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      The fuck you want to be, boy?

      The drill sergeant’s voice rang in Edward Petrosky’s head, though it had been two years since he’d left the army, and six years since he’d had the question barked at him. Back then, the answer had been different. Even a year ago, he would have said “a cop,” but that was more because it felt like an escape from the military, just like the Gulf War had been an escape from the loaded silence of his parents’ house. But the urge to escape had passed. Now he would have said “Happy, sir,” without a trace of irony. The future was shaping up to be good; better than the early nineties or the eighties, that was for damn sure.

      Because of her.

      Ed had met Heather six months before, in the spring before his twenty-fifth birthday, when the air in Ash Park still smelled like earthen death. Now he rolled over on the purple sheets she’d called “plum” and wrapped an arm over her shoulders, his gaze on the popcorn ceiling. A tiny half-smile played on her face with a strange twitch at one corner, almost a spasm, like her lips weren’t sure whether to smile or frown. But the corners of her still-closed eyes were crinkled—definitely a smile. Screw going out running. The night he met her, she’d smiled like that. Barely forty degrees outside and she’d been taking off her leather coat, and by the time he rolled to a stop, she’d had the jacket wrapped around the homeless woman sitting on the walk. His last girlfriend used to stuff extra garlic bread in her purse when they went out to eat but refused to give even a quarter to the hungry, citing the degenerates’ “lack of willpower.” As if anyone would choose to starve.

      Heather would never say something like that. Her breath was hot against his shoulder. Would his parents like her? He imagined driving the thirty minutes to Grosse Pointe for Thanksgiving next week, imagined sitting at their antique dining table, the one with the lace tablecloth that covered all the scars. “This is Heather,” he’d say, and his father would nod, impassive, while his mother stiffly offered coffee, her steel-blue eyes silently judging, her lips pressed into a tight, bloodless line. His parents would ask thinly veiled questions, hoping Heather came from money—she didn’t—hoping she’d make a good housewife or that she had dreams of becoming a teacher; of course, only until she bore his children. Dark ages shit. His parents didn’t even like Hendrix, and that was saying something. You could get a read on anyone by asking their opinion on Jimi.

      Ed planned to tell his folks Heather was self-employed and leave it at that. He’d not mention that he met her during a prostitution sting, or that the first bracelet he put on her wrist was made of steel. Some might argue that the start of a great love story couldn’t possibly involve prostitution and near-hypothermia, but they’d be wrong.

      Besides, if he hadn’t put Heather in his squad car, one of the other units would have. Another time, another girl, he might have responded differently, but she’d been sniffling, crying so hard he could hear her teeth chattering. “You okay?” he had asked. “Do you need a drink of water or a tissue?” But when he glanced in the rearview of the squad car, her cheeks had been wet, her hands frantically rubbing her arms, and he’d realized her shaking was more from the cold.

      Heather stretched now with a noise that was half groan, half meow, and snuggled farther under the covers. Ed smiled, letting his gaze drift past her shoulder and to his uniform on the chair in the corner. He still couldn’t believe he’d uncuffed her in the supercenter parking lot and then left her sitting in the heated car while he headed into the store alone. When he came back with a thick yellow coat, her eyes had filled, and she’d smiled at him again in a way that made his heart feel four sizes bigger, made him feel taller like he was a hero and not the man who’d just tried to arrest her. They’d talked for hours after that, her whispering at first and looking out the windows like she could get in trouble just for speaking. She hadn’t told him then that she hated yellow—he’d found out later. Not like there’d been a ton of options at that off-the-freeway supercenter anyway.

      Ed let his vision relax, his black uniform blurring against the chair. Heather had told him she’d never talked to anyone that way before, so open, so easily, like they’d known each other forever. Then again, she’d also said it was the first time she’d ever walked the streets; the odds of that were slim, but Ed didn’t care. If a person’s past defined them, then he was a murderer; killing someone during wartime didn’t make them any less dead. He and Heather were both starting over.

      Heather moaned gently again and shifted closer to him, her light eyes hooded in the dimness. He brushed away the single mahogany tendril plastered to her forehead, accidentally snagging his calloused finger on the corner of the notebook under her pillow—she must have stayed up writing notes about the wedding again.

      “Thanks for going with me yesterday,” she whispered, her voice husky with sleep.

      “No problem.” They’d taken her father, Donald, to the grocery store, Donald’s gnarled fingers shaking every time Ed looked down at the wheelchair. Congestive heart failure, arthritis—the man was a mess, hadn’t been able to walk more than a few feet for over a decade, and by all accounts, shouldn’t be alive now; usually, congestive heart failure took out its victims within five years. One more reason to get out of the house and enjoy each day, Heather always said. And they’d tried, even taken her father to the dog park, where the old man’s miniature Doberman pinscher had yapped and run around Ed’s ankles until Ed picked him up and scratched his fuzzy head.

      He lowered himself to the pillow beside her, and she trailed her fingers over the hard muscles of his arm and across his chest, then nestled her head into his neck. Her hair still smelled like incense from church last night: spicy and sweet with the bitter hint of char over the gardenia shampoo she used. The church services and Donald’s weekly bingo game were the only outings that Petrosky begged off. Something about that church bothered Ed. His own family wasn’t particularly religious, but he didn’t think that was the problem; maybe it was how the pope wore fancy hats and golden briefs, while less fortunate folks starved. At least Father Norman, Heather’s priest, gave as well as he got. Two weeks before, Petrosky and Heather had taken three garbage bags of clothes and shoes the father had collected to the homeless shelter where Heather volunteered. Then they’d made love in the newly empty back seat of his car. What woman could resist an old Grand Am with squealing brakes and an interior that stank of exhaust?

      Heather kissed his neck just below his ear and sighed. “Daddy loves you, you know,” she said. Her voice had the same raspy quality as the frigid autumn air that rustled the branches outside.

      “Eh, he just thinks I’m a good guy because I volunteer at the shelter.” Which Ed didn’t. But weeks before Ed met the man, Heather told her dad that she and Ed worked at the shelter together, and even after he and Donald were introduced, she hadn’t told her father they were dating. He could understand that though—the man was strict, especially about his only daughter, another parent from the “spare the rod, spoil the child” era. Like Ed’s own father.

      A curl fell into her eye, and she blew it away. “He thinks you guys have a lot in common.”

      Donald and Ed spent most of their time together talking about their posts in Vietnam and Kuwait, respectively, but they’d never discussed exactly what they’d done. Ed assumed this was another reason Donald liked Father Norman; the priest had been a soldier before he joined up with the church, and nothing turned men into brothers like the horrors of the battlefield. “I like your father too. And the offer is still open: if he needs a place to stay, we can take care of him here.”

      She shifted her weight, and gardenia and incense wafted into his nostrils again. “I know, and you’re sweet for offering, but we don’t need to do that.”

      But they would, eventually. Unease prickled deep in the back of Ed’s brain, a little icicle of frost that spread down into the marrow of his spine. Donald had worked at the post office after the war, through Heather’s early childhood, and through his wife’s suicide, but his heart had put him out of commission when Heather was a teenager. The man had squirreled some money away, but if Heather had been desperate enough to sell her body, Donald’s carefully laid nest egg must have been running out. “Heather, we might⁠—”

      “He’ll be fine. I’ve been saving since my mom died, just in case. He has more than enough to support him until he…goes.”

      If she has all this money, why go out on the street? “But⁠—”

      She covered his mouth with hers, and he put his hand on her lower back and pulled her tighter against him. Was living in his own place her father’s way to maintain independence? Or was it Heather’s? Either way, intuition told him not to push it, and the military had taught him to listen to his gut. Her father was one subject Heather rarely broached. Probably why Ed hadn’t known his relationship with Heather was a secret…until he’d let it slip. And the next day, he’d come home from work, and Heather’s things were in his bedroom. It’s perfect for us, Ed. Can I stay?

      Forever, he’d said. Forever.

      Were they moving too fast? He wasn't complaining, didn’t want some long, drawn-out courtship, but it had only been six months, and he never wanted Heather to give him the same look his mother always gave his father: God, why are you still alive? Go ahead and die already so I can have a few happy years alone before I kick off.

      “Are you happy here?” he asked her. “With me?” Maybe they should slow things down just a little. But Heather smiled in that twitchy, spastic way of hers, and his chest warmed, the icicle in his spine melting. He was sure. His gut said, “For god’s sake, marry her already.”

      “Happier than I’ve ever been,” she said.

      Ed kissed the top of her head, and as she arched against him, he smiled in the subtle gray of the dawn. Everything smelled sweeter when you were twenty-five and done with active duty in the sand, when every path was still yours for the taking. He’d seen some shit, god knew he had, and it still came to him at night: the horror of comrades shot dead beside him, the burning smog of gunpowder in the air, the tang of blood. But all that seemed so damn far away these days, as if coming home had turned him into someone else, someone who’d never been a soldier at all—all that military shit was someone else’s baggage.

      He traced the gentle curve of Heather’s spine and let the porcelain sheen of her skin in the dusky morning erase the last remnants of memory. Even with the streets covered in slush that froze your toes the moment you stepped outside, her smile—that quirky little smile—always warmed him up.

      Yes, this year was going to be the best of Ed’s life. He could feel it.
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      Ed lit a cigarette and blew smoke out the frosty window, cracked open though it was colder than a yeti’s balls. Patrick O’Malley frowned at him anyway, black brows drawn together in the center of his flat forehead. Ed had always thought Irish people were gingers, but this one came with hair and eyes darker than the Italians.

      “You going to bitch at me about the smoke again?” Ed muttered.

      “Not today,” Patrick told the windshield, scratching his temple where the tiniest peppering of gray streaked the hair near the brim of his department-issued hat. “I’ll wait until tomorrow to tell ye how you’re like to die of lung cancer.”

      “The doctors told my mom to smoke when she was pregnant because it was good for her.” Ed inhaled more deeply on the cig. Something about keeping her weight down, though his mother had still proclaimed her distaste for his smoking, and unlike Patrick, she’d said it in a way that made Ed feel guilty instead of defensive. Mothers were good at guilt without even trying—how could you ever repay a woman for squeezing your fat, squalling ass into existence?

      “Healthy smoking is rare as hen’s teeth.”

      Fucking Irishman. But Ed was all muscle beneath his policeman’s uniform, and he ran an hour almost every morning without losing his air—until he stopped being able to do that, he’d pass on rethinking his tobacco habit. “I’ll show you hen’s teeth.” He blew a lungful of smoke into Patrick’s face, and the man squinted, frowned, and rolled down his window.

      “You can kill yerself all ye like, but don’t take me with ye!” Patrick sniffed hard and wiped the tiny smudge of white powder from beneath one nostril. Ed looked away. Blow had never stopped Patrick from doing his job, and half the soldiers stationed with Ed overseas wouldn’t have been able to cope if they hadn’t been riding a needle at night.

      “You’ll be fine, Paddy.”

      “It’s not about me. Your new coat’s going to smell like shite, and ye spent a fuckin’ hour picking it out.”

      Ed glanced at the bag on the empty back seat behind him—he’d wanted to bring the jacket to lunch with them this afternoon. And in his head, he could hear Heather’s father: “Where’d you get that coat anyway? I thought you hated yellow.”

      She’d blushed enough that Ed had known it must be true. But purple…she loved purple. He wasn’t sure about style, but a coat was a coat, right? Maybe she cried when you gave her the first one because it was just that fucking bad. She’d called it her “favorite lemon” after he’d found out about her hatred of the color. Now Ed always ordered lemons in his water, just to make her lip twitch.

      “The coat’ll be fine too.” He faced front again and stared out the window, looking left then right for broken taillights and speeders, but saw only the snow mounded against the curbs and one lone mitten lying frozen on the walk. How did Patrick do this year after year? The man had been on the beat when Ed was still in middle school. But ol’ Paddy might be sick of it too; at the station, they called him “Stone Balls” after the name of some cannon—a loose cannon—though the Irishman was still friendly enough with the brass to get away with lost paperwork or perps who whined Paddy’d cuffed them too tight. Ed sighed a tobacco-laden cloud into the chill air and closed the window just as the tires kicked up slush from the gutter, spattering stained snow against the window. Nasty day. And it was about to get nastier. Maybe.

      Ed cleared his throat. “We’re going to that greasy spoon on Gratiot later,” he said, and Patrick frowned until Ed finished: “Heather will be there.”

      Now Ed’s partner raised an eyebrow. “I finally get to meet yer girl, eh?”

      Ed nodded instead of answering—his mouth had gone too dry to speak. We should wait. He hadn’t even bought a ring yet, but Donald had stared at him so hard the night they told him she was moving out that Ed had proposed the moment they were alone again. Guy was probably pissed as hell they’d moved in together without saying their vows first under God, but Donald, of all people, knew good love stories weren’t perfect at the beginning…or the end. Heather’s biggest fear was winding up like her mother, with a gun in her hand and a bullet in her brain. But this story wouldn’t end that way.

      Patrick smiled, a lopsided grin Ed thought of as Irish smug. “’Bout damn time I get to meet the woman you’ve been hiding.”

      Ed’s stomach soured. I should have told him about Heather before, come clean about the streetwalking thing. No, there was no point in embarrassing her unnecessarily, and she had no criminal record—Patrick would have no idea of her history. She said she’d only walked the streets once, anyhow. But would that make a difference to his partner? Or the fact that Heather had been on her high school track team, that she’d been a straight-A student, that she volunteered hours of her time every week at the shelter? Every woman Patrick picked up during that sting had ended up in a cell—Patrick’s holier than thou Irish-Catholic ass would have something to say about the fact that Heather’d been a⁠—

      The radio squawked; ten-fifty-six. Intoxicated pedestrian. Patrick stopped at a light—this call too lame even to necessitate the siren—and Ed watched an abandoned plastic bag whirl through the cold gray air and land on a snowdrift. He sighed again. “If you could be anything…” Heather had asked him the night they met, her eyes gleaming in the brilliant white light from the supercenter parking lot. “I mean…do you think you’ll be a cop forever?”

      No, he didn’t, but he had never said that out loud before—to anyone. “I’m a pretty good shot,” he’d told her. “Maybe the academy will let me teach one day.” And after a pause, he’d asked her, too: “What do you want to do with the rest of your life?”

      “I’ve always loved animals. Maybe I’ll be a vet. Or run a zoo. Breed doves.” And he could see it, the doves, see her sitting on a park bench grinning that twitchy little smile while the birds flocked around her. Like Mary freaking Poppins, but cuter.

      Ed crossed his arms against his washboard stomach, watching the slush through the passenger window. Shit, he should become one of those fitness trainers instead—pancakes every morning was how his grandmother went out. Heart attack at fifty-five. Damn shame. At fifty-five, he’d be drinking coffee in his dining room in some good-for-kids neighborhood, Heather’s lip twitching up at him over a table without a lace tablecloth or any other covering because they’d accept things for what they were, scars and all. Maybe he and Heather would be grilling their own son’s new girlfriend about what she wanted to be when she grew up. Ed liked to think he and Heather would just offer their child’s love interest a drink and not be dicks about it, but he’d definitely ask whether she liked Hendrix. Sometimes the answer to one question was all you needed.
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      Patrick yanked at the door handle, and a blast of stale heat from inside the restaurant slapped Ed in the face along with the delightful stink of frying bacon fat. He kept his eyes forward and not on his partner. And squared his shoulders. If Patrick did recognize her…well, it wasn’t illegal to marry a woman with a sketchy past, and that’s just what he’d say if anyone tried to give him shit.

      “So, where is she?”

      Ed glanced around. A pair of truckers sat in the back, one staring out the window smoking a cigarette, the other hunched over his plate in the protective way of an ex-con as he shoveled chili fries into his mouth. Two older women sat in the other booth, each boasting tight curls with a bluish tint—must have come straight from the salon.

      Ed gestured to the closest blue-haired woman. “There she is, the one on the right,” he said, then waved when the women glanced in his direction.

      Patrick snorted. “Ye scoundrel.”

      Ed turned to the other side of the restaurant—there. She was at the table in the far corner, her bright yellow back to him and Patrick, her shoulders slumped. The coat was a little gaudy, now that he really looked at it. He gripped the department store bag tighter.

      Heather turned as they approached, and Ed stiffened even as he leaned in to kiss her, trying to sense whether Patrick recognized her in her jeans and a sweater, a gold cross at her clavicle—a far cry from the skirt and heels he’d picked her up in, though the outfit hadn’t even been that trashy, really. Maybe he’d have believed she was going to a club or to dinner if it hadn’t been a Tuesday night—and if they hadn’t been doing a prostitution sting two streets over. If she’d just denied it, given him some other excuse for why she was strolling down a known hooker hangout in the middle of the night, he’d never have picked her up at all. But she hadn’t denied it, not for a moment. Hadn’t really said anything…until later.

      He held out the bag. “Oh, so…I got you something.”

      She peered inside, one eyebrow raised, the corner of her mouth twitching. But when she met his gaze again, she was laughing outright. “You didn’t have to, Ed. My dad just says things⁠—”

      “I hope you like it.” Did she hate this one just as much? But—good news—she was already sliding out of that yellow monstrosity and shrugging into the new purple jacket, her favorite color, though not her favorite shade, something she called “lilac.” This coat was purple like a bruise. Was that bad? Or did bruise-purple have a better name he didn’t know?

      Patrick cleared his throat, and Ed’s shoulders tensed again; he’d almost forgotten his partner was there. “Heather, Patrick. Patrick, Heather.”

      “Hey there,” Patrick said, sliding into a seat across from Heather, who flushed but only nodded. She seemed to have lost her voice. “Sounds like you’ve taken my partner here for one hell of a fast ride.”

      Ed glanced over as he sat down beside her, and there was a twinkle of recognition in Patrick’s eye, wasn’t there? Or was Ed imagining it? Heather blushed and lowered her gray eyes to her lap, and Ed covered her hand with his. Still so anxious. How had she made it through school? But she’d told him: avoiding bullies and boys by keeping her mouth shut and her head in the books. She’d once joked that if her lips had been sewn together, no one would have even noticed.

      “I guess things went a little quick,” she said to the table, her voice shaking. She does know him. But maybe not—how much of this was anxiety and how much…meant something?

      “Hey, I’m not judging.” A damn lie. Patrick’s face was a mask: still and watchful, the same look as when he caught someone speeding, or jaywalking, or slapping their girlfriend around.

      The waitress arrived, but Ed scarcely looked at the woman as he ordered—though he remembered to ask for water with lemon, just to make Heather’s lip twitch up. Patrick was on his third marriage. He had no room to judge. What am I even worried about? Not like Patrick was going to walk into the chief’s office and tattle on Ed with blow right there under his nostrils.

      After the waitress left, Heather caught Ed’s eye—Can we leave now? Patrick didn’t seem to notice because he said, “So what’re ye doing tonight while I drag your fiancé around in the comin’ storm?”

      Heather shrugged and kept her gaze on the table in front of them. Donald had told him that when she was a kid, she ran from people who said hello to her. Weird that she thought she’d be okay out there on the street even once—shit, had it really only been once? He should have asked more questions up front, at least asked her why she did it, but it was too late to spring it on her now. If he really cared, he should have asked months ago.

      Patrick narrowed his eyes at her, then at Ed, and Ed’s lungs seized—this is it—but Heather cleared her throat, and Patrick’s expression softened.

      “Just running some errands for my dad,” she said. “Then, I have a meeting.”

      A meeting. She was always trying to find good deals on wedding favors and cake and even napkins, though they were just having a party for the other shelter volunteers and the church folks—for her father, really, more than them. Ed would’ve been happy to head over to the courthouse in his uniform. Would she make him wear a tux?

      “Tell your dad I said hi,” Ed said. Ed glanced down at her boots, her tiny feet, one heel hooked around her chair leg. Bouncing. Still nervous. He touched her arm, but she didn’t respond. Had she stopped breathing?

      “Heather?”

      She finally turned her gaze back to him. “I love the coat.”

      “Oh…good.” But she’d have said that even if she hated it. He gestured to the waitress. “Can I get some more lemon for my water?”

      This time, Heather didn’t smile.
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      The evening passed slow as molasses, tagging broken taillights, pulling over speeders, answering “suspicious character” calls over people just walking home from their jobs—apparently, everyone looked suspicious in a parka.

      At nine thirty, the radio squawked over the incessant patter of the Irishman’s fingers on the steering wheel, and the thunk, thunk, thunk of wipers against the icy snow. “Ten-thirty-eight, black Ford truck, corner of Mack and Emmerson.”

      Ed straightened in the seat, squinting through the night. Ahead lay a party store, a gas station, a fast-food restaurant—everything misty behind the screen of falling snow. Mack and Emmerson. Three blocks from where he’d met Heather and right across from the high school in front of a park that had become, in recent days, a hangout for dope dealers. Ed watched Patrick’s face in the glare of the streetlamps. His partner’d barely said three words since lunch, but the street around them—so close to the known prostitution zone—was practically whispering in Ed’s ears: Ask him, ask him. “You sure you’ve never met Heather before?” The moment the words left his lips, he wished he could take them back. Patrick was no fool.

      Patrick kept his eyes on the windshield, but his jaw tightened, and his fingers tensed on the steering wheel. “Should I have?”

      I should just tell him about Heather. Get it out in the open.

      No, that would be stupid.

      “Nah, but you kinda looked like you recognized her.” And she had seemed nervous around Patrick—extra nervous. Or was that his imagination?

      Patrick sniffed, hard, then paused for far too long. “I might have seen her around the church,” he said. “She go to St. Ignatius?”

      St. Ignatius. Donald’s church, Heather’s church. Patrick was there every Sunday with his current wife, or so he said; Heather usually took her father Saturday nights, but they could have run into each other at some point in the past. Why hadn’t he thought of that? Because you’ve only gone with her one time—couldn’t even name the church on your own.

      He squinted at his partner, and when Patrick didn’t turn, Ed looked out the window at the snow cloaking the sidewalks. “Yeah, she does go to St. Ignatius.”

      “That explains it.”

      But if Patrick had met Heather there, then why not bring it up at lunch? Wasn’t that the ultimate conversation starter? Hey, we both dig crucifixion and confession, let’s be buds!  But…whatever. Ed didn’t want to have this discussion anyway, because if Patrick did know her from somewhere else…

      Patrick turned the corner onto Emmerson, and Ed narrowed his eyes at the schoolyard on their right, the park on their left. The pickup truck sat in the street between those landmarks, its motor rumbling in the otherwise quiet road, tendrils of exhaust belching from the tailpipe and melting the snow beneath it to a shiny puddle. The truck was not black, but a dark blue F-series, scraped to shit, and no license plate—probably stolen or at least unregistered—with a tattered bumper sticker, the front half torn off. The partial words glared at them in the yellowed shine of the streetlamp: OD on one line, FTS beneath it. Ed squinted through the falling flakes at the back window of the truck. One occupant that he could see, the back of the driver’s head a silhouette in their headlights as Patrick slammed the cruiser into park and flashed their red-and-blues. A single squeal of siren cut the night.

      The driver’s side door flung wide, and Ed put one hand on his gun, the metal a cold but comforting presence as the occupant of the truck emerged with his hands in the air.

      Oh shit.

      Ed’s fingers tightened on the gun.

      Blood streaked the man’s arms, coated his fingers, and surrounded his wrists, soaked the belly of his gray jacket as if someone had stabbed him in the gut. And below the belt…tan khakis, shiny brown shoes, all of it smeared with crimson. The knees of his khakis were a deep maroon, too, as if he’d been kneeling in the mess, an abstract painting done in someone else’s fluids. And his hands, his palms spread beside his hips…he was trembling so badly that Ed half thought the gore might come shaking off his frame like water droplets from a dog after a bath. Ed glanced over at the schoolyard as if expecting some book-bagged child to emerge to get caught in the crossfire, but the school remained silent, the lawn empty and white save for a few fresh prints in the powder.

      “What the fuck?” Patrick muttered. “Might need an ambulance.”

      Ed blinked, the snow-shrouded world blurring then vanishing, and suddenly he was back in the Gulf, and his comrade—his best friend—was facedown in the sand, the side of his head missing, brain and bone shining in the desert sun. His heartbeat pounded a frantic rhythm. He blinked again, and the snow returned along with the bloody man standing beside the truck. If this horror show of a man had lost that much blood, no way he’d be standing with that level stare. Should they call for backup or just the ambulance? Hell, maybe both. But Patrick hated calling in for backup unless they were sure they needed it, and how many people did it take to arrest one possibly injured guy?

      Ed opened his mouth to say something, he wasn’t sure what, but Patrick was already throwing his car door open, feet on the pavement, heading for the dead-eyed man—and moving far too quickly. Shit, is Patrick stoned? Patrick’s gun glinted in the streetlights, flakes of snow sticking to the barrel. He stopped near the tailgate. “Hands up! Turn around slowly!” Ed climbed out of the car, too, following his partner’s lead, hoping they were doing the right thing. We should have called it in first. We should have called it in.

      “Turn around!” Patrick yelled again.

      The man stared. Why was the guy just standing there? Maybe he was the one who was stoned. Then up went his hands, waist-high, still shaking. Shoulder high. His face remained blank, dull, and dead. Then, he raised one eyebrow as if confused about who they were and why they were there, eyes flicking left, right, behind them, over his own shoulder⁠—

      That can’t be good.

      Patrick must have felt the change in the atmosphere as well because he was cocking his weapon, aiming his gun. “Freeze!”

      The man remained still, hands in the air. A chunk of something shiny, wet, slid between two fingers and trailed down his palm, then fell to the sludge at his feet with a wet plip.

      “On the ground, hands behind yer head!” Patrick yelled, his Irish brogue trickling through more than usual now, turning “behind” into “be-hoy-ned.” If Ed hadn’t already been listening to his heart on hyperdrive, he would have started panicking.

      The bloody man put his hands behind his ears, achingly slow, as if they were watching a movie at quarter speed. Like the man was…stalling. But for what? Unless he was waiting— Oh, shit. The guy turned his head ever so slightly toward the open cabin of the pickup…listening. Someone else was in there.

      “Careful, Patri⁠—”

      Bang!

      Ed dove for cover as Patrick twisted around like the bullet itself had taken hold of him and sent him spinning. He hit the slushy ground a step in front of the cruiser’s bumper with a wet splat.

      Another bang! split the night, and Ed skirted the car and ducked behind the open driver’s side door, raising his weapon. The bloody driver leapt into the truck as a third shot sent chunks of splintered asphalt past Ed’s ear. From this angle, he could see the outline of someone else shooting from the passenger seat through the sliding back window, the tiny glint of a metal barrel visible now through the space in the window casing, and there, the glimmer of yellow off the shooter’s eyes. But the rest of his face was dark, too dark, and it didn’t reflect the light like skin—a black ski mask.

      “Patrick!” Ed’s voice was swallowed by the grinding of ice and snow under rubber as the truck peeled away. His hammering heart felt as if it were shooting lava through his veins instead of blood. Ed crawled to his partner, the freezing asphalt stinging his knees right through his pants. “Patrick!” The pickup truck squealed around the corner.

      The big man rolled over and hauled himself to seated, grunting. “Man, fuck that guy.” Then he vomited into the slush, holding his hand over his bicep.

      “I’m calling it in,” Ed said, and scrambled to his feet, but Patrick grabbed Ed’s uniform jacket with his good hand.

      “Just a flesh wound.” Patrick pushed himself to his knees, clambering to his feet, and staggered toward the car.

      Loose cannon, they call him. This is why. The Irish were ballsy.

      “You drive,” Patrick snapped. Ye dr-oy-ve. “The assholes will get away if we wait on an ambulance.” Ed couldn’t argue that, and far be it from him to deny his partner a chance at justice—besides, he’d seen people walking around with far worse injuries overseas.

      “Those bastards,” Pat muttered as they slid into the car. “Ambushed us… like they were waiting for us.” He groaned but gestured with his good hand to the front windshield in the direction the truck had disappeared. “Go fuckin’ get ’em!”

      With Patrick barking into the radio, Ed tore out over the ice, following the tire tracks in the still-falling snow. Down one block, hard right, then down another block, watching the fast fading tire marks. But they lost the prints when they turned onto the main drag where salt had already burned off the freshest layer of white.

      “Shite,” Patrick muttered. “Freeway is half a mile that way, but he coulda gone arseways on us a ways back.” He wiped his neck with the cuff of his jacket. His forehead shone with sweat.

      Ed peered up and down the road, but the salted black pavement offered nothing. Somewhere in the distance, sirens approached, probably covering the other side streets. Ed hesitated with his foot poised above the gas pedal, picturing the prints in the snow in front of the school. Were they fresh? Had to be. His hands tightened on the wheel, the swishing of the windshield wipers thrumming in time to his heart.

      “Patrick?”

      His partner turned to him, eyes tight with pain and fury.

      “He sure moved quick for someone who’d lost that much blood.”

      “Yeah, he didn’t move like he was hurt.” Patrick shook his head. The streetlamp flashed amber against the mounds of snow. “It could’ve been shock, but…”

      Could’ve been shock, but it wasn’t. That was too much blood for one man to lose and still be conscious, and the stains hadn’t spread while they’d been facing off. Ed looked in his rearview at the white road behind them, their tire tracks already half-hidden beneath the falling snow. “Whose blood do you think was on his pants?”

      Patrick turned back to the window and groaned.
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      The street was quiet and still now, the streetlamp reflecting the white glare. The snowy spot where Patrick had collapsed was stained pink, but most evidence of their presence—the tire tracks, their footprints—had been softened by the falling snow.

      Same as the prints in front of the schoolyard…and those were the ones that concerned him. They’d been made recently, he was sure of it—otherwise, they’d have been covered by the storm.

      There was a reason that man had been back here, a reason he’d been covered in blood, a reason that must lie where those tracks ended, out of sight behind the school—a lonely place without much risk of an audience. And if that reason was still alive…

      Ed parked in the road and threw the door wide, and then they were off, running across the road toward the school, following the fast-vanishing prints. Three sets of prints, he could see now, and one smaller than the others, a woman or a child, though it was impossible to tell if they were coming or going.

      The footprints veered left at the chain-link gate of the school, then around the side of the building, and here they could see pink beneath the newer snowfall. Not good. With that much blood loss, it wasn’t likely the third person had walked out of here. They could only hope to find the victim before it was too late.

      Ed and Patrick crunched a path beside the prints, their breath hissing from them like the frenetic whispers of spirits. Please don’t let it be a kid. One crack baby was enough for him, and that kid had survived. He’d pulled the kid from a dumpster behind the middle school, shaking, helpless, so far beyond crying, it broke Ed’s heart. Even Ed’s baby brother, Sammy—dead at six months from some genetic bullshit he couldn’t name—had screamed until his heart had finally, mercifully quit.

      They rounded the side of the school and slowed, Ed holding his gun in front of him, eyes tracking left and right over the white crusted landscape. The shadows here were deeper, the streetlamps extinguished by the hulking building—even the moon was hidden beneath the storm clouds, the darkness so oppressive and violent it felt as if the snowflakes, stark against the black, were less falling to the earth and more advancing on them. Beside Ed, Patrick switched on his flashlight, but the beam barely penetrated the storm. Flake after flake barreled toward them out of the gloom. The light wavered as Patrick tracked the glow back and forth over the football field. Goalposts stabbed at the sky on either side of the vast expanse of white, but no bleachers—were there supposed to be bleachers? The light trembled again.

      “You okay, Pat?”

      “Just a scratch, I told ye, ye goat.” The light stopped. “Straight back…ye see that?”

      Clouds of frost from between their lips split the snow-choked air in front of them; it was hard to see much of anything beyond the whirling white. Ed squinted. No, there was something: about a hundred yards away, a sliver of purple visible above the line of snow.

      The squeaking crunch of their shoes and Ed’s breath both quickened as they headed toward the back of the field. Toward the body—definitely a body, he was sure now, because the mounded shape was right⁠—

      Ed froze.

      No.

      He ran, ran harder than he’d ever run in his life, his breathing frantic, lungs screaming, legs burning, cold biting at his cheeks, and he dropped to his knees and plunged his hands into the snow, digging, digging with numb fingers. Her hands emerged first, limp and already half-frozen, and then he was yanking at her new purple coat, pulling the rest of her from beneath the icy white blanket, her sweater, her jeans, her boots.

      The rest of the world vanished, sucked into the unforgiving white. Tornadoes of ice pricked his face, trying to slice off tiny pieces of his flesh. And somewhere in that hell, he heard a voice moaning, “No, please, god no, please,” over and over and over.

      Her lips were blue. Ed’s breath left him, his heart spasming in his chest, spasming and not twitching the way Heather’s mouth used to before her lips went still and cold—no, this was deep and aching and horrible. Ice clung to her eyelashes, and her face…the bones looked distorted somehow, but he couldn’t tell if it was the meager light or if his wavering vision was from the disbelief and sorrow and grief and fury that flickered back and forth in his brain.

      “No, please, god, no, please.”

      The voice…it was him, whimpering through the night. And when he went to feel for a pulse, her skin was slick, so he pulled her closer and put his hand on the back of her head and touched something slimy, not her head, not her hair, not the perfect round shape of her skull when she lay against his shoulder and held him close. He moved his hand to the left, spread his fingers, feeling—no, my fingers are just numb, that has to be it—but it was real: an empty place, wide like a cave, and slime, the slime, the slime, and sharp edges…a jagged crown of shattered bone.

      Patrick knelt beside him and crossed himself, forehead, chest, shoulder, shoulder. “Jesus, Mary, and… Ed, is that…?”

      The man in the street had been covered in Heather’s blood—Heather’s brain. She had been dead before Patrick was shot, before they’d left the scene after those men in the truck. He’d never had a prayer of saving her.
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      Ed sat on the edge of his bed, feet on the floor, staring at his pillow. From the end table, her notebook, the book that contained her dreams for their wedding, lay abandoned, missing her touch, missing her voice, missing…her.

      Why? Why? Wrong place, wrong time? Just some crazy jackass trolling for someone to hurt? Why did it have to be her? The thoughts ran around and around in Ed’s brain, but without answers to soothe their frenzied pace, they only jumbled, twisting together until he could scarcely make out the words, let alone the meanings. But even as his thoughts raced, a fuzzy haze settled around him, slowing time to a crawl, its intervals marked only by the ticking of the clock.

      Five days of watching the groceries rot. Five nights of staring at the popcorn ceiling, half believing he could still feel her steady breath against his shoulder. Five mornings waking to visions of Heather’s bloody skull, Patrick lying on the street, the suspect’s crimson arms, the bumper sticker…the sticker…the sticker.

      OD, FTS. He could think of no business nearby that matched, though he’d spent five days playing with the letters like they were part of some horrible game of hangman. Five days of calling the station to see if they had anything new, but the dress shoes the man had been wearing and the tire marks left by the pickup were too common to identify, and no trucks of that make and model were reported missing in the area the day of Heather’s murder. And they couldn’t search every truck in the city. They would if she were high profile. That chapped his ass. Some days when Ed called, Detective Mueller paused before answering any questions like he couldn’t remember Heather’s name.

      Five days of disappointment. Five days with his chest aching so persistently, he worried his lungs might collapse. Five days of avoiding any and everyone, including Heather’s father.

      He’d convinced himself that Donald was fine, that Donald didn’t need him, that the man was used to being by himself from his lone wolf missions in Nam, but it was an excuse—the truth was, Ed couldn’t look into that man’s face, didn’t want to see the man’s tears, see him staring above the bay window at the ornate wooden crucifix that kept watch over his living room, shaking his head, as if he believed Ed was lying to him, that she would, in fact, come home again. The night Ed told him about her death, Donald had put his hands together, locked his eyes on that crucifix, and prayed. He’d still been sitting there when Ed finally left and drove home to his empty house.

      Ed touched the pillow now, and for a moment—only a moment—it almost felt warm, as if she’d just left it. He stood. The heady spicy-sweet smell of her, the thick tobacco smell of them, clung to the insides of his nostrils. They’d been happy here. Happy. But…

      It was my first time.

      The pain in his chest intensified, blistering heat expanding into his neck like he had lava in his veins. He hated thinking about it, hated to admit it to himself, but she’d lied to him that night. The coroner’s report said she’d had drugs in her gut, lots of them, leading Detective Mueller to decide the motive quickly: OxyContin robbery gone wrong. But you could pick up Oxy on any corner—you didn’t have to go somewhere private. And why else would she be out there behind that school, a place known for narcotics and hookers, if not to trade her ass for some downers? He’d been stupid to believe anything she’d told him about her life out on the streets. Just because she’d had no priors didn’t mean she was clean.

      But he’d known that when he met her—and loved her anyway. Still did.

      He headed down the hall and out to the porch, locking the front door behind him, trying not to see the house as she had. It’s perfect for us, Ed. Can I stay?

      Forever, he’d said. Forever.

      And today, he had to say goodbye.

      Pulling into Donald’s driveway felt like arriving at his own funeral, and it was the death of the life he’d wanted, though he still walked and talked and breathed—but just barely. Donald sat in the living room, wheelchair facing the window, his eyes wide, the crucifix still keeping vigil from the wall above him. Don’s hollow cheeks looked more sunken today than usual, and when Ed approached, the man didn’t blink. Ed tried to ignore the heavy thunk, thunk, thunk of his own heart.

      “Donald?”

      Roscoe raised his tiny head from Donald’s lap, tail wagging excitedly. Heather’s father did not answer. Oh hell, he’s dead. But then Donald turned, slowly, his face wrinkling as he frowned.

      Ed let the air escape his lungs. “Holy shit, I thought you were…you know.”

      “If only. I have less than a year, they tell me, but I’m not going out today.”

      I thought maybe you got tired of living. But the man’s heart was clearly stronger than even Don wanted, and no matter how tired he was, fear of Hell would keep Donald from taking his own life. Heather’s father wouldn’t miss a moment of suffering.

      Donald squinted at the end table, where a square box of glass held a medal and a picture of a much younger man with his sniper rifle, the entire thing obscured by a film of dust. “You know the best thing about that medal, Ed? Every one of those missions, I aimed, I killed, but if I fucked up, the only one who would have died was me. I didn’t have to care about anything else—anyone else.” He drew his watery gaze to Ed’s. “I came home, numb. I’d give anything to feel that now.”

      “Have you eaten, Donald?”

      “Have you?”

      Fair enough. “Let’s get this over with.”
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      Ed didn’t remember driving, didn’t recall pulling up to the church, but there he was, at this brick and stone building that was supposed to be a haven for all those poor wayward souls who still thought they had a chance. Snow spattered the stained glass windows. Lights flickered from behind the glass and reflected off the powder-caked ledge, creating an abstract watercolor that looked too much like the snow behind the school—new snow soaked in Heather’s blood.

      Ed turned away. These long stone steps would never welcome her in her white dress, the stained glass figures would never see him waiting at the pulpit with Father Norman in his robes for the Catholic ceremony Heather’s father would have loved. Ed would never see the light from the hundred candles on the long, low counter in the back of the nave, shine on her skin, nor watch her stride beneath the life-sized angel statue there, its arms raised as if blessing their union. Forever.

      Donald’s wheelchair was a death rattle against the gleaming wooden floors in the entry. Ed stopped short just inside the door, staring off to his right at the alcove behind the confessional booth—Patrick was in the corner, speaking to another man, this one bald and wearing the sleek black coat and black gloves of an assassin: the chief. Ed’s hands tightened on the wheelchair handles as Patrick nodded toward them, and the chief turned his beady brown eyes in Ed’s direction.

      Nope, not right now, no. Why did people think they could just show up anywhere they damn well pleased? In this place, in these agonizing, vulnerable moments…it felt like they were watching him shower. Ed showed them his back and continued up the aisle, ignoring the approaching clap, clap of his boss’s footsteps against the wood and the heavier thud, thud, thud of Patrick’s rubber soles.

      What the fuck do they want?

      Ed reached the front of the aisle, half a dozen steps from the altar.

      “Let me sit here a moment,” Donald said, so quietly Ed wouldn’t have heard him if not for the echo against the pulpit. The man crossed his fingers in his lap and bowed his head, muttering under his breath, praying to the sculpture above them: a man wearing a crown of thorns, stakes driven through his hands and feet, the terror in that carved face a monument to humanity’s wickedness. And that wickedness, the evil lurking around every street corner in this city—no one escaped it. No one.

      Ed stepped back from Donald’s wheelchair, and as he stared at the cruel slice in the statue’s side, wrists dripping blood from wounds no one would bother to tend, the depravity on that crucifix snuffed out Heather’s face and replaced his bride with a picture he cared less about. A body he cared less about. His heart slowed.

      “How you holding up, Ed?”

      Ed. In that one word, his own name, he could feel Heather’s breath on his neck, could smell her gardenia-infused skin in his nostrils like she was standing right beside him. “As well as can be expected.” He kept his eyes on the cross above them, the painted blood, the crown of thorns. “Why are you here?”

      “I…” Patrick sniffed hard, irritated. “I just wanted to offer my condolences.” His voice rose with each syllable as if he were hurt by Ed’s words, but he wasn’t hurt, Ed knew he wasn’t. He could have paid his respects with a card, or flowers, or whatever the hell people did. Instead, he’d brought their goddamn boss to the church, knowing Ed was picking up Heather’s ashes. He shouldn’t have told Patrick where he’d be. Ed squinted up at the crucifix again, and through his fury-steeped gaze, the statue appeared to be crying tears of blood.

      The chief coughed from somewhere behind Patrick, a chesty growl. “I also wanted to make sure you knew you were excused from duty. I called you in the other day to discuss your bereavement leave, but you never showed.”

      They really had to do this now? Ed dropped his gaze from the cross to meet his boss’s glassy stare. “I don’t need time off.” The chief was a dick for even coming here, especially when all he did at the station was bitch everyone out—blustering like he was trying to make up for a tiny shriveled pecker.

      “If you feel you can get right back on the force, more power to you. But some need to take time off to heal.” The chief’s gaze hardened. “Just know that leave is available, as is counseling⁠—”

      “I don’t need any⁠—”

      “—and let Detective Mueller do his job. I heard you called him a dozen times already. Leave him alone and return my calls instead.”

      Mueller. The detective assigned to Heather’s case. So that’s what this was about—the chief had come to the church to make sure Ed stayed out of the investigation. “Mueller needed my statement,” he snapped.

      “He had your statement already, Petrosky.”

      “Fine.” Ed bristled, hands clenched. “Now, if you don’t mind…” He turned away. Above them, Jesus sobbed silent wooden tears. Forever, he’d said. Forever.

      Click, click, click, the sound of shoes on wood, shoes fancier than the chief’s. Ed shifted his gaze to see the priest sidling down the pew, his white robe shhing around his legs. Thank god, no pun intended. If he’d said that aloud, Heather would have laughed. Grief electrified the ache in his chest. He cleared his throat as if to clear that pain as well, but it remained hot and stinging. Behind him came the scuffle of his colleagues backing off a step. They were cops, but they were in Father Norman’s house now.

      “Edward,” Father Norman said, voice low and soft. “I am so sorry for your loss.” The footsteps behind Ed retreated still farther, and as Ed stepped up and took the handles of the wheelchair again, Norman leaned in closer to his ear. “Do you desire their company, my son? They’ve been waiting for over an hour, and if you’d invited them, they surely would have come to meet you nearer our appointment instead of…lurking.”

      Perceptive. Father Norman put his hand on Ed’s shoulder, and Ed relaxed his grip on Donald’s chair. “No, I didn’t invite them.”

      The priest nodded to the men at Ed’s back—“I’ll be with you shortly, Mr. O’Malley”—then gestured to the hall behind the pulpit off to the right side of the church. Ed glanced back at Patrick, a man who came here on Sundays but didn’t remember meeting Heather, a man who had…what? Two kids with his current wife? He never talked about them, never talked about anything personal—they didn’t really know each other, did they? Patrick remained in the middle of the aisle, arms at his sides. Standing his ground like he owned the place. This church and everything in it belonged to men like Patrick O’Malley more than it did to men like him.

      “Please…” Father Norman gestured again to the hall near the front of the church and walked in that direction, passing beneath the bleeding wooden Jesus. Ed grabbed the handles of the wheelchair once more and left his partner and his boss standing in the aisle watching after them.

      The hallway was warmer than the nave, the stark white walls bringing Ed’s vision of Heather in her wedding dress roaring back to him so violently he almost stopped walking, leaving Donald stranded in the middle of the hall. But he forced himself to go on, past an office, then through a scarred pine door that bore a simple golden cross, a lowercase t without a human form suffering upon it. Despite the elaborate stained glass, Father Norman lived humbly, as he preached others should; the desk was old plywood, the chairs worn as if purchased in a rummage sale. Norman grabbed a vase—no, an urn, her urn—from his desktop. Purple, her favorite, though she’d have said “indigo,” or “violet,” or some name that made it sound better. Nicer. Whatever color it was, the purpose was the same because they’d reduced her to ash like their dreams, poured her in a jar so they could put her on Donald’s mantel. Not Ed’s—the last he’d ever see of her would be her snow-covered corpse.

      Father Norman placed the urn in Donald’s lap and laid his hand on the old man’s quaking shoulder. “It is my duty to ease suffering,” he said, tears in his eyes as he raised his gaze to Ed’s. “Yet here…I know words are not enough. Heather will be missed dearly by all of us. The other volunteers loved her.”

      The other volunteers…maybe they should have had a service. But Heather had only ever mentioned some woman named Gene, and for a moment, Ed couldn’t recall if Gene worked in the church or at the shelter where Heather volunteered…no, it was the shelter because she used to call with Heather’s schedule. But a service wouldn’t ease anyone’s suffering. There was nothing to be done, nothing that would bring Heather back.

      “She always found such comfort here, in the church,” Donald said, his voice tight. But that wasn’t true, was it? What had she said? I think my dad is afraid of what might happen to people who don’t believe—so I tell him I do. It’s one small comfort I can give him. Though whether Heather had lied to him or to her father, no one would ever know.

      “You’re sure you don’t want a ceremony?” the priest was saying, lips turned down at the edges. Father Norman hadn’t liked the cremation thing—some Catholic superstition, those guys liked their caskets and graves—but Donald was pragmatic. And Ed never wanted to see Heather’s shattered skull again, even if they did hide it with makeup and wigs and hats and lace. You could hide anything under lace, but that didn’t mean it was gone.

      Donald shook his head, and Ed looked down at the purple urn shining in the man’s lap—definitely purple like a bruise, like her new coat, and now, Ed would never know a better name for that color. And Heather would have hated a room full of folks sitting there talking about her. She didn’t even like speaking to them in life.

      In school, they could have sewn my mouth shut, and no one would have noticed. And that twitchy little smile. That smile.

      Donald reached into his shirt pocket and produced an envelope with shaking fingers. Father Norman took it, peeked, and cocked his head. “Donald, the urn, the cremation…everything has already been paid for.”

      “For the sake of the soul—tithings keep us clean, Father. I intend to carry on Heather’s work here, even if I no longer have the legs to volunteer myself. And we both know I’m not long for this earth. I have no use for it.”

      Norman’s face crumpled, but then he threw his shoulders back and sniffed once, hard, as if trying to suppress his emotions. “Do not hesitate to let the church share your burden,”—he met Ed’s eyes—“either of you. Please consider joining us for dinner Thursday night as well.”

      Thursday night. Thanksgiving. He’d have to call his mother and tell her that he wasn’t coming. He should probably tell her about Heather’s death, too, but the thought of ever having to say it out loud again made him feel like puking.

      “We’ll be staying home, Father,” Donald answered for them both. “I’d rather deal with this alone.”

      Agreed, old man.

      Father Norman’s eyes were locked on Donald now, but the man kept his gaze on the urn in his lap.

      “If there is anything, anything at all I can do, please let me know.”

      But the sudden aching void that had brought them to the church was not a hole that any man could fill. Nor, Ed realized, could Heather’s God.
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      Over the next week, Ed’s anger simmered, then boiled over, obscuring the world around him in a hot, aching haze. He’d experienced these dark episodes when he was younger too: When his brother Sammy died. When his girlfriend broke up with him, but she’d been a bitch anyway, with her bread-hoarding and homeless-shaming bullshit. The depression had also crept up when his father told him they weren’t able to pay for college, so don’t even bother—not like Ed could have gotten a scholarship with straight Cs. And again that day in the desert, his best friend beside him, talking, laughing, then bam! a sniper’s bullet and half of Joey’s head had been reduced to red mist.

      But this was a different darkness. Heather’s face, Heather’s voice, the smell of her hair, their dreams of marriage, of children, whirled inside a soul-sucking hole in his chest, the pain dragging him deeper into himself, half a step from implosion. The only thing that kept him from surrendering to grief was the rage, white and hot, that yanked him from the depths so violently, some days he feared he’d snap the thread tethering him to sanity. Nothing was the same—he wasn’t the same. And he had no way to tell how he’d feel from one moment to the next. Three months ago, he had run four miles with the flu, and today, he’d only gotten out of bed for work. Even now, as the icy roads whizzed by the cruiser under a dull gray sky that matched his mood, a piece of him was still in that bed, staring at the popcorn ceiling. Exhausted. Pining. Hurting.

      “You sure ye aren’t going to take time off, Ed?” Patrick had asked the same when they passed the church this morning, the place where he’d blindsided Ed the week before. Four-leaf-clover-humping asshole.

      “If you can work with a hole in your shoulder, I can sure as shit make it too.” With a hole in my goddamn heart.

      “Yeah, but, Ed⁠—”

      “Call me Petrosky. It’s more professional.”

      Patrick glanced at him, his thick eyebrows raised, but Ed—Petrosky—kept his face placid. He’d decided on the way back from the church with Heather’s urn that he never again wanted to hear his name out loud. He didn’t want to recall the way Heather had whispered in the night—Ed, come here—or her laughing and slapping his arm after he’d said something ridiculous. Oh, Ed, you’re so silly. Given enough time, he could make those memories vanish, he’d done it before…if only people would stop reminding him.

      Patrick opened his mouth like he wanted to ask something else, and Petrosky willed him to, dared him to, because he craved a little—a lot—of trouble, but the squawking radio cut into his thoughts. Neighbor dispute over a dog, of all the things. At the scene, Petrosky half listened to the bitching of the middle-aged muumuu-in-the-snow hag, who clearly just wanted to screw with someone, then followed Patrick to the neighbor’s and watched him issue a ticket for violation of a noise ordinance. The twenty-something black man who answered the door pursed his lips but took the slip with a nod, and the tail-wagging pit bull at his heel didn’t bark at them once. At least that man had a dog to make the nights less… empty.

      I should visit Donald, he thought as he climbed back into the cruiser. The man had just lost his daughter, and Donald’s bi-weekly visit from the nurse surely wasn’t support enough.

      Gooseflesh rose between his shoulder blades; Patrick was watching him. Instead of turning his partner’s way, Petrosky settled for glaring at the snowdrifts.

      “Ed…er, Petrosky?”

      Petrosky…yes, that was better. He turned. Patrick’s brows were furrowed. “Why didn’t you tell me she was a⁠—”

      “A what?” Rage boiled in Petrosky’s chest. A druggie? A whore? Which Heather did Patrick know about? Like I needed to tell you, you—you knew from the second you saw her. And in that moment, there in the car, he’d never been so sure of anything as he was that Patrick had recognized Heather, that he’d known about the prostitution when they met in the diner, the day she died. Probably knew about the OxyContin too. And no one had bothered to fucking tell him.

      Patrick shook his head. “Never mind, I just⁠—”

      The radio squawked again—domestic violence incident—saving Patrick from whatever dumb-shit thing was about to come out of his mouth. But Patrick hadn’t said anything wrong, Petrosky realized as his breathing evened, just wanted to know why he’d been kept in the dark. Petrosky had wondered the same himself. Why had it been so easy for her to keep things from him? He should have noticed…something.

      He locked his eyes on the snowy landscape as Patrick rolled to a stop at the curb for their next call, decent neighborhood, one of the better ones, anyway. Like the ones he and Heather had often talked about moving to. A maroon lamp lay shattered on the front lawn of the brick colonial, a few reddish shards embedded in the snow of the porch railing like specks of dried blood.

      A tall blond man answered the door—one of those entitled prep school jocks Petrosky had seen growing up, whistling at girls they felt certain belonged to them, their pockets fat with daddy’s money. And here this cocky bastard was, trying to tell them she’d hit him first. But his knuckles were bloodied, and behind him in the living room, Petrosky could make out a woman sitting on the floor by the La-Z-Boy, legs tucked underneath her, arms wrapped around her thin, nightgowned frame. Her left ear was a mess of stringy hair and congealing blood. How close had this girl come to losing half her skull? Petrosky glanced down at the man’s feet—wingtips. Maybe he’d killed Heather too.

      Stupid.

      Patrick pushed past the man into the house, barking into his radio for an ambulance. The woman was shaking her head, eyes wide, staring up at the blond jock in the doorway. A trickle of red dripped from her chin to her chest.

      The man put his hands up in a whoa boy gesture. “Come on, fellows, I’m a businessman, not a criminal.” The smarmy words ran off his tongue like piss down a greasy window, and Petrosky tensed with the desire to strangle him. This man was everything that was wrong with the world—men who took what they wanted without caring who they hurt.

      “My god, you’re right.” Before the guy could smile, Petrosky grabbed his hand and twisted the man’s arms behind him, ringing his wrists with steel. “We must have missed the memo where beating your wife suddenly became legal.”

      “I can pay you,” the man said, voice higher, more frantic now. “I don’t need another charge on my record.”

      Petrosky yanked on the man’s arm, the bastard stumbling down the steps, then strode over the grass. The wail of an ambulance sounded faintly in the distance. “Well, you’re going to get another charge, dickhead, and you’re lucky I don’t let that girl’s father have five minutes alone with you.” Petrosky flung him against the car hard enough that the man grunted and lost his footing on the ice, but he reclaimed his balance. Of course he did. Those bastards always landed on their feet, while the rest of the world collapsed around them.

      “Watch your head.” He shoved the man forward into the car, and the guy’s temple caught on the corner of the door with a thunk.

      “Hey! Aw, shit, am I bleeding?”

      “I told you to watch your fucking head.” Petrosky grabbed the door and said, “Now move your feet unless you think your shins will win against metal.”

      Patrick approached as Petrosky slammed the door, wishing the guy’s head were stuck in it. His partner’s arm was tucked against his side—still stiff. Was he in pain?

      Frosty air bit at Petrosky’s nose, fresh and cold and stinging. The blond man in the car said something through the closed window, and Petrosky raised his hand and punched the glass, just hard enough to make the man reel backward in the seat. His knuckles throbbed from the impact. Worth it.

      “You better relax.” Patrick raised a hand to clap his shoulder, but he must have seen something in Petrosky’s face because he lowered his arm and glanced at the man in the car. “Many a time a man’s mouth broke his nose.”

      Petrosky inhaled once more, deeper this time, letting the icicles of frosty air stab straight through his brain. “A man’s mouth broke his nose, huh? You think he’s going to sneak out of his cuffs and hit me? Is he a magician?”

      “Didn’t the chief tell you to talk to someone? One of them…” Patrick waggled his fingertips in the air on either side of his head.

      “Why see a shrink when I can talk to your sorry Irish ass for free.” But maybe he should see a shrink—before he ended up killing some asshole who didn’t know how good he had it, who’d rather beat his wife than love her. Petrosky walked around to the passenger side, steadying his breath before Patrick noticed his shaking hands.
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      Petrosky stared at the bottle of Jack Daniel’s for a week, cursing Patrick for bringing it by—he wanted to feel the pain. To remember Heather just a little longer before he put her out of his head for good. “It’ll help you sleep,” his partner had said. “Take the edge off, at least.” Petrosky had scowled at him, but by the end of week two, he’d cracked it open and let the liquor soften his memories and ease him into oblivion. It was almost too easy to give in.

      Which he did each night that week until the bottle was empty. When it was gone, he spent three nights watching the shadows paint horrific images on the popcorn ceiling—bloody hands and Heather’s disfigured face, the shattered pieces of her skull. By the time the room lightened each morning, Petrosky’s sheets were soaked through with sweat.

      He picked up another bottle the evening of day four. After that, the dawn became the worst, when images of Heather with half a head roused him like a gruesome alarm clock. He often woke groggily and reaching toward her, his fingers tangled in cold, slick brain matter.

      Instead of hitting the liquor in the morning to erase the sensation—day-drinking was one step from meetings and sponsors and liver disease—Petrosky threw himself into the job. For three weeks following the procurement of Heather’s ashes, he ignored any reference to Heather or the case, which probably made the detective super fucking happy, that lazy bastard. He also ignored Christmas, claiming strep throat, much to his mother’s chagrin, but there was always next year. Maybe. And as Ash Park eased into January, the smell of gardenias and incense had begun to subside, and the almost-there sound of her voice had faded. Less so, the images of Heather’s shattered skull.

      Petrosky clamped his cigarette tighter between his teeth, letting the smoke fog the windshield instead of opening the window to the cold. No snow in the forecast today, but the entire world was still covered in a glassy sheen of ice, glittering darkly—one wrong step and you were screwed. Not that it would matter if he broke something. He wasn’t jogging anymore, and he never got to chase anyone in this  job. What was the point?

      But the point would come back one day, he was sure of it. One day, he’d start running again—start living again. Once the pain eased. One day, he’d forget what Heather’s blood smelled like, the same way he’d forgotten almost everything about Sammy, save his name and the sound of his cries. And eventually, those would go too. His father never mentioned Sammy’s name at all.

      The parking lot of the bagel shop was deserted, the salt crunching under his rubber soles as he headed for the front door. He stopped on the walk in front of the window and was sucking down the last few puffs of his cigarette when he heard: “Can you help me?”

      Petrosky whirled around. Cheap heels, cheap jacket, ruddy cheeks like she was going into the bakery to get out of the cold. Can you help me? The way he’d tried to help Heather? For a moment, he could almost convince himself she was Heather—that he might have the chance to question her, to undo the horrors of the last months. What were you doing out at night like that? Why couldn’t you have been  honest with me? I could have helped you, goddammit! But he hadn’t known what she’d been doing, hadn’t known about her addiction; she’d kept that from him, and it had cost her her life. His heart throbbed, much too fast—she’d lied, she’d fucking lied, and now she was dead.

      “Do I have sucker tattooed on my forehead?” he hissed.

      “What? No…” She flushed a deeper maroon. “You don’t understand.”

      No, he didn’t, but as he looked at her, his shoulders relaxed. Her earrings were expensive, even if her jacket wasn’t, and her briefcase was real leather. She wasn’t looking for a sucker. But what did she need from him, then?

      “Sorry,” he said, more softly. "What is it you want?”

      “My name is Linda Davies,” she said with a slight tremble that could have been from anxiety or cold. “I knew Heather.”

      Petrosky squinted at her. Dark hair, like Heather’s, and a heart-shaped face and full lips, but her eyes were hazel, gray-green-blue, and her gaze pinged some little needle of recognition in his spine. “I know you.”

      “You do.”

      “From the social work office.” They’d never met, but he’d seen her over at the precinct on some case or another. The social work building was a tiny madhouse, full of overworked and underpaid do-gooders trying to service the entirety of Ash Park, and it also housed the big-shit shrink’s office where cops went after they killed someone or watched their partner die on a snow-covered street. The chief had suggested Petrosky “hop on over” there like he was a kangaroo the day he’d come back to work. But a shrink wasn’t what Petrosky had needed—he’d needed to get out on the road, to distract himself, though that wasn’t working…yet.

      “That’s me.” Linda smiled. “I helped Heather get services for her father. But our last meeting…she said some odd things. I’ve been trying to get ahold of you.”

      He’d unplugged his house phone a full week ago. His mother had been calling with that tight note of worry in her voice, and he was too worn down to even attempt to convince other people that he was okay.

      “Did you follow me here?”

      “Yes.” She squared her shoulders. “But I wouldn’t have had to follow you if you’d returned my calls—I must have rung you ten times since Donald gave me your number.”

      He waited for her to say more, but she leveled her gaze at him instead, and there was something in her eyes, a spark of intelligence, or maybe tenacity—that same tenacity he’d noticed when Heather told him about taking care of her father, about keeping him out of a home. Determination—that was it. He stared back. “I didn’t get the messages.”

      Linda sighed. “Fine, whatever. But I have something you need to hear.” Her voice was pressured, rushed—was she in a hurry? Probably. Even the detective wasn’t spending more than the bare minimum on Heather’s case. “I know this sounds crazy, but I think Heather’s death… She wasn’t just an addict out trying to score dope.”

      “She was an addict; they found her with drugs in her stomach.” Petrosky had been in love, but he wasn’t a fool. Even if I am a sucker. Grief and rage rose, brightened, then settled again as he said: “What makes you think that she wasn’t?”

      “She didn’t need to go out to get drugs; she could have taken the medication from her father. He isn’t managing his pain well, doesn’t take as many pills as he should.”

      But Heather wouldn’t have taken Donald’s medication—no way she’d allow him to be in pain just to satisfy herself. Or would she? Addicts did stuff like that in the throes of withdrawal, barely even thought about it. And people built up tolerance to drugs fast—she might have started on Donald’s leftover pills but couldn’t sustain herself that way. And when the demand exceeded the supply, she’d gone out hooking instead of asking for help. Hooking. Like she was a piece of meat hanging from the ceiling. His head throbbed. The night they’d met, she’d said it was her first time…what if that was the first time, but she’d kept doing it after they’d met? What if she’d been living in his house and when he was at work, she’d been…she’d been…

      Liar, liar, liar, and in his head he could see her glassy, stoned irises, see her naked flesh, pants around her ankles, see her bent over with her hands against the brick building, some greasy dealer behind her, thrusting, thrusting, and another man watching, waiting his turn, and her moaning long and low the way she had with Petrosky—maybe she’d faked it with him too. Fire and bile clogged his throat, and the image of her fucking some stranger against the schoolhouse vanished, replaced with Heather the last time he’d seen her: her eyelids crusted with ice, the snow-flecked jelly of her brain matter on his hands.

      He cleared his throat, trying to ignore the way Linda cocked her head—concerned. “The detective said her death was drug related.” What Detective Mueller had said specifically was, “She was trying to get high as a freakin’ kite, and someone smashed her head in with a crowbar and took her shit.” The crowbar had been found nearby, no prints. Like most detectives he’d met, Mueller was a dick—hardened, pompous like the world owed him something, as if any of them would end up better than worm food. Though that had been the eighth time Petrosky had called. Sudden pain seared his fingers, and he looked down to see his cigarette butt had burned down to the filter. He tossed the butt into the snow, where it fizzled out with a hiss like an angry snake.

      Linda lowered her eyes. “Like I said, the drug thing isn’t ringing true to me, and I have some experience in that area, and not just from work.” She blushed again. “My uncle was… Listen, that doesn’t matter. I see lots of women, Detective⁠—”

      “I’m not a detective.” Just a flatfoot with a boulder between his shoulder blades. Maybe he’d go back to the military and get his face blown off, go out in a haze of red mist.

      “Whatever. I need to tell you this so I can sleep at night.” She took a deep breath, and the compassion written on her face made his shoulders relax again, but not his chest—his heart throbbed painfully against his ribs. “I met with her the day she died. At her father’s.”

      Petrosky frowned. At the diner, Heather had said: “I have a meeting.” Apparently, it was with Linda, who’d probably been telling Heather to put her father in a home—again. No wonder Heather was anxious at lunch that day.

      Linda’s voice pulled him out of his head and back to the snowy walk. “She got a page when I was there. I heard it beep, and she tucked it away when she saw me looking, but she was upset—far more nervous than I’ve ever seen her.”

      “Donald gave her that pager in case of an emergency.” But they hadn’t found Heather’s pager at the scene or anywhere else, a fact Mueller should have found significant—it took an idiot to discount something like that. And Mueller was no idiot. Petrosky’s chest burned. In the military, you followed orders, and you learned to trust your commander and your comrades completely. But here…something was wrong. And out in the sand, you learned to trust your gut, too, or you ended up dead.

      “Donald was in his room when I was speaking to her, so clearly someone else has that number,” Linda said, dragging him from his thoughts once more. “I’m sure the detective looked into the pager already as a matter of procedure, but it all seems so…like they aren’t trying hard enough. And Donald deserves to see his daughter’s killer put away before…” She blew her hair out of her face. “Anyway. I just think the detective is wrong about her death being drug related. I think someone lured her out there behind that school on purpose. I think Heather knew the person who killed her too—I think she was in trouble from the moment they paged her. And I needed to tell someone who cared.” With a final nod, she turned and headed back over the snowy lot, leaving Petrosky staring after her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      Linda’s words rang in his head all morning, irritating the edges of his brain. Was she right about this? Had one of the men in the truck—either the bloody man or the ski-masked shooter—lured Heather there on purpose? Chosen her? Chosen to reduce her to pieces, reduce her to a shattered skull, that horrid crown of bone, and the slime, the cold, her eyelashes crusted in snow, and her purple coat… Petrosky tried to push the images from his mind as he drove to the precinct, but the lava in his veins grew hotter with each mile. Who had killed her, and why the hell would they want her dead?

      By the time he parked his car in the precinct lot, his heart was beating so furiously that his hands shook. He couldn’t go on like this—he’d bitten that poor woman’s head off this morning, and all she’d done was…care. About Heather. He had to shut it off, the way he had overseas, the way he had in the sand after he’d watched Joey die. Suddenly his nostrils stank of gunpowder and dust.

      The fuck you want to be, boy?

      Numb, sir. His own father hadn’t shed a tear when Sammy died, hadn’t even taken a day off work. That was the way you made it through, the way you made it home from war, and learning how to shut out the world had made his entire stint overseas worth it. Sammy’s death had hurt up until then. But not after. And not now. But Heather… He sucked in a breath over clenched teeth.

      Petrosky turned the engine off and sat in his car, letting the rapidly cooling air tingle his sinuses, watching the icicles that hung from the precinct roof like knives—opaque cones, water turned deadly, glittering in the sun. He watched the icicles. Just the ice. And by the time Patrick emerged from the building and waved him over, Petrosky’s hands no longer shook. He lowered himself into Patrick’s squad car, channeling his father in the days after his brother Sammy died, and rebuilt his face in stone.
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      Detective Mueller was in the bullpen when Petrosky got off his shift, the man’s potbelly pressed against the edge of his desk, his haphazardly buzzed gray-and-black hair spiking from his head. He lifted his jowly face as Petrosky approached.

      “Get any leads on the Heather Ainsley homicide?” Almost Heather Petrosky. Almost.

      The man grimaced at Petrosky’s badge like his visitor didn’t belong there—because he didn’t. “Didn’t the chief tell you to stay off this case?”

      “Fuck the chief.”

      Mueller’s eyes widened. He crossed his beefy arms.

      “What about the gun, at least? Come on, man, give me a break.”

      Mueller’s jaw tightened, and for a moment, Petrosky thought the detective was going to tell him to fuck off, but the man lowered his arms and sighed. “Don’t have much. Everything was snow, slush, no way to get good footprints. And the bullet from your partner’s shoulder didn’t help—.38 special, but without a gun to compare it to…” Mueller turned back to his desk, back to the file in front of him—a case that obviously mattered more than Heather’s. “Seriously, though, the chief told you to leave it be. Let’s pretend you were never here.”

      Petrosky bristled. “I’m not going away. Someone should care, even if she was a druggie whore.” He spat the words. God help him if he ever ended up like one of these hardened bastards—what a miserable  existence.

      Mueller whirled back with his eyebrows raised. “What are you talking about? No one said anything about her being a whore. She wasn’t dressed like one, and she didn’t have signs of vaginal trauma, no evidence of recent intercourse either—no fluids.”

      No fluids? Heather hadn’t been hooking? He’d been so ready to believe it, so ready to believe the worst of her. Something warm shivered down Petrosky’s spine.

      “Plus, we talked to every hooker who stakes claim on that street, trying to find a witness.” Mueller drew his shoulders back. “None of them knew who she was.”

      Petrosky stared at the desk. If she’d been out there only for the drugs…was it better to be a druggie than a whore? But she’d never denied it, she might as well have told him she was a— “Maybe Heather just hadn’t met the women you asked,” he said slowly.

      Mueller snorted. “Trust me—streetwalkers pay attention to new meat.”

      Petrosky’s chest tightened, but a slow, warm heaviness had settled in his belly. Not a whore, not that night. Just there for the drugs; the area was known for having dealers, but they hung out in the open, where they could sell. He’d assumed Heather went behind the school to perform some sexual act for the pills, but if she hadn’t…then what was she doing back there? Maybe Linda was right—someone asked her to meet them. “What about the pager? Did you look into who called her?”

      “No pager on her person, but yes, we checked out the records. The only page that night was from a pay phone over on Breveport. We assumed it was her dealer.”

      Breveport, by the homeless shelter. Almost the same place Petrosky had arrested her the night they’d met.

      Mueller met Petrosky’s eyes. “Listen, I did my best here, okay? But there was nothing to go on. She was stoned out of her mind, even if she did try to puke it up when she realized she might OD.”

      Puke it up? “You never mentioned that.”

      “I wasn’t sure until forensics finished with all the samples out there—you saw it, that place was a mess.” Mueller filled him in: Heather’d had intact pills in her stomach, which he knew, but they’d found more intact pills and her half-digested dinner hidden beneath the snow in front of her, and injuries on her knees from kneeling. “She also had abrasions in the back of her upper esophagus, and tissue under her fingernails. She rammed her fingers down her throat,” Mueller said. “Must have realized she’d taken too much.”

      “If she threw up before the pills broke down, the drugs wouldn’t have hit her yet, not enough to make her think she was OD’ing.”

      “She still could have sensed something was off—counted pills, seen she’d taken more than her body could tolerate.”

      Or…someone had been trying to hurt her. I think Heather’s death… She wasn’t just an addict out trying to score dope. “Maybe she never wanted to take them at all.”

      “Didn’t want to…” Mueller scoffed. “I know she was your girl, but man⁠—”

      “If she was on her knees, incapacitated, why would someone smash her head in? Even if she wasn’t heaving, there were two other people with her, two killers on one vulnerable woman. They didn’t need to hurt her to rob her.” Heather wouldn’t have resisted during a robbery attempt—she could barely speak to strangers, let alone argue with them. And the assailants had to know neither hookers nor druggies were likely to call the cops if they got robbed of their illegal substances.

      “Why kill her?” Mueller said, incredulous. “For fun? These psychos are fucked up, half do it for the thrill. Same reason they broke her ribs. ME says it looked like they stomped on her chest after the fact too.” He winced. “Sorry.”

      Stomped her. Jesus Christ. Bile rose in his throat, but he swallowed it back and said, “Clearly, they intended to kill her—that could have been the main objective.” Linda certainly seemed to believe it. “What if they made her take the pills to kill her, and when she stuck her fingers down her throat, they came back to finish the job?” His head felt as if it were stuffed with cotton.

      “Right. Some other addicts gave her pills instead of taking them, smashed her head in, searched her pockets for more drugs, then wandered off to wait for the cops.” He shook his head. “Robbery was the main objective whether the death was purposeful or accidental. The perp you saw was high off whatever they stole from her—even when he saw you and Patrick, he just stood there.”

      But the guy in the pickup cab had sure aimed with impressive precision. Linda’s voice rang in his head again: The detective is wrong about her death being drug related. I think someone lured her out there behind that school on purpose. I think Heather knew the person who killed her too—I think she was in trouble from the moment they paged her.

      Heather hadn’t been hooking like Petrosky thought. And if there was a nugget of truth in Linda’s words, if Heather wasn’t a druggie either…then maybe Petrosky had known her. Or enough of her. Enough that what they’d had together was real. And these bastards had taken her from him, the stoned bloody man and his trigger-happy friend.

      The bastards were going down.
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      I shouldn’t have come here. If Donald knows anything, he would have told Linda.

      Petrosky kept his eyes on the wooden mantel, where Heather’s urn stared back at him—purple, but not like a bruise. Purple like the lips of a dead woman. And though just seeing the urn twisted his guts in a knot, Petrosky would rather gaze at it than look at what Heather’s father had been reduced to.

      The man’s cheeks were shrunken, hollow, the dark beneath his eyes so pronounced it looked like he’d been punched. “You’ll need to take Roscoe soon.” Donald’s voice trembled, probably as much from disease as from sorrow. “I don’t think I can care for him any longer. Not without Heather.”

      Petrosky dragged his gaze from the mantel, past the brick fireplace, past the wooden paneling to the pinscher seated in Donald’s lap. The little dog’s head was so tiny a man could crush it in his fist. His heart seized. Roscoe’s ears perked up, his tail thumping against Donald’s leg, but his eyes looked sad, droopy. Maybe the pup missed Heather too.

      “I’ll try to find him a good home.” Petrosky stared down at Donald, then at Roscoe, his little puppy eyes closed once more. How sad would Roscoe be if Petrosky never came home from work? The next bullet from a truck window might not miss. “I’m not around enough to take care of him.” He was home as little as possible now; he couldn’t bear feeling that Heather might come strolling through the door with groceries for dinner or a movie from the rental place. Illogical, yes, but it hurt to have that hope crushed every night. And even thinking of moving out felt like he was abandoning her.

      Donald sniffed, his eyes on the dog. “I’ll ask one of the fellas at bingo tonight.”

      Bingo. Donald’s one big excursion every week—seemed he was trying to avoid sitting at home alone too.

      “That’s a good idea.” The silence stretched as Donald stared out the window…no, stared above the window. At the crucifix. Petrosky suddenly wished for sandpaper, wanted to reduce those carved wounds to smooth wooden flesh.

      Donald moved his hand to the top of the dog’s spine and stroked Roscoe, fingers trembling, back and forth, back and forth. On the couch, a paper bag sat against one brown plaid cushion; the salad Petrosky had picked up from a fast-food joint the day they’d gone to the church to collect what was left of Heather. One side of the white paper was speckled with dark fuzz. Soon the mold would be on the cushions, spreading like a virus until it took over everything in this house, obscuring the sparse walls, choking the one lone houseplant on the bay windowsill, snuffing out the little yippy dog in a blanket of suffocating blackness.

      Donald couldn’t stay here without help, even if someone bought groceries and came in to clean. Heather had been wrong about him being self-sufficient. This place would fall apart without her.

      But that wasn’t why Petrosky was here tonight. Linda’s words—The detective was wrong about it being drug related. I think she knew the person who killed her—echoed in his ears. If there was any chance she hadn’t gone to meet a dealer; if she’d been killed for any other reason…he needed to get to the bottom of it. And Donald might know more than he thought he did.

      Donald wiped a hand over his forehead and grimaced.

      “How’s your pain, Donald?”

      “Okay.”

      “I talked to Linda, the worker who comes by here sometimes. Sounds like your meds aren’t working as well as they could be.”

      “Slaves to pills, to the bottle…the users will be cast down. I have my faith. I don’t need drugs.”

      Donald apparently thought addicts went straight to the fiery pits of Hell. Had anyone told him about the drugs in Heather’s system? “Donald…are you telling me you don’t take your pain pills at all?”

      “Jesus suffered for us.” His eyes went glassy. “We owe him that, too—our suffering.”

      But Petrosky was barely listening. Donald hadn’t been taking his pills, but Heather filled those prescriptions for him every week. He heard Linda’s voice again: She wasn’t just an addict out trying to score dope. But Mueller could be on to something, too, if Heather had stolen the pills from her father to sell them. A robbery gone wrong.

      “Did Heather ever take your pills, Donald?”

      “Absolutely not.” His head snapped in Petrosky’s direction, jaw muscles tight. “Heather was a good girl,” he whispered, voice lower. “A good, good girl.”

      Good was irrelevant. Good people did bad things all the time. “Donald, the scene where she died⁠—”

      He put up one shaking hand, and Roscoe raised his head, staring at Petrosky, agitated too. “Ed, I’ll tell you the same thing I told that detective—I don’t want to know. No man wants to hear about their child’s last horrible hours…” He turned his face away.

      But what man could live knowing their child’s killer was still out there? If Petrosky had a daughter, he’d do everything in his power to find the bastard who’d hurt her. Fuck it. If Donald wouldn’t do this for his daughter, Petrosky would do it for his bride—and Donald had lived with her, he had to know something. “Heather had drugs in her stomach,” Petrosky said before he could change his mind. “The police think she was killed for them, that she was an addict.”

      Donald whirled back to Petrosky. His eyes flashed fire. “You can’t possibly believe⁠—”

      “I don’t.” At least I don’t think I do. “But I want to know why she died—I need to know, to have an explanation, or every time I close my eyes, I have to see her as she was when I found her. I can’t get that picture out of my head.”

      Donald turned away again, staring at the cross, perhaps wondering which pain was worse—nails through your hands, or invisible nails through your heart. “Maybe she ran into some bad folks at that shelter,” he said slowly. “I told her volunteering there was a bad idea. But Heather…she wanted to help people.” His lip trembled. A good, good girl.

      But Mueller had already interviewed the shelter workers because of the page Heather had received from the pay phone out front. Only a few of them ever interacted with her, and the only person Heather had talked about was Gene, who used to call with her schedule. “Have you heard anything from Heather’s friend Gene?” he asked. “If she knows something about Heather, anything at all…”

      “I don’t think he knows much.”

      He? “Wait, Gene is a guy?”

      Donald nodded. “Used to call here all the time, had a thing for her, but he wasn’t her type.” He shook his head and grimaced, but something twinkled in Donald’s eyes, a hint of…righteousness. “Didn’t go to church at all, just worked at the shelter. Damn heathens. Father Norman should know better than that.”

      Heathens. I wonder how pissed he was when Heather started dating me. “Did you ever meet Gene?”

      “Came by here a few times. Geeky fella, the kind you wouldn’t look twice at on the street.” Donald sniffed hard, shrugged.

      But the ones you wouldn’t look twice at were sometimes the most dangerous. The tiny black widow. The jock on the football field with his blond hair shining, grinning, perfect…until he took you home and broke your face.

      “Someone at work?” Donald was saying. “She never talked about those people, but if someone there didn’t like her… I can’t imagine that, but…”

      Heather didn’t work anywhere but the shelter. Just taking care of Donald was a full-time job. “She wasn’t working another job, Donald.”

      “What are you talking about? Of course Heather had a job.”

      Was the old man going senile? “Where do⁠—”

      “Did some bookkeeping.”

      “For who?”

      “Oh, I’m not sure, exactly. Banks and the like.”

      What the…? No, that made zero sense. “Banks have internal bookkeepers, Donald.”

      “Stop looking at me like that, Ed.” He glared. “She’s been doing it since she was a kid—since her mother died. If not for her…I just don’t know what I would have done.” His eyes filled, and he raised one trembling hand to wipe the tears from his cheek. “You can have a look in her room. That’s where she kept the files she was working on. I can’t get to them with…” He gestured to the chair. “Too tricky to maneuver in there.”

      Petrosky headed down the hall, Donald’s wheelchair squeaking behind him, past the bathroom, then the spare room where an old treadmill hulked in the corner, a remnant of a time long past, back when physical therapy might have meant locomotion. Now, Donald did physical therapy just to avoid atrophy. Daddy doesn’t want to get rid of that treadmill even if he can’t use it; he has trouble letting go of things. Petrosky’s rib cage tightened. Someday, someone might find him dead at fifty-five with Heather’s notebooks clutched in his fist, his unused running shoes cracked and dusty beneath the bed.

      Heather’s doorknob seemed abnormally hot in his hand, and he pushed it in with a sound that was less creak and more scream. Donald stopped his wheelchair at the entrance—the doorjamb was a touch too narrow for him to follow.

      Heather’s desk sat by the back wall, tiny, stark white against the brilliant purplish-pink wallpaper. Lavender, she whispered in his ear. No keepsakes, no mess, no pictures. The open closet showed a long, empty top shelf and a row of sundresses, all the out-of-season things she hadn’t yet taken to Petrosky’s house.

      “Bottom drawer, I think,” Donald said from behind him. “I saw her throw her files in there once.”

      Petrosky walked over the shag carpet—baby blue, matted, but clean—and bent, expecting a shriek as he opened the drawer, but it was eerily silent as if someone had oiled the slide. Huh. File folders sat stacked inside, all crisp and clean as if she’d just purchased them, none of the creasing his own files had from opening and closing them dozens of times. He picked up the top one and flipped it open. Lined graph paper with rows of numbers on every line top to bottom, arranged in eight columns.

      “What are all these?”

      Donald shrugged, and Roscoe opened his eyes and glared at Petrosky again for disturbing his nap. “I never was good at math.”

      This wasn’t math—or bookkeeping. There should be labels on the rows, details for each expense or income source, something to explain what the numbers represented. Even the folders themselves weren’t labeled with company names or years. He flipped to the next page: Three unlabeled columns of what appeared to be random numbers, one through one hundred. But the next page was blank. So was the one after. Petrosky flipped again, and again—at least twenty more pages, all empty as if she’d purchased a ream of graph paper just to stuff the files, but on the back of one sheet near the end was a small notation, barely visible…because someone had erased it. He held it up to the light: “Big Daddy” in fifteen-year-old-girl bubble letters, inside a tiny heart.

      Big Daddy didn’t sound like a bookkeeping client or even a boyfriend—Big Daddy sounded like a pimp. And what was with all the papers? Unless…she’d wanted Donald to think she was doing something legitimate. What the hell is going on here?

      Petrosky tucked the file under his arm. Either these were real numbers from a real bookkeeping job that she’d miraculously gotten when she was fifteen, or she’d faked the folders so her father wouldn’t get suspicious about the influx of cash.

      Petrosky was betting on the latter.

      And if that were true, where was her money coming from? No way this wasn’t related to her death. Petrosky turned. Donald was watching him from the doorway, brows furrowed, one hand on Roscoe’s back, the wheels of his chair just beyond the jamb. Petrosky squinted, noticing a tiny hairline crack that ran along the door molding…and the molding around the jamb seemed thicker than usual. He took a step nearer. Yes, that crack went around the entire door, a tiny line that separated the original molding from the extra layer someone had installed.

      “I… Can I help you, Ed?”

      Petrosky drew his gaze away—it must have looked like he was staring at the man. “No, nothing to help with.” Just something to figure out. Heather had added an extra piece of wood to the existing frame, ensuring Donald couldn’t wheel in here to poke around—definitely hiding something. At least I’m not the only one she lied to.

      “If you want to bring the folders to the living room, I can look with you,” Donald said. “It’s just hard getting around is all.” Petrosky glanced back to see Donald rubbing his thigh with a shaking hand. “It’s been difficult to do…most things with Heather gone.”

      “I’m sure it has.” And that wasn’t going to get better. Even Petrosky was only doing the bare minimum around his house, and he had two working legs. “Maybe we should start looking into nursing homes, Donald.” Petrosky would help him sell the place, but he’d take her files home tonight, look through every sheet until he had an answer.

      Donald shook his head. “I can’t afford it, not with Heather gone.”

      The room heated. “You pay as much here, between the mortgage and nursing assistance. Just take the money you’d use for that and roll it into an assisted living place.”

      “I can’t afford this house anymore, either.”

      But he’d been able to afford it when Heather was here—when she was “bookkeeping.” The folder under Petrosky’s arm weighed a thousand pounds. “Are you saying that Heather…that your daughter was taking care of the bills?” His voice came out a whisper.

      Donald’s fingers traced the middle of Roscoe’s head, again, again, again. “I bought this house after her mother died—I couldn’t bear to look at the room where Nancy…shot herself. But the money from the sale of the old house ran out quick, and with the medical bills⁠—”

      “You’re telling me your fifteen-year-old daughter was paying your mortgage?” He’ll be fine. I’ve been saving since my mom died, just in case. Petrosky had thought she’d been managing Donald’s money for him. He’d missed something major. But so had Donald.

      Petrosky headed for the closet, heart pounding in his throat, checking the pockets of her spring jackets, running his fingers over the back wall, searching for secret compartments, lifting the edges of the carpet. Nothing.

      “What are you looking for in there, Ed?”

      He couldn’t answer—the heat in his chest was scorching, burning his vocal cords. What were you into, Heather? What was he looking for? Evidence of what she was really doing at fifteen since no one would have hired a bookkeeper that young—and no way she was making enough from any legal after-school job. But did he have to look? She’d had a million reasons to deny being a prostitute, and she never had, not once. And what else could she have been doing so young that would have paid for an entire household?

      “Please, Ed, just…stop.”

      Petrosky swallowed hard. He ran his fingers under the desk—looking for a key? A note?—but came up empty. The other drawers held a lip balm and one lone piece of chewing gum. Dust bunnies fluttered beneath the bed. Fifteen years old. Damn. But Mueller had said that not a single other working girl recognized Heather, so she couldn’t have been walking the street every night for a decade. Had she been an escort? A call girl? All she needed was one rich sugar daddy… Big Daddy. Was that why she’d called him that?

      Mueller’s explanation was still a possibility: drugs. She might have been selling, either then or now. He couldn’t prove anything, but…no other explanation fit as neatly. Sometimes the right answer was the most obvious. Hooking or drugs—either would have brought in fast cash. Both would have brought in even more.

      Donald was watching him. Stupid or blind, it didn’t matter—she’d have been better off elsewhere. His heart ratcheted into overdrive as he imagined Heather at fifteen, her eyes wide and tearful—desperate. Doing god knows what to make enough to pay her father’s mortgage. God knows what. He could imagine the what. He saw her again, pants at her ankles, some strange man behind her, moaning, moaning…

      Petrosky grabbed the folder from the desktop and snapped it open in front of Donald’s face. The man’s jaw dropped. “What’s that?”

      “What your daughter was working on.”

      “They’re blank.”

      “She wasn’t a bookkeeper—she was a call girl…or a dealer.” Had to be. What other explanation was there?

      Donald’s jaw dropped. “No. No, there is no way—” His fingers stopped on Roscoe’s collar, and the dog yipped as if Donald had pinched him. Donald drew his hand away, and Roscoe jumped off the man’s lap and skittered down the hallway.

      “How could you have had no idea, taking her money, month after month⁠—”

      “She said she came by the money honestly, that she was working, and I couldn't… We’d have been on the streets.” Donald’s nostrils flared, his lower lip trembling. “I’d have lost her to some foster care family who wouldn’t have been able to help her, not the way she needed to be helped—to be saved.”

      “Saved?” You selfish piece of shit. Fathers weren’t supposed to take advantage of their kids; they were supposed to protect them. “You think you were saving her by forcing her to take care of the bills? God knows what she had to do to⁠—”

      “You’re wrong!” But the quivering of his lip told Petrosky that Donald had suspected something more illicit than bookkeeping long ago, and the man wasn’t stupid. But he’d never done a damn thing to help his daughter.

      Donald straightened, and for a moment, the shaking stopped, and his shoulders went ramrod straight as they must have been in his youth before the disease took hold. Then he slumped over again. “All the pain I’ve ever had…none of it compares to the pain in my heart now, Ed. I pray you’ll never have to suffer the loss of a child.”

      I won’t. Petrosky would rather be alone forever than risk loving—and losing—again.

      “First that detective, then the social worker, and now you…” Donald was muttering now, shaking his head. “Talk to one another and leave me be. Heather’s body, Heather’s finances…every time it’s another knife in my heart.”

      Heather’s finances. The detective, the social worker, and now you… Had Linda been here again since they’d spoken? Did she know about Heather’s mystery job?

      “When was the social worker here?”

      Donald paused so long, Petrosky thought the man hadn’t heard him. Then: “I thought she must have spoken to you. Isn’t that why you’re asking about money?” Donald touched his empty ring finger, maybe remembering a time back before he had a wife, before he had a family, before Heather even existed. Back when he’d been numb. Missing those moments for their lack of pain. “She was here last night,” Donald said, one step above a whisper. “Now get out.”

      Last night. Linda was still investigating.

      Linda knew something Petrosky didn’t.
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      According to the receptionist at the social work office, Linda was supposed to get off work at five o’clock, but it was six thirty-five, and she still hadn’t emerged from the building. The darkness around Petrosky felt thicker than it had when he’d parked his Grand Am in the back of the lot, beyond the reach of the streetlamps, and more claustrophobic still after the sky blackened to charcoal behind the fresh storm clouds. At six forty-five, the skies opened, dumping heaps of wet snow—sleet to hail and back—onto the lot…and onto his windshield.

      What was he doing here? Stalking a woman? Returning the favor. She was clearly investigating Heather’s case, snooping around Donald like that, but hopefully, she was doing a better job than the asshole detective who’d barely waited for the autopsy before letting Heather’s case go cold. Petrosky lit a cigarette and let the smog tighten his lungs and focus his brain. He didn’t bother cracking the window, though he did flick the windshield wipers on; the snow had already encased him in a bubble of glittery slush.

      At twenty past seven, the glass door opened, reflecting the jaundiced shine of the streetlights onto the bushes beside the walk. Linda pulled her coat tighter around her as she strode toward the back of the lot, where her Buick LeSabre was parked down the row from Petrosky’s car. Looking up her tags would be frowned upon by the brass, but it was a little thing—not like one breach of protocol was a slippery slope to forgoing procedure altogether.

      Even if it had made things easier for him.

      He turned the wipers off and watched Linda’s silhouette through the falling snow, her footsteps clapping against the salted asphalt, and when she was three hundred feet away, he clenched the cigarette between his teeth and climbed out of the car. She froze in the middle of the lot. Watched him with her fists balled at her sides.

      “Linda?”

      Her muscles were coiled like a gazelle ready to run, but her shoulders relaxed when she recognized him. She marched over. “What are you doing out here? You scared me half to death!”

      “Tell me what you know about Heather’s case.”

      “I already told you what⁠—”

      “I just came from Donald Ainsley’s house,” he said, and her eyes narrowed, their breath pluming around them. Snow clung to her lashes—like Heather’s, like Heather’s—and he had to resist the urge to brush it away. Instead, Petrosky inhaled ice into his lungs, letting it mellow his frantic breathing.

      “Why were you there, Linda? What do you know?”

      She stared for a beat, then: “I found some…inconsistencies in Donald’s paperwork.” She crossed her arms and shivered. “Before Heather died, I’d offered to find additional resources for her father. She refused, said it was covered.” She glanced back at the building as if hoping someone would walk out and save her from this line of questioning, or maybe making sure they were alone—what Linda was doing wasn’t covered in her job description. But no one else came through the doors. The building might have been a mirage, half obscured by the mess still falling from the sky.

      “Heather was right: it was covered,” Linda said. “Donald was getting most of his services through the state, even physical therapy, though he didn’t need that anymore. But he did need the home health aides Heather was paying out of pocket for, and last week one of those checks bounced.”

      “Oh, I get it. You didn’t get your money, so you figured you’d chase Donald down for it?”

      “I work for the city. I’m not the collections department.” Her eyes were fiery like they’d burn through the snowflakes and into his brain, and Petrosky stepped back. “I went out there because, if the checks were bouncing, Donald would need new services through the state, and I had to make sure he was receiving them.”

      “That and to poke around in Heather’s case a little more.”

      “You of all people should want to find out what really happened! I needed to know the truth after my boyfriend…” She rubbed her arms with her gloved hands and, for a moment, she looked ten years younger, the haze of floating ice haloing her head in the glare of the streetlamp, her hazel eyes reflecting the light like beacons, her cheeks cherub pink with cold. “Listen, can we go somewhere else? I’ll tell you everything I can”—she glanced back at the building again—“just not out here. It’s freezing.”

      “Fine. Want to get a drink?” He definitely needed one, and if it would loosen Linda’s tongue…

      She nodded and headed for his car. “You drive. I’m tired.”

      Their footsteps were muted against the skin of precipitation on the asphalt, thup, thup, thup, mingling with the tick tickity-tick of the still-falling ice. Linda stopped at his passenger door, but he continued to the trunk and shoved his key into the lock. The fresh bottle of Jack Daniel’s glinted dully.

      “Don’t need to drive anywhere,” he said, slamming the trunk with a clank. “I’ve got the bar with me.”

      “You want to sit in the⁠—”

      “Makes it easy.” He was here to get information, not go on a fucking date.

      The purr of the engine drowned out the surrounding world, the interior light casting them in a dim glow that bounced off the snow-encrusted windows—like being trapped in a just-shaken snow globe. He cracked the cap and passed her the bottle. She stared for a moment but took it and slugged back a shot, wincing, then passed it back to him.

      “So tell me, Ms. Davies, what exactly do you think you know?” The dry air from the heat ducts fried his nostrils as the liquor burned down his gullet.

      She averted her eyes, squinting out the windshield into the storm. “The services for Heather’s father, the home health aides I mentioned…Heather paid for those with checks from a joint account.”

      He set the bottle on the console and warmed his numb fingertips over the heating duct. “So? If Heather was paying her father’s bills, it makes sense they’d have a joint account.”

      “Her father wasn’t the other name on the account,” Linda said. “I called about the bounced check, and they gave me another name: Otis Messinger.” She jerked her fingers through her hair, frustrated. “But he isn’t listed with the DMV, and the social security number for Messinger that Heather gave the bank was bogus—and I say ‘Heather’ because no one at the bank saw this Messinger at all, not once in the last ten years since they opened the account."

      Petrosky grabbed the bottle again. Heather’d had a bank account with some other man for ten damn years, and try as he might, he could think of no reason for a man to be paying her that kind of cash at fifteen unless he was having her do something illegal. His blood boiled so hot, he was shocked the snow falling around the car didn’t melt on contact. He slugged back another shot.

      “That isn’t all.” Linda took the bottle, her jaw hard. “The day after Heather died, the money was gone. Enough for another five years of care for Donald, pulled in a single wire transfer—and Messinger was the only one with access to the funds.” She tipped the bottle up, the Jack glowing amber in the snow-dimmed light. “That’s why the check bounced.”

      He’ll be fine. I’ve been saving since my mom died—just in case.

      Linda yanked her coat tighter, shivering.

      Heather’d had money, more than enough for her father to stay in his own place until he died. And someone withdrawing the money the day after her death was far too coincidental. This Otis Messinger…had he killed her for the money? Or maybe he was the man who had been employing her. That Big Daddy thing could have been just a doodle, but…it felt like more.

      “I went to visit Donald to see if he knew who Otis Messinger was, to see if Heather had checkbook balance slips, anything that might help me prove something was wrong, but he seemed oblivious. I kept investigating though, and last night I found something at the homeless shelter right up the road, the place Heather’s last page came from.”

      “How do you know where Heather’s⁠—”

      “I’ve been working with your department for five years. I have sources too.” She sniffed, self-righteous.

      Who the hell was she working with over there? Someone he knew? No, that wasn’t the issue, not now. The silence stretched, but it wasn’t uncomfortable despite their tension about the case. The only other person he’d routinely shared silence with was Heather, but she loved the quiet more than most; both their fathers appreciated children who were seen and not heard.

      “So, the shelter…” he said.

      “Seems one of their regular visitors—a model visitor by all accounts—relapsed a week after Heather’s death. And nothing triggers relapse like stress…or guilt.”

      That’s it? “A homeless addict relapsing?” he scoffed. “What are the odds?”

      “I know, I know, but he’d cleaned up his act, found work—or so they assumed, because in the weeks before she died, he left the shelter every morning, well-dressed: khakis and button-downs and what they called ‘clacky shoes’ that woke the other residents when he got up early. Lots of folks wear uniforms like that, department stores, tech stores, even restaurants, but…”

      The khakis. The wingtips. Could this man be the one Petrosky had seen on that snowy street, the man covered in Heather’s blood? The man who killed her. If so, the money and the bank account might be unrelated; a homeless addict wouldn’t be sleeping in a shelter if he had five years’ worth of Heather’s funds at his disposal. Maybe her death really had been about drugs, and Messinger had taken his funds back when he found out she was dead.

      “Why didn’t the detective on Heather’s case know about some guy wearing clothes that matched Heather’s killer? I know Mueller went to the shelter.”

      “The people at the shelter trust cops less than social workers—I’m there to offer services, not arrest them for loitering. And it’s possible no one thought it was relevant unless the detective specifically asked about the outfit. This guy’s only there a few days a week anyways—no one knows where he sleeps the rest of the time, or where he works. All I got was his name: Marius Brown.”

      “Marius Brown.” Petrosky’s own voice sounded spent, hollow. He wanted to see the asshole in the flesh, but he couldn’t just charge into the shelter and ambush him—there were procedures to follow, protocol.

      Petrosky glanced at the time on the dash—it was after eight. Mueller wouldn’t be at the precinct now. First thing in the morning, though, he’d tell Mueller about Marius Brown, and about Gene, Heather’s friend from the shelter, the man Donald said had a thing for her. Gene had called with her schedules, but what was he really doing? Stalking her?

      Maybe tomorrow he’d make progress. Maybe tomorrow he’d feel like he was doing something for Heather.

      Maybe then he’d wake without Heather’s blood on his hands.
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      The snow tapered off as he drove home, but Petrosky’s brain was stormy enough. Had Otis Messinger taken Heather’s money now because he’d found out she was dead, or because he was one of the pair who’d killed her? Was Marius Brown the man with Heather’s blood on his hands, her life soaking through his pants? Whether Messinger was the man in the truck or not, the man Petrosky had seen was the murderer—far too much blood on his clothes to have been overspray after someone else took a crowbar to Heather’s skull.

      The snow on the driveway was already devolving into a messy wet sludge. He parked but sat with his hand on the driver’s door, the hairs on the back of his neck prickling. Something’s wrong.

      He scanned the icy road, looking for the glitter of eyes shining from the bushes, or a human form lurking behind a tree, but saw no one. No footprints on his lawn. The garage door was closed, the windows dark, the blinds drawn as he’d left them.

      Petrosky squinted through the windshield, straining against the glare off the ice on his porch. While the bushes nearest him were shrouded in white, the bushes on the far end of the property by the neighbor’s drive were free of snow, as if they’d been brushed by someone climbing over them. And there were prints on the neighbor’s drive. But neither of those things was what drew his attention now. A line of shadow darkened the base of his doorjamb—the door was cracked open.

      Petrosky flew from the car, gun drawn, feet slipping on the icy top step, but he flung his hand out and righted himself on the railing. Breath panting around him, he froze on the porch, listening at the door, but heard only the steady tick, tick of the ice trickling off the roof, and his thundering heart. He nudged the door open.

      The blazing headlights shone into the otherwise dark living room, making the green carpet all the more sickly where he could see it beneath the upended cushions and the papers that littered the floor. The vase his mother had given him—the only fancy thing he had in this place—was smashed, the shards of glass glittering like ice from the carpet.

      Petrosky stilled, gun at the ready, then crept deeper into the gloom, past the kitchen, down the hall—shoving open the bathroom door as he passed it—then checked his bedroom, peered into the barren second bedroom. Empty. He lowered the gun. Whoever had been here was gone now.

      He flicked on the lights, and blinked in the sudden harshness, so bright after the dim that it rang in his ears as if his retinas were screeching at him to turn off the lamps. But…no. There was a screeching sound—coming from outside. He ran back to the porch, glass crunching under his shoes, in time to see taillights disappear up the road. A truck. No…

      The truck.

      He ran from the house but slipped again on the icy top step, and this time, he missed the railing, and then the world spiraled out of control until he landed, staring at the sky from a heap at the bottom of the stairs. Pain sang through his hip, his ankle, his elbow. Cursing, he scrambled to standing and hobbled to the car, leaping inside as the pickup swung around the far corner, out of his neighborhood. Headed for the freeway. He slammed the gearshift into reverse, and the car rolled backward to the street, but when he put it into drive again, a harsh grinding noise cut the air; the car felt lopsided, too, heavy and lower on his side. He stepped hard on the gas, jolting his neck as the car leapt forward, and the wheel caught the curb, the grinding louder now, far louder than the whining engine. No, no, no!

      The tires on his side were flat. Slashed.

      He slammed his palms against the steering wheel and fumbled with the door handle, then flung the door wide and leapt from the car, the melting snow sliding under his feet, the front door clanging open—I have to call Patrick!—his shoes grinding broken glass into the living room carpet as he… fuck. The man, or men, who’d killed Heather had been in his house. Had they broken into Donald’s place too? What were they looking for?

      His shoes slipped on the kitchen linoleum, the surface slick with melted ice. He paused with his hand on the phone receiver.

      You didn’t kill a woman and then rob her place unless she had something you wanted—or something that could incriminate you. But why wait a month after her death? Unless the people who’d killed Heather found out about Linda’s inquiries and thought Petrosky was onto them, and if that was the case…how would they know about the investigation?

      Petrosky’s brain felt fuzzy. His hands were numb. Nothing made sense. He let go of the phone and listened to the heavy clunk of the receiver falling into the cradle. If there was something here, he could find it himself. He sure didn’t want Mueller digging through his shit…and hiding anything relevant.

      Petrosky doubled back to close the front door and got a garbage bag from under the kitchen sink. For two hours, he scraped glass from the flattened green carpet, read then dumped torn papers into the garbage bag, righted upended side tables and dining chairs, dried melted snow from the tiles. When he got to the bedroom, he paused, staring at the rumpled sheets that he hadn’t changed since Heather died. If she were still here, would they be arguing about what show to watch? Would she already be sick of his shit? She’d surely have made him wash the sheets.

      He squared his shoulders, set the garbage bag on the floor, and knelt in the middle of the mess.

      The bedroom only took half an hour, but the job drained the marrow from his bones. Every item he hadn’t wanted to see—the fancy lotion he’d gotten for her just because, the jar smashed, the goo slippery and white on the floor, and her sweaters, every pair of her jeans—all of it on display to remind him of what had been. And what might have come next. Her notes for the wedding were still in their original position on the end table, though the plain lined notebook was now open to a page marked “Vows.” Why had the intruder opened it? Whoever had done this hadn’t cared about her dreams, about the goodness in her. They’d only wanted to destroy her.

      The book trembled in his hands as though the pages were alive.

      
        
        
        You’ve saved me in ways I never expected.

        I can’t wait to spend a lifetime showing you how much I appreciate it.

      

      

      

      His heart was on fire. Tears stung his eyes. “What were you into, honey?” he asked the notebook. “What did they do to you?” The thing was hot in his hands. He tossed the book across the room, the pages rasping through the quiet. In the space behind the bed, he found the bottle—that was still there too. An hour later, with the Jack heavy in his blood and the bottle cold under his pillow, he slept.
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      “Ye can’t just go in there and talk to Mueller,” Patrick said, his muddy eyes flashing. “He’s already been bitching that you’re stepping on his toes, and the chief told ye to leave it be.”

      Petrosky stared through the windshield at the precinct. I should have just walked in instead of stopping. “All I did was ask him⁠—”

      “That’s just it.” Patrick tapped his fingers on the steering wheel. “Those assholes don’t like anyone second-guessing them, especially not some rookie.”

      “She was my fiancée.”

      “All the more reason for ye to stay the fuck away from it.”

      “Stay away? How can I just stay away? Could you stay away if it was your wife or your kid⁠—”

      “I get it, I do, but ye need to at least pretend to be lying low. So far, ye went and bitched at him without any new evidence, no proof, just guesses, and that sure as shite didn’t help. Just made you look crazy.”

      And reinforced their certainty that I don’t belong on the case. Patrick was right—he needed proof first. Petrosky wiped a hand down his face, the stubble on his cheeks catching his calloused fingers. He didn’t need this shit, especially not after spending three hours this morning between waiting for the tow truck and watching the shop fix the filleted rubber that used to be his tires—if he’d had more than one spare, he could have done it faster his damn self. Petrosky’s jaw clenched. He already regretted telling Patrick about Marius Brown, though he’d refused to name his source, and he still hadn’t mentioned the break-in. Call it a gut thing or paranoia, but something was very wrong here, and he had no idea who to trust.

      Patrick leveled a hard stare at him, one Petrosky had never seen before, dark and broody. Almost…cunning. “So what do we need to prove a link between this Marius Brown and the shooting? Right now, ye only have a hunch, but if ye were to see a picture of Brown…”

      Petrosky frowned. They didn’t have a picture, not yet, but they did have a composite of the man Petrosky had seen at Heather’s crime scene. They could take that to the shelter; maybe someone could identify him. Yet, even if they confirmed who he was, the shelter workers had told Linda they didn’t know where Marius Brown was. And if they went to the shelter with the composite sketch, they’d have to admit to Mueller and the chief that they’d interfered in the investigation. Again. Was there another way to ID him?

      “You think Brown has a record?” Petrosky asked.

      “Druggie, sleeping at the shelter, currently in the throes of relapse…probably. But narcotics isn’t going to tell us anything—chief’s orders. The chief already came to chat me up this morning, told me to keep yer ass away from the case. Bet he told the rumbly bloke in the file room too.”

      Fuck the chief, fuck him in his stupid ear. Petrosky sighed and drummed his fingers on the console. “So if we can’t ask to see those cases, how are we going to make sure this Brown is our guy before we go talk to Mueller?”

      “Who says we’re going to ask, ye goat?”

      “You keep your goat-fucking bullshit to yourself, Paddy.”

      Patrick grinned, Irish smug, but the humor in his irises had been sucked away. Irish defiant.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Officer Jason Rhodes was on duty downstairs, sitting in a folding chair in front of a plywood desk, doing a crossword. Very constructive, not like there were bad guys to catch. Killers on the loose. Behind Rhodes, the hallway beckoned, a door on either side—one for evidence collection storage, the other leading to the file cabinets.

      Petrosky’s heart was in his throat. Rhodes raised his head and pushed a pair of little wire glasses up his beak nose. The twerp looked like a goddamn owl, but with a lazy eye that made him seem stupider than he probably was. Breaking in…that’s what he and Patrick were doing, right? His chest heated. Screw it. So what if he lost this job? They’d been working him over from the moment he got here, and now they were letting Heather rot in a pile of file folders before shuffling her off to this dank hellhole for eternity. She deserved better. All families deserved better.

      He’d never considered this part before, being on the receiving end of a cold case…the politics, the “give up and move on” mentality, the overworked detectives, the lack of funding to do more, to do better. The fact that doing better meant sneaking into this place instead of following orders…well, that was a bullshit side effect of bureaucracy. And he hated bullshit.

      Ol’ Paddy was already leaning on the desk, his thick fingers spread on the tabletop. Rhodes smiled—he did not look Petrosky’s way.

      “Patrick! You old sonofabitch, what’ve you been up to?”

      Petrosky glanced at Patrick, but his partner remained planted in front of the desk. “Not too much—it’s been too long, ye stook. Come get a coffee with me, and my partner can man the desk for ye.”

      Is this how Patrick talks to the other cops? It made him seem a little less “Irish defiant” and more like a wussy ass-kisser. There were likely worse ways to get ahead, but Petrosky couldn’t think of any.

      “Sorry, Pat, I can’t leave my post. I have a million cases to finish putting away, and if I leave⁠—”

      “Yeah, I see how hard ye’s working.” Patrick gestured to the crossword, and Rhodes’s cheeks went pink. “Don’t be a knob. Not like the files’re going to run away—they’ll be safe with Ed, here.” He smiled, but gooseflesh prickled on Petrosky’s arms. Man was a damn fine liar. Just like Heather had been.

      But if Petrosky thought she was just a liar, why was he risking his job for her?

      Because someone turned her into whatever she became. And because I love her.

      Rhodes cast Petrosky a sidelong glance. “It’s… I can’t let him in.”

      “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, he can figure out how to get people to sign the paper.”

      “No, it’s not that, the chief said⁠—”

      “The chief has to say that, does it every time someone loses a family member, right? Just a precaution.”

      The man’s face softened as he looked back at Petrosky—pity. Petrosky bristled. We should have come in through a fucking window.

      “He’s okay, Rhodes. Ye have my word on it, and ain’t nothing more pure than the word of an Irishman,” Patrick said, and it came out “Oye-rishman.”

      Rhodes sighed. “All right. One cup of coffee.” He glanced once at the file room and back at Patrick. “I never really liked the chief anyway.”

      Ass kisser or not, Ol’ Paddy’s tactics were effective.

      Rhodes stood, and Petrosky took his spot. He had twenty minutes, probably less. But Rhodes stood there a moment, eyeing the table, then the file room door again.

      Twenty minutes from when he leaves. Get it together, Petrosky don’t be a fucking dumbass goat. Or whatever Patrick would say.

      His partner cast him one last look as he headed up the stairs with Rhodes. Petrosky listened for the thunk of the door closing, the clack of the latch, and ran for the file room.
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        * * *

      

      The room smelled like stale cigarette smoke—menthol, horrible shit, but his mouth watered. On the back wall, a cheap plastic clock tick-ticked away the minutes above the center row of chest-high file cabinets. The side walls were also lined with metal drawers.

      Marius Brown. Who might be the man he’d seen in the street. The man covered in Heather’s blood.

      The man who’d killed her—and had gotten away.

      But why had he killed her? The drug thing made the most sense, just like it made sense for Messinger to have taken his money back once she was dead. But it didn’t feel right. There had been two people in that truck. Two. Brown might have killed her, but he’d had a partner. And they’d paged Heather that day, called her into the darkness behind the school. That didn’t feel like just drugs. Her murder felt planned, premeditated, which meant there was a motive. A reason.

      Petrosky headed for the side wall, where the filing cabinets were lined up in alphabetical order. Dust mites irritated his nose, and he stifled a sneeze. Marius Brown…Brown… The first cabinet had “Aa-Ak” Sharpied on a thin strip of masking tape. He walked down the row until he found “Bo-Bz.” He grabbed the drawer and yanked. It stuck fast. The filing cabinet was locked.
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