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ABOUT THE BOOK

 
 

 
First you'll say you’re sorry . . . then you’ll say goodbye.
 
 

 
A family is wiped out after a burglary gone wrong. An executive accused of embezzling kills himself and his loved ones. A house fire claims the lives of all its inhabitants. Three separate incidences with two common threads – a first wife who took her own life and a secret the victims took to their graves.
 
 

 
Stephanie Coburn has barely recovered from her sister’s myserious suicide before her brother-in-law and his new wife are murdered. Stephanie never met the bride, has never even seen a clear photograph of her face. But she knew her sister, and she knows something is desperately wrong . . .
 
 

 
The police won't listen. Her only ally is another victim’s son. Step by step, they must uncover a trail of a brutal vengeance and a killer who will never relent – and whose forgiveness can only be earned in death . . .
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SEARCHING FOR A KILLER
 
It was 10:20 in Chicago, but Stephanie knew Ryan Farrell was still awake. She grabbed the phone and dialed his number. It rang once and then he picked up.
 
“Is that your brother-in-law in the picture?” he asked.
 
“Yes.”
 
“Do you know who the fourth guy is?”
 
“No. But you realize—”
 
“That means three of the four guys in that picture are dead,” he cut in.
 
“That’s exactly what I was thinking. All three knew each other. They were all widowers. And shortly after they got remarried, all of them were killed—along with their families. You said in your email that you didn’t see anyone in your father’s yearbook who looked like the fourth young man in the photo. We need to find out who he is. If he isn’t already dead, he could be next. Plans could already be in motion to murder him and his family. Or who knows? He could be the person behind everything that’s happening . . .”


 



PROLOGUE

 
Saturday, August 8, 2009—12:32 A.M. 
Lake Geneva, Wisconsin
 
 

 
The blond woman beside him in bed was a stranger.
 
The sheets covered her to the waist, and she had on Vanessa’s nightgown—the pink, lacy number that got him hot whenever she wore it. But from the moonlight coming through the bedroom window he could see she wasn’t Vanessa.
 
And he could see she was dead.
 
With her head turned on the pillow, she faced him. Dick Ingalls stared at the bruises around her throat and her pale, gray-tinged skin. It looked like she’d been strangled. Her open eyes held a vacant stare and her tongue protruded from one side of her mouth.
 
Horrified, Dick told himself it was all a nightmare. He tried to move, but couldn’t. He felt helpless, paralyzed, in some awful limbo state between sleep and consciousness.
 
Yet he knew exactly where he was, in the master bedroom at their summerhouse. He told himself that his wife of two months, Vanessa, was asleep beside him in bed—not this dead stranger, this hideous apparition from some nightmare. This wasn’t real.
 
The last thing Dick remembered was watching WALL-E with Vanessa and the kids, and trying to keep his eyes open. For their first night here, he’d planned to barbecue. Vanessa had suggested they eat at the picnic table in the backyard, overlooking the lake. He’d bought nearly two hundred dollars’ worth of groceries at the Piggly Wiggly. But it had rained, so they wound up ordering pizza from Gino’s East, which was just fine with the kids. Dick wasn’t sure if it was all the pizza he’d eaten, or the two martinis he’d had before dinner. Or maybe it was the three hours of stop-and-go traffic from their home in Glencoe to the lake house this morning. Whatever, not long after Vanessa had passed around her special caramel-covered brownies for dessert, Dick had started to nod off—and so had the kids.
 
He remembered his youngest, 8-year-old Griffin, curled up and snoring on the braided oval rug. Yet just an hour before, Griffin had been so excited about the whole family watching his DVD of WALL-E. He’d been shushing everyone and telling them where to sit. Dick’s two older children, Kip, 16, and Allie, 14, had simply rolled their eyes and let their little brother take charge.
 
The two of them had bellyached for the entire drive up to Lake Geneva. It was bad enough that they were being torn away from their friends for three whole days. But worse, the summerhouse didn’t even have cable or Internet access. Dick may as well have been sending Kip and Allie to Outer Siberia. He tried to impress upon them that this would be their first family trip since Vanessa and he were married. It was an important bonding experience for everyone. He wasn’t sure if he’d used the word “bonding,” but that had been the message he’d tried to put across.
 
He and Vanessa had already spent a pretty wild weekend here by themselves before the wedding. They’d had a whirlwind courtship. He’d met her in late April, a year after his first wife, Sandy, had died—from a stroke of all things—at age 38. Dick remembered talking to Sandy on the phone that morning, and she’d complained of having “a colossal headache.” Yet she’d still planned to meet her girlfriend, Judy, for their eleven o’clock Zumba class at the Community House in Winnetka. The three Advil she’d downed hadn’t done the trick, and she’d hoped to sweat it out.
 
Less than an hour later, the tearful call came from Judy saying Sandy had collapsed in the parking lot outside the Community House. The paramedics hadn’t been able to revive her.
 
It had been so surreal and preposterous, a woman in her thirties in terrific shape suddenly dying of a massive stroke. No warning signs, nothing.
 
Dick hadn’t imagined ever emerging from his grief—until he met this gorgeous, red-haired, blue-eyed creature at the Glencoe Metra station while waiting for his morning commuter train into the city. She seemed so vulnerable and sweet. They boarded the train together and sat next to each other. Seven weeks later, he and Vanessa were engaged. Two months after that, they were married.
 
The kids liked her all right. But Dick was impatient. He wanted them to feel she was part of the family now. And what better way to make that happen than a family trip to the Lake Geneva summerhouse?
 
Once they’d arrived, he’d told Allie and Kip: “Okay, I know you hate every minute of this. But you’re here now. So you might as well make the best of it—instead of acting so pissy and put-upon . . .”
 
The talk must have done some good, because his two older children stopped bitching about the trip. Allie even helped Vanessa wash the dinner dishes in the kitchen while Griffin put WALL-E on pause. Vanessa had shooed Allie back into the family room. Though she insisted they go back to watching the movie, Griffin kept it on pause for her while she heated up the caramel sauce for the brownies.
 
Not long after Vanessa collected the sticky, messy dessert plates, Dick felt himself nodding off in front of the movie. He woke up to the sound of her yawning. “Help me get Griff up to bed, will you?” she muttered.
 
The TV was off. The family room windows were shut and the ceiling fan was still. Dick didn’t see any sign of the two older children—just Griffin, conked out on the rug. Vanessa, in shorts and a tee, stood over him with her shoulders slumped. “C’mon hon,” she moaned. “Help me out. He’s too heavy for me to carry, and I’m exhausted . . .”
 
Griffin was seventy-three pounds of dead weight in Dick’s arms as he hauled him up to his tiny bedroom on the second floor. It had a set of bunk beds—with his older brother’s faded Pirates of the Caribbean sheets. There was also a small closet and one window with a box fan in it. Dick and Vanessa managed to get Griffin into his pajamas, and then into the upper bunk. It was all Dick could do to keep from flopping onto the lower berth and surrendering to sleep.
 
He wasn’t aware of the time—or where Kip and Allie were. He assumed they were in their rooms. He remembered the rain had stopped.
 
“I can hardly keep my eyes open,” Vanessa groaned as the two of them made their way to the master bedroom. She turned on the ceiling fan to high speed.
 
Without brushing his teeth, he stripped down to his briefs and crawled under the cool sheets of their squeaky old brass bed. “I’m not setting the alarm,” he heard Vanessa say. “No need to.”
 
Dick was already half asleep.
 
At some point in his slumber, he felt her weight shifting on the mattress. He heard the bedsprings squeaking. Then he heard her whispering to someone in the hallway, outside the bedroom door.
 
He’d wondered if he was dreaming.
 
Dick wondered the same thing now. His eyes were closed, but he could still see the empty stare of the corpse beside him in bed.
 
All at once he sensed someone hovering over him. He tried to scream and wake himself up, but he couldn’t. Something started crushing his chest. He couldn’t breathe.
 
He opened his eyes with a start, and saw a woman standing over him. She had one knee pressed against his sternum. In the dark, it took him a moment to see her face. Was it Vanessa? She looked so ugly with her mouth twisted into a scowl, and she wore a strange kind of uniform jumpsuit. It was gray with a zipper up the front. She held one end of a thick piece of rope in her hand.
 
“What—” was all he could say past the pressure against his chest.
 
She yanked at the rope, and suddenly his hands shot up. He felt something pinching around his wrists as his arms swung over his head. His knuckles banged against the brass-rail headboard, and it hurt like hell.
 
“I’ve been practicing this,” she murmured—almost to herself. Leaning over him, she tied the rope around one of the brass rails. “If I pull this just the right way, it’ll unravel—and the rope will fall off your wrists in one quick motion. Your hands will be free again. But by then, it’ll be too late for you . . .”
 
It felt as if his arms were being pulled from their sockets. The skin at his armpits was stretched thin. Wincing, Dick arched his back to stop the pain. He tried to kick, but couldn’t move his legs. He couldn’t even feel them.
 
She let out a long sigh. “The pills I ground up and put in the caramel sauce are pretty strong, aren’t they? I’m sure you’re still kind of groggy. You barely flinched when I rolled you over in bed and gave you a spinal block. Your breathing didn’t even change. That paralysis in your legs—it’s from the spinal.”
 
In a panic, Dick again tried to move his legs. But nothing happened.
 
“The paralysis is temporary,” she continued. “It doesn’t last more than a couple of hours. In your case, Dick, that means you won’t be able to move your legs for the rest of your life.” She leaned down closer to him. “Do you understand what I’m telling you?”
 
He just shook his head. He heard someone’s footsteps in the hallway—heavy and hard. As he glanced toward the corridor, Dick once again saw the dead woman at his side—staring back at him. Behind her, beyond the open bedroom door, a shadow moved along the hallway wall.
 
“That’s a friend of mine,” she said. She must have seen that he’d noticed the movement in the corridor. “And this is a friend of his—beside you.”
 
Dick glanced up at this woman he thought was his wife. He felt the weight lifting off his chest slightly. He tried to move, but from the waist down he was dead. He felt so helpless and confused. None of this made any sense. “W-what’s happening?” he finally managed to ask. “Why are you doing this? The kids, where—where are they?”
 
“In their beds,” she replied. “They’re asleep. They probably won’t even wake up. They got a helping of the same stuff I gave you earlier. I gave them spinals, too. They won’t be able to move, either—when the fire starts.”
 
“God, please, no . . .” he cried.
 
“Yes, that’s gas you smell.”
 
“C’mon, let’s get cracking!” called the man in the corridor. “Wrap it up in there . . .”
 
Dick felt her knee pressing harder on his chest again. He still couldn’t comprehend what was going on. He remembered one of the last things Vanessa had said to him before he’d fallen asleep, something about no need to set the alarm clock. He now realized that he and his children would never see the morning.
 
“You know, I really don’t need this ugly flame-retardant suit,” she said. “I’ll be long gone when the fire spreads from room to room. But I wish I could be here. I wonder how you’re going to feel, lying there, getting hotter and hotter, and listening to your children scream.”
 
Staring up at her, he could barely breathe or get any words out. “Who—who are you?”
 
Her knee crushed his chest again, and she leaned forward. Her red hair fell down, forming a tent around his head. In the darkness, he couldn’t quite see her face. But he felt her warm breath on his face.
 
She whispered to him, “Tell me you’re sorry.”


 



CHAPTER ONE

 
Friday, June 15, 2012—1:43 P.M. 
New York City
 
 

 
It was the only handwritten envelope among the letters on his desk. There was no return address.
 
Scott Hamner, a 43-year-old ad executive with the Whetsell-Lombard Agency, had just returned from a long business lunch. He was chewing Orbit gum to combat the aftereffects of two vodka gimlets and linguine with clam sauce. Dressed in a black suit and a white shirt with no tie (it was casual Friday), he looked dapper. Though not necessarily handsome, Scott did the best with what he had. He kept his receding brown hair trimmed to a quarter of an inch to give it that balding-is-sexy look, and he visited a tanning bed weekly. He had a slight potbelly, but was in better shape than a lot of guys his age.
 
Whetsell-Lombard occupied the thirty-third floor of a building in Midtown, across from Bryant Park and the Public Library. From his office window, Scott had a covetable view of the skyline—with the Chrysler Building as the star.
 
His assistant had set the mail by his computer keyboard while he’d been out.
 
Scott left the other letters on his desk, and tore open the hand-addressed envelope. He stopped chewing his gum for a moment as he took out a card. On the cover was an illustration of a man’s shirt with a loud, jazzy tie. Over the shirt pocket it said in script: For a Very Special Dad . . . Fashions come and go . . .
 
Scott opened the card, and read the inside: 


But our family ties last forever! 
Happy Father’s Day!

 
The card wasn’t signed.
 
Scott frowned. With Father’s Day coming up, he should have known what to expect when he’d seen the anonymous, handwritten envelope. Every year for the last three years, he’d received an unsigned Father’s Day card at work. The first one had been postmarked from New York City. He’d figured one of his kids must have sent the card and forgotten to sign it. The children had been seven and ten at the time. But when he’d asked them, neither his son, Ernie, nor his daughter, CC, had known a thing about it. He’d asked his wife, Rebecca, if maybe she’d sent it on behalf of the kids.
 
“Somebody sent you a Father’s Day card and didn’t sign it?” she’d countered. “Are you trying to tell me that you might have a kid out there I don’t know about?”
 
They’d almost had a huge fight about it. He’d insisted he’d never been unfaithful to her, which was a lie. Still, Scott was 99 percent certain he hadn’t gotten any of those women pregnant. And as far as he knew, he hadn’t knocked up any of the girls he’d dated before Rebecca. Scott had quickly dismissed it, telling his wife that the anonymous Father’s Day card must have been a prank or some mistake. He’d hoped the sooner he stopped talking about it, the sooner Rebecca might forget about it.
 
Scott had decided to forget about it, too. But another unsigned card had come to his office just before Father’s Day the next year. The postmark had been Phoenix. He didn’t know anyone in Phoenix. And last year, the card—a syrupy Hallmark card with a father and his kid in silhouette walking along a beach at sunset—had been from St. Louis.
 
For a while, he’d figured Rebecca’s younger sister, Stephanie, might have been sending the cards. She was an airline pilot, and always traveling. Maybe that explained the cards coming from different cities. Stephanie had moved in with him and Rebecca back in their Portland days when they’d practically been newlyweds. Considering the circumstances that necessitated her living with them, Scott couldn’t really object to the arrangement. But it hadn’t been easy putting up with Rebecca’s kid sister and all her late-teen traumas. They’d moved to New York while Stephanie had been attending the University of Oregon in Eugene. That had been twelve years ago. Stephanie was still single, and she visited them frequently—too frequently as far as Scott was concerned. The kids adored her. She and Rebecca were still extremely close. Scott couldn’t help feeling like a third wheel whenever Stephanie was staying with them. He’d managed to tolerate his sister-in-law’s visits for the sake of Becky and the kids. And he always sensed the feeling was mutual from Stephanie.
 
He would have asked her if she was the one sending the unsigned Father’s Day cards, but good God, what if she wasn’t? She was so fiercely protective of her older sister. Scott could just imagine her reaction—so much worse than Rebecca’s, all the questions and accusations and bitch bites. No, thank you.
 
He’d decided long ago not to say anything about it to his sister-in-law. And he hadn’t told Rebecca about the follow-up cards. It had become something unsettling and irritating that happened every Father’s Day, a secret between him and the anonymous creep sending the cards.
 
Scowling at the envelope for this latest one, Scott saw the postmark was Croton-on-Hudson, New York, where he lived.
 
“Damn it to hell, what’s going on here?” he muttered.
 
He liked it better when the cards had been mailed from hundreds of miles away. Sure, the first one had been postmarked from New York City, but that had been before the sender had started making the cards a yearly ritual. And besides, the city was a whole hour away from Croton-on-Hudson.
 
This new card had been sent by someone just minutes from his house.
 
He remembered Rebecca mentioning to him last night that someone had called the house three times. “I could tell they were listening to me when I answered,” she’d said. “And each time, they didn’t say a thing. They just hung up. It was strange, creepy . . .”
 
Scott couldn’t help wondering if it was the person who had been sending the Father’s Day cards. Maybe they’d called Rebecca again today—only they hadn’t hung up this time. They could have even stopped by the house. They could be talking to Rebecca right now.
 
Scott didn’t want to find out from his wife who this person was.
 
Reaching for the phone on his desk, he speed-dialed the landline at home. After two rings, it went to voice mail. “Hey, hon, it’s me,” he said. “Just checking in. I—um, I was wondering if you want to go to Tino’s tonight. Let me know as soon as you can, okay? Give me a call. I’ll try you on your cell.”
 
But when he called her cell, it went to voice mail, too. Scott left another message about going to Tino’s, an old-style Italian steak house in Hawthorne they both liked. He’d had no such plan for dinner until he’d desperately blurted it out while leaving the first message. He just needed an excuse to have her call him back. And he needed to make sure everything was okay. All these alarms were going off inside his head because of this goddamn card. His stomach was in knots.
 
An hour later, Scott left another message on her cell as he finished up at the office. Then on the crowded, hot, noisy Metro train to Croton-on-Hudson, he tried texting her.
 
Still no response.
 
He started to imagine Rebecca sitting at a table in Black Cow Coffee, getting an earful from some woman he’d unknowingly impregnated five or six years ago. He tried to think of who it might be. He remembered the brunette from Buffalo with the rocking ass, Marcia. He’d met her on the plane to Miami for a business trip. They’d spent three nights together at the Marriott Marquis. He remembered her saying he didn’t need a condom, because she was on the pill. She’d been dynamite in the sack, but kind of clingy-crazy, too. He’d been somewhat relieved when it had ended. But he’d faked a sad good-bye to her the morning he’d caught his plane home. He’d never heard from her again.
 
Was Marcia the one sending him the cards? Or was it someone else? There had been a few one-nighters around that same time, women he’d met in hotel bars while out of town. But he’d always been pretty careful and discreet. He’d kept track of his wallet, too—after taking off his pants. Sometimes, he hadn’t even used his real name. Could one of those women have somehow gotten pregnant with his child? It seemed impossible.
 
But our family ties last forever. Happy Father’s Day.
 
He tried to remember the women’s faces and wondered which one might be talking to Rebecca right now.
 
From the train station, Scott practically sped home. Their house was a brick, mid-century split-level on a woodsy, winding road. His wife’s SUV was in the driveway. As he hurried toward the front door, he noticed through one of the lower level windows that the family room’s big-screen TV was on. Scott let himself in, and paused on the landing. “Honey?” he called, over the blaring TV. “Honey, are you home? Becky?”
 
He took a few steps down toward the lower level. He found Ernie ensconced in the recliner chair and CC sitting on the sofa. On TV, two women with bad perms, a lot of makeup, and gobs of jewelry were screaming at each other. It must have been one of those Real Housewives shows. His two teenagers were barely watching it. They seemed deeply focused on their respective iPads. They didn’t even look up at him as he came down the stairs.
 
“Well, don’t both of you greet me at once,” he groused. “I couldn’t stand all the attention.”
 
“Hey,” said CC, eyes glued to her iPad.
 
“Hi,” Ernie muttered, glancing up for a moment.
 
Scott felt a little disappointed in how CC and Ernie were turning out. At least CC’s complexion was starting to clear up, and thanks to six thousand dollars’ worth of orthodontia, her teeth were finally straight. But she still hadn’t lost her baby fat, and the tight, black tee and black shorts were hardly flattering. She was going through a punk-goth phase and had recently dyed her brown hair jet black. CC probably thought she looked cool, but Scott was almost embarrassed to be seen with her. “Next time Steffi comes to stay with us,” Rebecca had promised, “we’ll both sit CC down and talk to her about her fashion choices. She’ll listen to Steffi.”
 
Skinny and pale, Ernie was a sweet kid, but a hopeless nerd. Scott had been a jock in high school. But his son had absolutely no interest in sports—or girls, for that matter. He liked antique cars, and decorated his bedroom with model cars and framed illustrations of every kind of automobile from the Tin Lizzie to the DeLorean. He had a pet cockatiel named Edsel. The stupid bird couldn’t talk—and it smelled up Ernie’s bedroom, even though Ernie cleaned out the big cage pretty regularly.
 
Scott heard the parrot squawk down the hallway. “Where’s Mom?” he asked, taking off his suit jacket.
 
“I dunno,” Ernie shrugged, eyes still on his iPad. He was probably in some antique-car-lovers’ chat room.
 
“Haven’t seen her,” muttered CC.
 
“Well, the car’s out there,” Scott said, exasperated. “Was she here when you guys got home or what?”
 
CC looked up at him long enough to roll her eyes. “I said I haven’t seen her. God!”
 
Ernie shook his head. “Neither have I, Dad. Sorry.”
 
They both went back to their iPads.
 
With a sigh, Scott threw his suit coat over his shoulder and treaded up the stairs to the main level. He poked his head in the kitchen, which Rebecca hated. It was small and outdated. The tiny built-in breakfast booth couldn’t even accommodate the four of them—which would have been pretty inconvenient if they’d been one of those families who ate breakfast together.
 
Scott noticed the Mr. Coffee machine on the counter was still on. Beside it sat Rebecca’s favorite mug with an old Rosie the Riveter illustration of a factory woman flexing her muscle, and the slogan: We Can Do It! Switching off the coffeemaker, he noticed the pot was still half full—exactly how he’d left it this morning. Her mug had some cream in the bottom of it—as if she’d dispensed the cream first, but hadn’t gotten around to pouring the coffee.
 
Frowning, Scott set the mug in the sink. It wasn’t like Rebecca to leave an appliance on. She always double-checked that the stove was off and the coffeemaker was unplugged whenever she left the house in the morning. She had a bit of OCD that way.
 
Scott stepped out of the kitchen and glanced down the hallway toward the bedrooms and the bathroom. Ernie’s domicile and antique car shrine was downstairs off the family room. Scott’s eyes scanned the open doors to the bathroom, the guest room, and CC’s bedroom. Then he squinted at the closed master bedroom door at the end of the narrow hallway.
 
“Becky? Honey?” he called, heading down the corridor.
 
He opened the door, and saw she’d made the bed. On top of it she’d laid out a pair of jeans and a black sweater.
 
Scott looked toward the master bathroom. The door was closed.
 
“Becky?” He tapped on the door and opened it.
 
The light was on. The first thing he noticed was one of the blue Ralph Lauren bath towels in a heap on the tiled floor. Then he saw the words scrawled in lipstick on the medicine chest mirror: 


HATE YOU

 
The blue and white striped shower curtain was closed. Along one white stripe near the edge, Scott noticed a red smudge. It didn’t look like lipstick.
 
He heard the faucet dripping steadily behind the curtain. The sound echoed off the bathroom’s tiled walls.
 
Moving toward the tub, Scott pulled the curtain aside. The shower curtain rings clanked against the rod. “Oh, Jesus, no,” he whispered.
 
Rebecca was lying in the tub with her head tipped back against the tiles. Her eyes were open, and she looked so forlorn. She wore her white terrycloth bathrobe. Blood soaked the front of it.
 
By Rebecca’s hand—in her lap—was an old straight razor that had been her grandfather’s. They kept it on a knickknack shelf in the bathroom—along with a shaving brush and cup. It was just a silly, sentimental decoration.
 
Scott had never thought of the antique razor as functional.
 
But now he knew the old blade was still sharp.
 
It was sharp enough to carve a deep crimson slit across his wife’s throat.


 



CHAPTER TWO

 
Thursday, November 22, 2012—1:55 P.M. 
Spokane International Airport
 
 

 
The only other person at Boarding Gate 6 in the A Concourse was a skinny, sixty-something Asian janitor with bad posture. He had a miserable look on his face as he swept around the rows of empty seats. His slumped state had probably come from years and years of working that pint-sized broom and the short-handled standing dustpan. He ignored CNN, playing on the TV bracketed near the top of one wall.
 
Stephanie Coburn figured this was as good a place as any to eat her Thanksgiving dinner.
 
She had a Frappuccino and a clear plastic container that held a Starbucks Turkey Rustico Panini. The least they could have done was slip a little dish of cranberry sauce in with the sandwich—for the holiday.
 
Stephanie had spent the last seven hours in and out of airports, surrounded by people and families making their last-minute treks home for Thanksgiving. They were on their way to see loved ones for reunions, lavish meals, and celebrations. Stephanie was on her way to Pocatello—and then to Salt Lake City, where she’d spend the night alone in a room at the Holiday Inn, before starting a reverse route back to Portland in the morning.
 
In her blue uniform, the pretty, slender, 33-year-old brunette was often mistaken for a flight attendant. But Stephanie was a pilot. It struck her as weird that some people—men and women—still felt squeamish about a female commanding the plane they were on. But it was something she’d learned to shrug off and not take too personally. Stephanie had been chalking up flight hours as a co-pilot for a small regional carrier, Pacific Cascade Skyways. Usually, pilots had to pay their dues, so to speak, for five to ten years before they would be considered by the major airlines. Stephanie was in her sixth year with Pacific Cascade.
 
She could think of worse airports in her territory to have Thanksgiving dinner alone. Some of them only had vending machines, where stale peanut butter crackers were haute cuisine. So she was way ahead of the game here with her Starbucks delicacies.
 
With about forty minutes to eat, she settled down in one of the seats, balanced the container on her lap and the Frappuccino on the armrest. She started eating her sandwich. Past the floor-to-ceiling windows, planes slowly taxied by. A mound of dirty slush and snow bordered the wet runway. The sky was gray, promising white-knuckled turbulence for even the most seasoned pilot. She flew a 74-seater Bombardier Q400, and it could get pretty bouncy even with just a few cloud-hurdles. Stephanie knew she was in for a choppy flight to Pocatello.
 
But that wasn’t why she felt the awful pang in her stomach right now.
 
It was because she suddenly missed her sister, Rebecca—more than ever.
 
Stephanie put the turkey panini back in the container. Even if she forced another bite of the sandwich, she couldn’t have swallowed a thing, because her throat was tightening. She did her damnedest to hold back the tears.
 
She caught the janitor staring, and turned her face away. She took a few deep breaths and tried to look interested in CNN. It didn’t help that over the airport loudspeaker they were playing “Silver Bells”—broken up every few moments by a flight announcement.
 
Some Thanksgiving, Stephanie thought. And Christmas promised to be equally pitiful.
 
After losing someone, the first holidays without them were the worst. Stephanie had learned that at age sixteen when her parents had been killed. She’d survived those first holidays without her mom and dad, because Becky and Scott had taken her in, and she’d still felt like part of a family. She’d had her older sister sharing her grief.
 
But now she was alone.
 
It had been almost six months, and she was still trying to understand why Rebecca had killed herself. Stephanie hadn’t seen it coming at all. She’d talked to her sister on the phone the day before Rebecca slit her own throat. They’d been laughing and planning Stephanie’s visit at the end of June.
 
Stephanie wound up going to Croton-on-Hudson two weeks ahead of schedule—to bury her sister.
 
Scott had been devastated. He’d asked her again and again if Rebecca had given her any indication that she was depressed or discontented. “How could she do something like this—and not leave us a note or any kind of explanation?” he’d asked.
 
In their mutual grief, she’d never felt so close to her brother-in-law. Scott had insisted she stay with them while she was in town for the funeral—even though it meant his mother had to stay at the neighbor’s. He’d said CC and Ernie needed their Aunt Steffi. He’d tried to give her several pieces of jewelry that had been in her family. Rebecca kept them in the safe-deposit box at the bank, taking them out only for special occasions. Stephanie had told Scott to keep them there—for CC when she got older. Scott had cried and given her a fierce hug when he’d dropped her off at the airport. It had been the first time she’d ever stayed with her sister’s family that Scott had seemed genuinely sorry to see her leave.
 
That was why what he’d done just a few months later had come as such a shock. When Stephanie had found out, they’d had a huge blowup over the phone and hadn’t talked since. Her sister’s funeral had been the last time she’d seen Scott and the kids. She kept in touch with CC through e-mails and texts. She’d spoken to Ernie on the phone and sent him a fifty-dollar iTunes gift card on his birthday the month before. But that was about it.
 
She used to feel so close to them.
 
Over the airport’s music system “Winter Wonderland” was playing, and it had started to sleet outside.
 
Stephanie managed a few more bites of her turkey sandwich, washing it down with some Frappuccino. Then she took her cell phone from her overnight bag.
 
Scott probably didn’t want to talk with her right now, but Stephanie clicked on their home phone number anyway. She had every right to wish her late sister’s children a happy Thanksgiving. The phone rang twice before the answering machine clicked on. “You’ve reached the Hamners,” Scott announced on the recorded greeting. “No one can come to the phone right now, but leave a message and we’ll get back to you . . .”
 
It used to be her sister’s voice on that greeting. She ached to hear it again.
 
Straightening up in the steel-and-vinyl chair, Stephanie waited for the beep. “Hi, you guys,” she said. She hated the little quaver in her voice. “I just wanted to say Happy Thanksgiving. I miss you. I—I’m between flights, calling from the Spokane airport . . .” She looked around the empty gate area. The janitor had wandered off. “Ah, not much going on, just thinking of you, that’s all. I hope I’m not interrupting your dinner. I’m not sure when you’re having it this year. Anyway, I—”
 
There was a click on the other end. “Aunt Steffi?”
 
“CC?”
 
“Did you get our message?” she asked. “Ernie, Dad, and I—we left you a voice mail on your home line about three hours ago. Happy Thanksgiving . . .”
 
Stephanie smiled wistfully. At least they’d thought of her. “Happy Thanksgiving, sweetie,” she said. “I haven’t checked my messages yet today. I’ve been flying since Monday, lucky me. In fact, I head off to Pocatello in a few minutes. I didn’t interrupt your dinner, did I?”
 
“No, we already ate.” Her voice dropped to a whisper : “Halle tried to cook a Turducken—you know, a chicken inside a duck inside a turkey? Talk about disgusting. This was along with soggy Stovetop Stuffing and instant mashed potatoes, which she somehow managed to screw up, too. I guess she didn’t read the directions right on the Hungry Jack box.”
 
Stephanie glanced at the remainder of her turkey panini in the container on the seat next to her. Suddenly, she didn’t feel so bad.
 
“I was trying to tell Halle about the stuffing Mom made every Thanksgiving. That was so incredible. What was in it again?”
 
“Italian sausage and cornbread,” Stephanie said. “I can’t imagine Halle wanted to hear about it.”
 
“Yeah, at just about that time, she kicked my ass out of the kitchen. Anyway, I’m going vegan after this. I really miss Mom’s cooking.” Stephanie heard her sigh on the other end of the line. “I miss Mom.”
 
“You and me both, honey,” Stephanie murmured. “Her culinary expertise aside, how’s it working out with your new stepmom?”
 
There was a silence on the other end. “Okay, I guess,” CC finally replied.
 
Stephanie had first found out about Halle through CC—in an e-mail, three months after Rebecca’s suicide.
 
Dad started seeing this woman named Halle from Washington, D.C. And get this, Aunt Steffi, I think it’s serious. Can you f-ing believe it? I mean, she’s nice enough & certainly pretty, but what’s Dad doing dating ANYONE this soon after Mom?

 
Stephanie had wondered the same thing.
 
She got the story in bits and pieces. Apparently, Halle had come to New York for a job offer that fell through. While out pounding the pavement for work, she’d ducked into the lobby of Scott’s office building to ditch some creep who had been following her. She asked Scott if he’d act like they were together. They stood there and talked for a few minutes. That had been the start of it. He’d rescued her.
 
“Really, I was the one who got rescued,” Scott had maintained when Stephanie had talked to him on the phone about his new girlfriend. “And for the record, CC’s got it all blown out of proportion. There’s nothing going on. Halle and I are just friends. She’s a terrific person—and an incredible help to me right now . . .”
 
Scott married her two months later, near the end of October.
 
Stephanie wasn’t invited to the wedding. In fact, no one was. Apparently, CC found out about it when her dad and new stepmother returned from an Atlantic City weekend, and sprung the news on her. “At first, I was really PO’d,” CC wrote in her e-mail to Stephanie. “But I guess if he has to marry someone, it might as well be Halle. She’s pretty cool, and lets me do pretty much whatever I want. I really shouldn’t bitch & moan. But the way Dad did it was just so sneaky . . .”
 
CC’s e-mail had come with an attachment: a photo of Scott with his bride. Decked out in a wraparound purple dress that clung to her shapely figure, she nuzzled up beside Scott. Arms entwined, they posed on a balcony overlooking the beach, and she gazed up at him with a dreamy smile. But her face—in profile—was partially obscured by her windblown flaxen hair.
 
Bimbo, Stephanie thought, reviewing the photo and wishing she had a clearer image of her sister’s replacement.
 
She was furious with Scott. Her sister had been dead less than five months, and he’d already gotten married again—to someone she’d never even met. It had to be one of the shortest grieving periods on record. He barely knew this Halle woman, for God’s sake.
 
“Well, of course, you disapprove,” Scott had grumbled when she’d once again grilled him on the phone—this time about his fast-track marriage. “You think no woman is good enough to replace Rebecca. But just ask the kids about Halle. They adore her. I’d like you to meet her. But first, you need to be on board with this, Steffi. I mean, if you can’t be supportive—well, you’re still family and we all love you. But you’re so judgmental . . .”
 
“You know something, Scott? You’re a real asshole.”
 
The conversation—their last—had gone downhill from there.
 
Again, Stephanie had relied on her niece to fill in the blanks. Why had he been in such a hurry to marry her? “Beats me,” CC had told her on the phone a few weeks back. “Something to do with Halle getting a job offer in Philadelphia, and Dad didn’t want to lose her . . .”
 
But he didn’t seem to mind losing his sister-in-law. Stephanie couldn’t help feeling as if she and her sister were no longer part of his life. CC and Ernie were her only family, her last link to her sister. Now those kids had a new stepmother.
 
Part of Stephanie rejoiced knowing the woman couldn’t cook worth shit and they’d all had a lousy Thanksgiving. Another part of her felt sorry for them. She watched the frozen rain slash at the gate area’s floor-to-ceiling windows and listened to the misery in CC’s voice.
 
“Does your dad seem happy?” she asked.
 
“I guess so, I don’t know,” CC replied. “Why don’t you ask him? HEY, DAD!”
 
“Oh, no, listen, don’t bother him—”
 
“He wants to talk to you,” CC said. “He told me to call him when we finished. He’s right here. I miss you, Aunt Steffi. Happy Turkey Day. Fly safe.”
 
“Thanks, honey,” she said. She heard some murmuring on the other end.
 
“Close the door, will ya, CC?” Scott said, his voice a bit muffled. There was a beat, and then he came in loud and clear: “Steffi?”
 
“Hi, Scott,” she said, trying to sound pleasant. “Happy Thanksgiving.”
 
“From what I heard on the answering machine before CC grabbed the phone, I gather you’re in the airport between flights. Can’t be much of a holiday for you, huh?”
 
“No, not much,” she admitted. She thought he sounded a bit drunk. Scott always took on a nasally tone whenever he’d had a few drinks.
 
“Listen, Steffi,” he whispered. “I feel crappy about the last time we talked. You had every reason to be pissed off at me. In fact, go ahead with the ‘I told you so.’ I have it coming. You were right, you know. I shouldn’t have married so soon after . . .”
 
He fell silent for a moment. Maybe he expected her to say something.
 
“Don’t get me wrong,” he continued. “Halle’s wonderful. But it’s been a challenge. I constantly test her patience, because I still miss Rebecca. I miss her something fierce. It’s crazy, I know. Anyway, go ahead and say, ‘I told you so.’ ”
 
“No, I don’t think I will,” Stephanie murmured. It wouldn’t have given her much satisfaction. And it wouldn’t have brought her sister back.
 
“I don’t know why I was so hell-bent to marry Halle so quickly,” he said. Stephanie thought she heard ice rattling in a glass—and then him slurping. “Guess I just wanted to feel normal again—and I didn’t want to lose her. She was the first decent thing to happen to me since Rebecca. But like I say, I’m just not over her. As much as I’ve tried, I can’t wrap my head around what she did. It still gnaws away at me.”
 
Stephanie found herself nodding over the phone. “Not a day goes by that I don’t ask myself why . . .”
 
“Did she ever say anything to you about a Father’s Day card?” he asked.
 
Stephanie frowned. “What Father’s Day card?”
 
“Nothing, it’s just Father’s Day was that same weekend, and I—well, never mind. If she got some upsetting news that day, she would have called you, right? I mean, you two talked about everything. You two didn’t have any secrets from each other.”
 
“Well, that’s what I used to think,” Stephanie said. She and Scott had been through all this before. It was actually a relief to know she wasn’t the only one still haunted by what her sister had done.
 
“What did you start to say about Father’s Day?” she asked, her grip tightening on the cell phone. “If you know or suspect something, tell me. I don’t care how far-fetched it seems, any theory you have—any possible explanation—”
 
“Rebecca scribbled something on the bathroom mirror in lipstick,” he said, cutting her off. “I—I wiped it clean before the cops or anyone else could see.”
 
“What?” she whispered. She couldn’t believe he hadn’t said anything about this before. “Becky wrote something on the mirror—you mean, like a suicide note? You’re just telling me this now?”
 
There was silence on the other end of the line.
 
“What did she write?”
 
More silence.
 
“Scott, for God’s sake, what did it say? Why did you erase it?”
 
“All it said was, ‘Hate you,’ ” he muttered. “I’m assuming it was meant for me, but I’m not sure why—or what it means. I couldn’t face anyone asking me about it, especially when I had no idea what the answer was. Whatever, it made me ashamed. So—I—I erased the damn thing.”
 
Stephanie numbly stared at the storm outside. She wondered what Scott had done to push Rebecca toward suicide. What was he hiding? Or did he truly not have a clue?
 
“Steffi, are you there?”
 
“Yes,” she said, straightening in the chair.
 
“There was never any problem between Rebecca and me that we couldn’t work out,” he said, his words slurred. “I just don’t get it . . .”
 
A beep sounded on the line. Stephanie squinted at the screen on her cell: 


PAC CASCADE SKYWYS

 
It was the airline dispatcher. She realized she was late checking in for her next flight. They were probably wondering where she was. It went to her voice mail.
 
“Scott, I’ve got to go,” she said, gathering up her meager dinner.
 
“You’re mad, you’re upset.”
 
“The airline’s trying to get ahold of me. And yes, I’m upset, but more confused than anything else. I’ll call you tomorrow morning, okay?”
 
“All right, but listen, I want you to think about something—”
 
“Scott, I really have to go.”
 
“I get it. But I’m just saying I want you to come stay with us at Christmas—if you can get the time off. Will you think about it? I want you to meet Halle. And besides, if today proved anything, it’s that we need you here to help us through the next major holiday.”
 
Stephanie smiled. “I’ll think about it. Talk to you tomorrow, okay?”
 
“Happy Thanksgiving, Steffi.”
 
She stuffed the remnants of her dinner into a trash can. “Happy Thanksgiving, Scott.”
 
Stephanie heard him hang up on the other end of the line as she hurried toward her departing gate. She would have to wait until later to think about Rebecca’s cryptic message on the mirror.
 
Right now, she had to navigate through a storm.


 



CHAPTER THREE

 
Salt Lake City
 
 

 
The screen panel in front of Stephanie showed her heart rate was 109. In the last three minutes she’d been going nowhere for 0.22 miles at 66 RPM. After spending most of her day in a cockpit staring at a panel of lights, numbers, and buttons, she unwound on an elliptical machine, staring at a panel of lights, numbers, and buttons. It was one of two elliptical machines in the Holiday Inn’s mini-gym.
 
Stephanie was the only one in the place at 9:20 on that Thanksgiving night.
 
As one of three female pilots with the airline, Stephanie was sort of a loner. She always felt like she had to set an example. She didn’t want to be seen in the hotel bar, not even with a Coke in her hand, because someone might think there was rum in it. The flight attendants didn’t associate with her, because she wasn’t quite one of them. Whenever they had a layover, and the flight attendants partied in one of the hotel rooms, Stephanie wasn’t invited. So she always took to the hotel gym. It beat sitting alone in her room in front of the Food Network.
 
She hadn’t quite worked up a sweat yet. Her brown hair was swept back in a ponytail, and she wore black sweatpants and a Pacific Cascade Skyways T-shirt. With her iPhone headset, she listened to her “workout” compilation of 1980s hits. The same lineup of familiar favorite songs was a comfort while on the road in various hotels. Right now, Corey Hart was singing “Sunglasses at Night.” He drowned out the low-volume chatter from the TV on the wall. The E! Channel was having some “Celebrity Train Wreck” countdown, with comments from a bunch of comedians she’d never heard of.
 
Outside the window to her left, a light snow gently fell. Two big windows in front of her looked at the indoor pool and Jacuzzi—both deserted. The lights were dimmed in there, and the rippling shadows from the illuminated pool made the place look eerie.
 
As she toiled away on the apparatus, Stephanie tried to focus on the numbers flashing across the panel in front of her. But she couldn’t stop thinking about Scott’s revelation earlier today. Before slashing her own throat, Rebecca had left a note telling Scott that she hated him. Why? What had he done to her?
 
Scott had been right: at the first sign of a crisis, Rebecca and she were on the phone with each other. Why hadn’t her sister called her that day? Had suicide been Rebecca’s only option?
 
Stephanie wished she could discuss it with someone. But the only person she could talk to wouldn’t appreciate her calling right now.
 
He was having Thanksgiving with his family.
 
It was an hour earlier in Portland. Still, they should have wrapped things up by now. Certainly he realized her first Thanksgiving since her sister’s death would be rough on her. He should have snuck away and called her on his cell. He’d done that last year—or had it been on Christmas?
 
She’d been seeing Oregon Congressman Jim Dunning for over two years now. But practically no one knew about it.
 
Rebecca used to say that on some subconscious level, Stephanie had paired up with a man who wasn’t really available to her. Maybe after the sudden deaths of their mom and dad, she’d been afraid to depend on anyone again. So it was safer to go after someone who would never fully belong to her.
 
Perhaps her sister was right. At one time, she’d come to depend on Rebecca and Scott, too. But while she’d been attending college in Eugene, they’d up and moved from Portland to the other side of the country. If she was truly wary of becoming too reliant on someone, her sister and brother-in-law had sure contributed to that hang-up. But she’d never told Rebecca that.
 
She’d met Jim Dunning during a rare “whitemare” snowstorm that had closed the Portland airport one night two Decembers ago. The airline had sent her home, but she’d missed the last shuttle downtown. Stephanie was shivering and wet from the thick snow that practically came down sideways. Towing her small suitcase on wheels, she’d been trying in vain to hail a taxi when a limousine pulled up to the Arrivals curb. The back window descended with a hum, and the passenger inside smiled out at her. He reminded her of Tom Hanks. When he asked if she needed a ride, he seemed more friendly than flirty. She liked how he got out and helped her with her suitcase—instead of letting his chauffeur take care of it.
 
The drive to her house over icy roads was intense and scary. They passed several cars that had spun off the road, their hazard lights flashing in the snowy night. Once she’d told him she was a pilot, Stephanie had to act like the winter storm was no big deal. But after a while, she didn’t have to fake it. Something about Jim Dunning made her feel safe.
 
He was honest with her from the start. On their first date, he told her that his wife had died eight months before, succumbing to a long battle with cancer. He had a ten-year-old daughter, Maura, who still struggled with the loss. He’d just been reelected to his congressional seat, thanks mostly to campaign funds from his deceased wife’s rich, influential parents. He had absolutely no business dating anyone at that point in time. Even if he and she ended up hitting it off, they’d have to keep their relationship hush-hush for a while. Stephanie remembered him saying he wouldn’t blame her if she refused to go out with him again.
 
Two years later, she lamented over the phone to her sister that she had only herself to blame. She’d known the score when she’d started seeing Jim. He hadn’t deceived her at all.
 
“Yeah, well, he’s deceiving his constituents and his in-laws and his daughter,” Rebecca had pointed out. “As far as they’re concerned, you don’t exist. I don’t condone it, but I can understand why he kept you a secret for a few months after the election. His ‘handsome widower’ image won him the lonely housewife vote. All right, yeah, I get it. But it’s been going on way too long, Steffi. You need to tell him, ‘Either we go public or I go.’ ”
 
Stephanie simply couldn’t issue that ultimatum to him. What if he told her to go?
 
Jim had tried a few times to tell his daughter and in-laws that he wanted to start dating again. But apparently whenever the subject came up, his daughter would get teary and his in-laws turned cold with disapproval. At least, that was what he claimed. So Stephanie never had any dates out with him in public, except at a handful of little restaurants that had become their regular secret spots.
 
His in-laws were a constant presence and kept him on a tight leash. Jim was always terrified they—or perhaps his political enemies—were having him watched. Whenever Stephanie sensed that paranoia in him, it made everything seem so ugly and sordid. What drove her crazy was that absolutely no one was getting hurt by their relationship—no one except her.
 
“You’re there for him,” Rebecca had said. “But he’s never really there for you.”
 
In the wake of her suicide, Rebecca’s prophecy was fulfilled. Stephanie realized Jim had a tough time fitting her sister’s death into his busy schedule. To his credit, he’d managed to drive by Stephanie’s house to console her for forty-five minutes before she’d taken off to New York for her sister’s funeral. He’d given her a blooming plant with a sympathy card, and arranged for a limo to take her to the airport. During the cross-country flight, she kept thinking, If only he’d driven me to the airport himself, it might have made a difference. Instead, he’d just stuck her in the limo and waved a somber good-bye.
 
Of course, she never voiced her disappointment to him. She didn’t make any demands or issue any ultimatums. With Rebecca gone, she couldn’t risk losing anyone else who was important to her.
 
Stephanie remembered the argument she’d had with Scott on the phone after finding out about his hasty marriage to Halle. “Know what I think?” he’d retorted at one point. “I think you’re jealous. Makes sense you’d jump all over my ass for not taking a long enough ‘grieving period.’ Tell me, how long has your congressman-boyfriend been grieving for his dead wife? Almost three years, right? Is that how long I’m supposed to wait, Steffi? Am I supposed to string Halle along for another two years—the way Jim’s been stringing you along? I don’t think Halle would stand for it. I’m sorry, but not everyone is as big a chump as you are, Steffi.”
 
As she watched her heart rate go up to 120 on the elliptical machine, Stephanie told herself not to expect a call from Jim tonight. He was with his family. “As far as they’re concerned, you don’t exist.” Here she had this revelation about her sister’s suicide, and she couldn’t tell the one person closest to her—not until he called her.
 
Scott was right, damn him. She was a chump.
 
Looking up, she glimpsed the silhouette of a tall man at the double doors leading to the pool area. He stood in the doorway for a moment.
 
Stephanie realized she was staring. She glanced up and feigned interest in the E! Channel. Then out of the corner of her eye, she noticed the doors closing. One of them kept swinging back and forth on its own. She didn’t see the man. Had he gone? Or had he ducked into the pool area?
 
Stephanie’s heart rate reading on the machine shot up to 141. She stopped walking in place and tried to catch her breath.
 
The pool area still looked deserted.
 
She took off her headset. She didn’t hear anything past the E! Channel’s announcer. She told herself the man had retreated down the hotel corridor. Besides, even if he was somewhere in the shadows where she couldn’t see him, he was probably a paying guest of the hotel. He had every right to be there. What was wrong with her tonight? Why was she so on edge?
 
Stepping off the apparatus, Stephanie moved over to the window to the pool area. She could see her slightly frightened reflection in the darkened glass. No one was in the swimming area. She was alone.
 
With a sigh, she looked at her iPhone and switched over to call mode. Sometimes, when she was on the road, Jim would leave her a message at home—knowing she wasn’t there and wouldn’t get it until later. “Hi, honey, I’m scab-calling you,” he’d say. He’d scab-call when he didn’t have time to talk, but wanted her to know he was thinking of her. Stephanie wondered if he’d scab-called tonight.
 
She dialed her home phone number and punched in the code for the answering machine. “You have three messages,” announced the mechanical voice. She’d checked her landline messages earlier tonight—after touching down in Pocatello. The first two she’d already heard: one from her friends, Ben and Erica Weaver, who had invited her to spend Thanksgiving with them at their cabin in Spokane. She skipped over it. The second message she’d already listened to as well. It was Scott and the kids, wishing her a Happy Thanksgiving. “Halle sends her best,” Scott had chimed in. Stephanie had figured she’d been too busy with the Turducken to come to the phone.
 
She skipped to the third message—the one she hadn’t heard yet. “Thursday, eight-ten, p-m,” announced the mechanical voice.
 
The phone to her ear, Stephanie stared out at the pool area and waited for Jim’s voice.
 
“Aunt Steffi?” It was CC, whispering so quietly Stephanie could barely hear her. She sounded terrified. “Oh, God, this can’t be happening. Halle, she’s . . . Aunt Steffi, she—”
 
Suddenly, CC let out a startled cry. There was a strange, garbled noise, and then the line went dead.
 
Stephanie’s grip tightened on the phone.
 
“End of messages,” the machine announced.
 
All at once, she couldn’t breathe. Her heart was racing again. She told herself not to panic. Her niece was playing a prank on her. That was what teenage girls did at eleven o’clock at night when they were bored. If it was a real emergency, why call her? She was on the other side of the country, unable to do anything.
 
Speed-dialing her sister’s house, Stephanie glanced up at the clock on the mini-gym’s wall. CC had left the message about a half hour ago. Stephanie figured with the time difference, everyone else in the house was probably asleep by now—if they were all okay. She counted the ringtones, hoping to hear CC answer on the other end. Eight rings and nothing. Even the answering machine wasn’t picking up.
 
Stephanie scrolled down the list of numbers on her phone, and tried CC’s cell. After two rings, Stephanie heard a click. “CC?” she asked anxiously.
 
“The cellular customer you’re trying to reach is not available at this time,” announced a computerized voice. “Please leave a message after the tone or hang up and try your call again later.”
 
Stephanie waited for the beep. “CC, honey, what’s going on?” she asked. “I got your message on my home line. What’s happening there? You have me really scared, honey. Call me on my cell as soon as you can, okay? I’ll try to get ahold of your dad. I don’t want to contact the police unless . . .” She sighed. “Well, just call me, all right?”
 
She tried Scott’s cell. After two rings, it went to voice mail—not his personal greeting, but the same automated response she’d gotten when she’d phoned CC.
 
“Scott, what’s going on there?” Stephanie asked after the prompt. “CC left a message. It sounded like someone was attacking her. And now none of you are picking up. I don’t know what to do here. Call me—on my cell.”
 
It still didn’t make sense that CC would call her home phone. Her niece knew she was on the road. The only explanation was—maybe in her panic CC had dialed the first number that came to mind. It was on the top of a list of numbers by the phone in Rebecca’s kitchen.
 
With a shaky hand, Stephanie dialed directory assistance for area code 914 and asked for Croton-on-Hudson, New York. She was torn between asking for the local police or for the number of Rebecca’s friend and next-door neighbor, Kit Boling. She was a divorcee with two daughters. Their house could be seen through the trees from Scott and Rebecca’s living room window. It was Kit who had put up Scott’s mother for the funeral. Kit also had an extra set of keys to Rebecca’s house in case of an emergency—or at least, she used to. Maybe things were different now with Halle in the picture.
 
“What name, please?” the operator asked.
 
Stephanie heard herself asking for the number for Boling, Kit, on Woodland Trail. When the automated voice announced it, Stephanie quickly pressed 1 for a direct connection. Kit Boling would probably think she was crazy, asking her to check next door to make sure everyone was alive and well. But at this point she didn’t care.
 
With the phone to her ear, she leaned against the wall in the hotel’s mini-gym and prayed someone would pick up.
 
And someone did.
 
“Mom?” said the girl’s voice on the other end.
 
 

 
 

 
 
Laurie Boling was still cleaning up the blood when she heard the telephone ring.
 
The digital clock on the microwave in the Bolings’ kitchen read 11:43 P.M. At first, the fourteen-year-old couldn’t find the cordless amid the mess on the counter. The remnants of their Thanksgiving dinner were everywhere—along with the blood. A crimson trail dotted the leftover turkey and the casseroles, as well as several used glasses, plates, and cloth napkins.
 
Laurie found the phone behind a stray, crusty piece of tinfoil. She didn’t even glance at the caller ID. She automatically assumed it was her mother calling from the hospital: “Mom?”
 
“Ah, is this—the Boling residence?” the woman asked. She sounded a bit confused.
 
Laurie hesitated. She was confused, too. Had something happened to her mother and Tara? Why else would some stranger be calling at a quarter to midnight? What more could go wrong tonight?
 
“Who’s calling?” she asked.
 
“This is Stephanie Coburn. I’m Rebecca Hamner’s sister. Is this one of the girls?”
 
Laurie suddenly put it together: CC’s Aunt Steffi, the pilot. She’d met her a few times. The last occasion had been at Mrs. Hamner’s funeral.
 
“Oh, hi,” she said. “Yeah, this is Laurie.”
 
“Listen, Laurie, I’m sorry if I woke anyone up, but this is kind of an emergency. Is your mother there?”
 
“No, I’m the only one home right now,” she explained. “Mom’s at the hospital with Tara.”
 
“Hospital?”
 
“Yeah, Tara and I were going to wash the dinner dishes while Mom drove our grandma home. Only Tara picked up the carving knife the wrong way and cut her hand really badly—I mean, you should see. There’s blood everywhere. Anyway, Mom came home and right away said Tara would need stitches, so they—”
 
“Did anyone from next door go with them to the hospital?” CC’s aunt interrupted.
 
“No,” Laurie replied. If the first Mrs. Hamner were still alive, or if Laurie and CC were still best friends, Laurie would have immediately called them for help. But the new Mrs. Hamner was different, and no one really knew her. And CC had become too cool for Laurie about a year ago. So tonight, when Tara had cut herself, Laurie had wrapped a dishcloth around her sister’s bleeding hand and phoned her mother to hurry home. She’d never even thought about the Hamners.
 
“Have you noticed anything strange next door tonight?” CC’s aunt asked. “Has anyone been coming or going in the last hour?”
 
Laurie balked. Like she’d had time to kill looking out at the neighbors while her sister was bleeding to death? The Hamner house could have burned down an hour ago, and she wouldn’t have noticed.
 
With the phone to her ear, Laurie wandered over to the kitchen window. Through the bare trees, she studied the Hamners’ split-level. The house was shrouded in darkness. “I’m looking over at their place right now,” Laurie said. “I can’t see much. The outside lights are off. I don’t see any lights upstairs—”
 
“Are both cars in the carport?”
 
“Mr. Hamner’s car isn’t there.” Laurie squinted toward a lower-level window. “Looks like the TV’s on in the big room downstairs.”
 
Someone was always watching television down there until eleven or so—later on weekends. It was probably Ernie. Whenever Laurie went to bed, she could almost count on seeing the dim flickering TV light in that lower window across the way. It always sort of comforted her to know someone next door was still up—just in case.
 
“Listen—Laurie, I hate to bother you, but I have a feeling something’s wrong over there. I got this weird message from CC on my voice mail an hour ago, and she was cut off. Now no one’s answering the phone. Do you—well, do you see any strange cars parked along the street in front of their house?”
 
With the cordless in her hand, Laurie hurried to the living room window to peer out at the street. She never would have asked CC for anything. But the notion that her former friend might be in some kind of trouble had her eager to help. Part of her still desperately needed to prove her worth to CC.
 
“No, there’s nothing,” she said, staring outside. “Like I said, I’m pretty sure somebody’s up watching TV right now. Want me to go over there and ring the doorbell?”
 
“Oh, I—I wouldn’t feel right sending you over there, honey.”
 
“It’s really no big deal,” Laurie said. “It’ll take—like—two minutes. I’ll call you right back. Or I’ll have CC call you—”
 
“Do you have a cell phone?” asked CC’s aunt.
 
To Laurie, it all seemed pretty elaborate for a simple trip next door. But Stephanie insisted on calling her back on her cell phone—so they could talk while Laurie walked over to check on the Hamners.
 
For a minute or two, she wondered if she was on the butt end of some prank. CC still had some creepy friends from her skanky-punk phase a few months back. Laurie was a year behind them in school, and they knew she’d been close to CC at one time. She wouldn’t have put it past any of them to set her up for some mean practical joke. But the woman was calling from area code 503. It had to be real.
 
With her sweater on, and CC’s aunt talking to her over the cell phone, Laurie headed out the front door. A cold wind whipped through her as she cut across the leaf-littered lawn toward the street. She listened to the tree branches and bushes rustling.
 
“If you see anything unusual—anything that doesn’t seem right—you’ll let me know, won’t you?” CC’s aunt was saying. “I mean it. I don’t want you taking any chances.”
 
“I’m fine,” Laurie said edgily. The woman was making her nervous. She glanced on either side of her. The street wound through some woods, where all the homes were tucked back at the end of long driveways. Between her house and the Hamners’, the trees and bushes were so thick that at night they created big, black pockets where anyone could have hidden.
 
“Where are you now?”
 
“I’m coming up to their driveway,” Laurie answered with a little tremor in her voice. She heard a twig snap, and stopped in her tracks. She watched for some kind of movement in the thicket between their houses. She didn’t see anyone, not even a raccoon. The trees around her swayed, and Laurie noticed their shadows rippling across the street pavement.
 
Suddenly, she didn’t want to go any farther. She wanted to turn and run back home as fast as she could—then lock the door behind her. She remembered how after CC had started high school she’d dropped her as a friend. Why risk her neck for CC? Still, if something was really wrong at the Hamners’ right now, maybe she could help. She imagined how grateful CC would be. CC might even be sorry she’d ever turned her back on her.
 
“Is everything okay, honey? Do you see anything strange?”
 
“I really wish you’d stop asking that.” Laurie’s hand shook as she held the cell phone to her ear. She took a deep breath, and turned down the Hamners’ driveway. “I don’t see anything out of the ordinary. If anything’s stressing me out it’s you. I—I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be rude.”
 
“No, you’re right. I’m probably overreacting. I talked to them earlier today, and everyone was fine. You’re incredibly nice to do this for me. Thanks, Laurie. I—I hope your sister will be all right. Sounds like you’ve already had a pretty nerve-racking night. How old is—uh, Tara again?”
 
“Thirteen,” Laurie said, eyeing the house ahead. She could tell CC’s aunt was trying to make light conversation. But it wasn’t helping.
 
The next closest neighbors were about half a block away around a bend in the road. If something terrible had really happened to the Hamners—or if somebody suddenly attacked her—no one could come to her rescue. No one would hear her screaming. And what could this woman on the phone do? She was on the other side of the country someplace.
 
“I still haven’t met the new Mrs. Hamner,” she was saying. “Is she nice?”
 
“She pretty much keeps to herself. I’ve only seen her coming and going . . .”
 
Laurie trailed off as she heard tires squealing in the distance. She stopped halfway down the driveway. Through the trees, she spotted a pair of headlights—pinpoints in the darkness. She prayed it was her mother and Tara coming home—or maybe Mr. Hamner. She couldn’t quite see the car yet. It kept darting in and out of the blackness as it wound up the snaky road. She heard a few loose pebbles crunching under the tires.
 
“Are you still there?” CC’s aunt asked.
 
Laurie stepped back and watched the approaching vehicle. It was a pickup. It zoomed past the end of the driveway, and continued down the road until it disappeared behind some trees. She couldn’t hear the squealing tires anymore.
 
“Laurie?”
 
“I’m here,” she sighed into the phone. “A truck just drove by, that’s all.”
 
She swallowed hard and started moving toward the house again. She stared at the TV’s flickering light in the lower level window. This close, she should have heard the television—its volume slightly muted by the glass. But all she heard was the wind and that rustling sound. “Okay,” she whispered into the phone. “I’m coming up to the front of the house now . . .”
 
She peeked down into the recreation room. The set was on, but the room was empty. A TV table by the lounge chair was turned over on its side—and there were broken dishes on the floor.
 
Laurie froze in her tracks. “God, I think you’re right,” she murmured. “Something’s wrong here . . .”
 
“What do you see?”
 
“Hold on.” Laurie crept toward the front stoop. She saw the door was open about an inch. Beyond the tiny chasm was darkness.
 
“Listen, Laurie, maybe you should turn back,” CC’s aunt said. “If you don’t like what you’re seeing there—”
 
Laurie shushed her. “The front door isn’t shut all the way,” she said under her breath. “I—I’m trying to hear if anyone’s moving around or talking . . .” She hovered by the door. Part of her wanted to call inside and ask if anybody was home. Another part of her didn’t want to be heard at all. She figured CC’s aunt was right. The smart thing to do would be to turn around and tear ass back home.
 
“Honey, I don’t like this. I think there must have been some kind of break-in—”
 
Laurie shushed her again—this time, because she heard something in the house.
 
“What?” Mrs. Hamner’s sister asked. “What is it?”
 
“Somebody’s crying in there,” Laurie whispered. She dared to open the door a bit wider. It creaked, and she wondered if the noise gave her away. Her heart was racing.
 
Though the sound was slightly muffled, Laurie heard a distinct moaning. It was almost as if someone was in horrible pain. She couldn’t turn around now. She couldn’t just leave them there. She kept thinking it might be CC. If her onetime friend was in trouble, she had to save her.
 
“I’m going in,” she said into the phone. She pushed the door open wider.
 
“Oh, God, please, honey, be careful . . .”
 
Poised at the Hamners’ threshold, Laurie studied the layout. She took a couple of steps up the stairs. It was dark on the upper level, except for the hallway closet across from the top of the stairs. The closet door was open and the light was on. Some of the coats had been knocked off their hangers—and it appeared as if someone had rifled through the upper shelf. They’d made a real mess.
 
Laurie didn’t take another step.
 
The strange groaning sound was coming from downstairs.
 
“Are you there?” CC’s aunt asked quietly. “Laurie?”
 
“Yes,” Laurie replied under her breath. “You’re right. I’m almost positive somebody broke in. They went through the closet upstairs . . .”
 
“All right, that’s all we need to know to call the police. Whoever broke in could still be there. Now, get out . . .”
 
“Okay,” Laurie whispered nervously. “I’m leaving . . .” The woman was right. She was crazy to have come this far. Laurie turned and started toward the door.
 
A loud warbled cry stopped her.
 
She glanced down toward the TV room—and the flickering shadows on the wall from the television. She’d already seen from outside that no one was down there in the big room. She remembered Ernie’s bedroom was on the lower level—down a short hallway from the recreation room. There was also a bathroom and a utility room. The crying seemed to come from one of the rooms off that little hallway. It wasn’t the TV.
 
Her hand clutching the banister, Laurie crept down a few steps. She heard another muffled groan, and then a squeaky, rattling noise.
 
“What’s going on?” CC’s aunt asked anxiously. “Aren’t you out of there yet?”
 
“Someone’s hurt downstairs,” Laurie whispered. “I think it could be CC. I can’t just leave.”
 
“Oh, Jesus, I told you to get out of there. Are you downstairs now?”
 
“Yes,” she said, pausing at the bottom of the stairs.
 
“All right . . . okay then, you should see a phone on the table by the sofa. Pick it up and dial 9-1-1. Give them the address. You know the address? One-fifty-nine Woodland Trail . . .”
 
Laurie spotted the cordless phone on the end table where CC’s aunt said it was. As she crossed the room, she noticed a Seinfeld rerun on the muted television. She also noticed the tipped-over TV table by the lounge chair. The toppled plate had held a half-eaten piece of pumpkin pie. Shards of glass sat in a small puddle of milk.
 
She stepped around the mess and headed for the cordless phone on its stand on the end table. With a shaky hand, she snatched it up and pressed 9-1-1. “Okay, I’m calling them right now,” she whispered into the cell.
 
But the screen on the phone didn’t light up. And she didn’t hear any tone as she pressed the numbers on the keypad. Laurie glanced down at the baseboard—and her mouth dropped open. “Oh, no, they cut the phone wire . . .”
 
“Okay, get out of there! Just get out of there!”
 
Laurie froze at the sharp cry from one of the rooms down the hall. And there was that tinny clanking noise again. For a few moments, she couldn’t breathe.
 
“Laurie?”
 
Tears in her eyes, she threw the cordless on the sofa and hurried toward the brick fireplace. She grabbed a poker from the antique set by the hearth. Clutching it in her shaky hand, she started toward Ernie’s room.
 
“Laurie?” CC’s aunt repeated over the cell.
 
“Shhhh,” she whispered.
 
The rattling, tinny sound got louder. Laurie switched on the hallway light with her elbow. The doors to the utility room and Ernie’s bedroom were closed. The noise came from inside the bedroom. Laurie glanced toward the bathroom—with the door open and the light off, it didn’t look like anyone could be in there. Yet she was afraid to turn her back on the dark little room.
 
“I—I have to put the phone in my pocket for a few seconds,” she whispered into the cell.
 
“Wait! What for? What are you doing?”
 
Laurie didn’t reply. She slipped the cell phone into the pocket of her sweater. She kept the fireplace poker raised and ready to strike. With her other hand, she reached for the knob and turned it. As she opened the door, the hallway light spilled across Ernie’s bedroom carpet—where two of the bodies were.
 
A loud shriek made her jump.
 
In the corner of the room, a large bird darted about its pen. Feathers flew as it squawked again and clawed at the cage.
 
Everyone else in the room was utterly still.
 
Mr. Hamner and Ernie lay facedown on the floor—almost as if they were asleep there and letting the women have the twin beds just beyond them. Thick pieces of rope bound their hands behind them—as well as their feet. On the back of Mr. Hamner’s and Ernie’s heads, their hair was all mussed and glistening. Blood soaked the backs of their shirts.
 
The bird let out another piercing cry. Its claws on the cage made a tinny clatter.
 
Laurie didn’t even flinch this time. She still held the poker in her fist. CC’s aunt was saying something, but her voice on the cell phone seemed far away. Horror-struck, Laurie stood in Ernie’s bedroom doorway gaping at her onetime best friend.
 
In a tee and panties, CC looked so pitiful, lying on top of one of the beds with her face toward a blood-splattered wall. Her hands were tied behind her, too. On the wall, above all that blood, several framed photos of antique cars had been knocked askew.
 
Across from her—and past the bodies of Mr. Hamner and Ernie—on the other bed, the new Mrs. Hamner was sitting up with her head tipped against the wall. She wore a white terrycloth robe. The entire front of it was crimson. Unlike the others, Mrs. Hamner’s hands weren’t tied.
 
At least, Laurie was pretty sure it was Mrs. Hamner.
 
She couldn’t be certain, because most of the woman’s face was gone.
 
 

 
 

 
 
On her cell phone in the Salt Lake City Holiday Inn’s mini-gym, Stephanie stood by the window to the pool area. Clutching her stomach, she listened to the screaming on the other end of the line. Then she finally realized it had to be Ernie’s pet cockatiel, Edsel, squawking.
 
Stephanie anxiously waited for Laurie to get back on the line—and confirm that for her. She still clung to a slim hope that everyone in the house was all right.
 
“Laurie?” she cried into the phone. “Laurie, answer me! What’s happening there? Please, honey, talk to me . . .”
 
At last, she heard a rustling—and then Laurie sobbing on the other end.
 
“Are you there?” Stephanie asked. “Honey, what’s going on? What is it?”
 
“They’re dead,” she whimpered. “They’re all dead. They’ve been shot . . .”
 
Stephanie gasped. She felt as if someone had punched her in the gut. Her legs gave out from under her. She slumped against the gym’s wall and sank to her knees.
 
The only family she had was dead.
 
“Get out of there,” she managed to say. Her throat was closing up, and she started to cry. “Run home as fast as you can, and call the police. Do you hear me? Get out of there . . .”
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