first time she had doubts that he really loved her and wasn't using her, doubts Trelawney had quickly erased with a little applied charm--and expensive jewelry--at all the right moments.

The sick son-of-a-b@#h. Pete knew unequivocally that Trelawney had known exactly how young Dee was from the start. He'd wanted her and didn't give a damn about taking her innocence, as long as he got what he wanted.

Hell, what I wouldn't do to string this b@#d up by his balls. Pete had a strong feeling all of the girls had been vulnerable in some way: bad family life or some other form of abuse. Guys like Trelawney preyed on the weak so they'd never lose.

The rest of the entries in the diary were sporadic and filled with jealousy during their year in California. Dee also started calling Arthur by the name Andre. The weirdest part was that, even while Dee cursed her competition for Andre's love with the other girls, she felt genuine affection for all of them and sadness over Trelawney's violent treatment of the others, though this same thing also made her happy because she was clearly too precious to him for him to do the same. She considered Melody her best friend, even after Trelawney set her up as his pretend wife, something Dee and the other girls apparently believed was genuine.

She also wrote about moving to Falcon's Bend and stripping--she didn't enjoy that, though she loved dancing. It made Andre happy; therefore she would do it as long as he asked her to, she'd do anything for him. The fact that she was the only dancer Andre didn't ask to prostitute herself to the customers fueled Dee's belief that she meant more to Andre than the other girls. His continued tenderness toward her, something she was convinced he didn't use with any of the others, made her believe they were meant to be.

There was an entry of Teresa having told Dee about Roy and her plans to run off together, ironically or revealingly on early Wednesday morning. Teresa had been killed on her next shift. The secret had been too much to hold in for Dee and she'd first told Andre when he came to her after work. Then she'd blabbed to everyone at brunch the next day when Teresa hadn't been there to join them. Her angst over the possibility that her big mouth had destroyed Teresa's and Roy's happiness poured out on the pages after Teresa was killed.

She'd realized later that Teresa had been trying to tell her she was pregnant shortly before her death. Dee had been afraid to admit to Pete and Danny that Teresa might have told her she was pregnant.

Sunday, the last day of Dee's life, had a single entry. I can't keep this in. I have to tell someone that Andre and me are going to go away together. I can't tell the other girls--they'd have a hissy fit because I won, but...maybe I can tell Mel. I know she doesn't like Andre. She seems to hate him sometimes. Maybe I should tell her. She'd probably be happy for me. I want someone to be happy for me!
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