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For Marcia




The distance that the dead have gone
 Does not at first appear -
 Their coming back seems possible
 For many an ardent year.

EMILY DICKINSON




PROLOGUE

Darkness was a different thing in the north woods than it was in the city. He had forgotten.

The girl was invisible - no more than a ghost under the midnight sky - but he knew she was there, very close to him. He clutched her warm wrist in his hand. Her breathing was soft and measured; she was calm. Her perfume, always familiar to him, filled his nostrils again, a lingering, unusual essence of spring flowers. Lilac, he thought. And hyacinth. He remembered when that perfume alone, just the smell of it, could arouse him. He had missed her scent and her body. Now here they were - together again.

A fist of dread gripped his insides. A wave of self-hatred washed over him. He didn’t know if he had the courage for what came next. Waiting, planning, wanting, he had fantasized about this night. She was so much a part of his mind that when he looked in the mirror, he could actually see her behind him, like a dark raven on his shoulder. But after all the anticipation, he hesitated at the threshold.

One last little game, he thought.

‘Let’s get it over with,’ the girl hissed, betraying irritation and impatience. He hated to hear any hint of disapproval in her voice. But she was right - she  was always a step ahead of him. They had been outside in the frigid air for too long. The barn was a magnet for lovers. Someone might interrupt them in their hideaway, ruining everything.

He felt wolfish eyes upon him. They were alone, but even so, he felt as if strangers were hiding behind the skeletal birch trees, stalking him. He took a deep breath, trying to rein in his fears. He couldn’t wait any more.

He dug his left hand into the pocket of his coat, letting his fingers caress the blade.

Time to play.




He had waited for her in the darkest section of the street, along the route he knew she would come. Cold pellets of sleet, blown horizontal, rained down on the car, gathering like snow on his windshield. He shivered, pulled his light coat tighter around his shoulders, and nervously eyed the mirrors.

He had arrived early, much earlier than was wise. But the neighborhood was quiet. His watch said ten o’clock. Soon, he thought.

But each minute passed with excruciating slowness. He squirmed, his bowels like water. It occurred to him for a horrifying moment that she might not come. All the waiting, all the sacrifice, would be for nothing. As cold as it was in the car, he began to sweat. He chewed his upper lip between his teeth. The longer he sat, counting the seconds in his head, the more he felt his fears grow. Would she come?

Then she appeared, seemingly out of nowhere, looking ethereal under the pale glow of a streetlight. He gasped at how beautiful she was. His pulse raced, and more sweat gathered in a clammy film under his arms and on the back of his neck. His mouth was  so dry he couldn’t swallow. As she glided closer, his eyes drank her in. She had full red lips and black hair falling in wet strands below her shoulders. The cold brought a flush to her cheeks, but not enough to color the creamy alabaster of her skin. A single hoop earring dangled in a glint of gold from her left earlobe, and a gold bracelet hung loosely on her right wrist. She was tall and took long, hurried strides. She wore a white turtleneck over her long torso, its damp fabric clinging to her body. Her black jeans fitted snugly.

He imagined what it was like to be so powerful and confident. He could almost feel himself inside her skin, keenly aware of her body: the taste of rain on her lips, the singing and biting of the wind in her ears, and the wanton, supple sensation between her legs.

Her eyes found him. He knew she couldn’t see him inside the car, but he could feel her stare anyway. And he knew those eyes, intense and green, like sea foam in which he wanted to drown. She was coming straight toward him.

He knew what to do - stay in the car, wait, let her come to him. But the aching in his heart was too much. His eyes flicked up and down the street, checking to see if they were safe. Then he opened the car door and called to her, his voice barely louder than a whisper.

‘Rachel.’




Now, miles away, she was running. Trying to escape. He reached out, grabbing for her shirt. He snagged a fistful of her turtleneck, but she slapped his hand away. Slipping, he lunged again for her wrist, but his gloved fingers yanked on her bracelet instead. She wriggled free, the bracelet tumbled away, and she galloped into the tall weeds.

He followed, barely two steps behind her. But Rachel was like a gazelle, fleet and graceful. He felt clumsy, slowed by his big shoes and the sticky grasp of mud and brush. She widened the gap. He called her name, pleading with her to stop, and she must have heard him. Or maybe she stumbled in the rutted ground. When he clawed out blindly with his hands, he felt the soft flesh of her shoulder. He squeezed hard and spun her around. Their bodies collided. He held her tight as she wriggled in his grasp, her chest heaving. He smelled her sweet breath.

She didn’t say a word.

He hooked his right foot round her heel, trapping her, and pressed their hips together. He tugged her shirt. The fabric bunched in his hand, and he brought up his other fist, the one with the knife. With just the point of the blade, he sliced the shirt like butter, hearing the cloth tear and fray. He cut the shirt again. And again, turning it into rags. He let his fingers touch her skin, feeling the swell of her breasts, which rose up and down, up and down, like a rollercoaster.

He put the point to her chest, right where the heart must be, somewhere deep inside. If she truly had a heart. She struggled, playing along. A dying game. He knew she wanted him to do it. This was never about him, he reminded himself. This was all about Rachel.

He pushed. A gasp finally escaped her lips. Something wet ran on the blade. That was all it took, and they were free.




PART ONE




One

Jonathan Stride felt like a ghost, bathed in the white spotlights that illuminated the bridge.

Below him, muddy brown swells flooded into the canal, spewing waves over the concrete piers and swallowing the spray in eight-foot troughs. The water tumbled over itself, squeezing from the violent lake to the placid inner harbor. At the end of the piers, where ships navigated the canal as delicately as thread through a needle, twin lighthouses flashed revolving beams of green and red.

The bridge felt like a living thing. As cars sped onto the platform, a whine filled the air, like the buzz of hornets. The honeycomb sidewalk vibrated, quivering under his feet. Stride glanced upward, as he imagined Rachel would have done, at the crisscross scissors of steel towering above his head. The barely perceptible sway unsettled him and made him dizzy.

He was doing what he always did - putting himself inside the mind of the victim, seeing the world through her eyes. Rachel had been here on Friday night, alone on the bridge. After that, no one knew.

Stride turned his attention to the two teenagers who stood with him, impatiently stamping their feet  against the cold. ‘Where was she when you first saw her?’ he asked.

The boy, Kevin, extracted a beefy hand from his pocket. His third finger sported an oversized onyx high school ring. He tapped the three inches of wet steel railing. ‘Right here, Lieutenant. She was balanced on top of the railing. Arms stretched out. Sort of like Christ.’ He closed his eyes, tilted his chin toward heaven, and extended his arms with his palms upward. ‘Like this.’

Stride frowned. It had been a bleak October, with angry swoops of wind and sleet raining like bullets from the night sky. He couldn’t imagine anyone climbing on top of the railing that night without falling.

Kevin seemed to read his mind. ‘She was really graceful. Like a dancer.’

Stride peered over the railing. The narrow canal was deep enough to grant passage to giant freighters weighted down with bellies of iron ore. It could suck a body down in its wicked undertow and not let go.

‘What the hell was she doing up there?’ Stride asked.

The other teenager, Sally, spoke for the first time. Her voice was crabbed. ‘It was a stunt, like everything else she did. She wanted attention.’

Kevin opened his mouth to complain, but closed it again. Stride got the feeling this was an old argument between them. He noticed that Sally had her arm slung through Kevin’s, and she tugged the boy a little closer when she talked.

‘So what did you do?’ Stride asked.

‘I ran up here on the bridge,’ Kevin said. ‘I helped her down.’

Stride watched Sally’s mouth pucker unhappily as Kevin described the rescue.

‘Tell me about Rachel,’ Stride told Kevin.

‘We grew up together. Next-door neighbors. Then her mom married Mr Stoner and they moved uptown.’

‘What does she look like?’

‘Well, uh, pretty,’ Kevin said nervously, shooting a quick glance at Sally.

Sally rolled her eyes. ‘She was beautiful, OK? Long black hair. Slim, tall. The whole package. And a bigger slut you’re not likely to find.’

‘Sally!’ Kevin protested.

‘It’s true, and you know it. After Friday? You know it.’

Sally turned her face away from Kevin, although she didn’t let go of his arm. Stride watched the girl’s jaw set in an angry line, her lips pinched together. Sally had a rounded face, with a messy pile of chestnut curls tumbling to her shoulders and blowing across her flushed cheeks. In her tight blue jeans and red parka, she was a pretty young girl. But no one would describe her as beautiful. Not a stunner. Not like Rachel.

‘What happened on Friday?’ Stride asked. He knew what Deputy Chief Kinnick had told him on the phone two hours ago: Rachel hadn’t been home since Friday. She was missing. Gone. Just like Kerry.

‘Well, she sort of came on to me,’ Kevin said grudgingly.

‘Right in front of me!’ Sally snapped. ‘Fucking bitch.’

Kevin’s eyebrows furled together like a yellow caterpillar. ‘Stop it, don’t talk about her like that.’

Stride held up one hand, silencing the argument. He reached inside his faded leather jacket and pulled out a pack of cigarettes that he had wedged into the pocket of his flannel shirt. He studied the pack with  weary disgust, then lit a cigarette and took a long drag. Smoke curled out of his mouth and formed a cloud in front of his face. He felt his lungs contract. Stride tossed the rest of the pack into the canal, where the red package swirled like a dot of blood and then was swept under the bridge.

‘Back up,’ he said. ‘Kevin, give me the whole story, short and sweet, OK?’

Kevin rubbed his hand across his scalp until his blond hair stood up like naked winter trees. He squared his shoulders, which were broad and muscular. A football player.

‘Rachel called me on my cell phone on Friday night and said we should come hang out with her in Canal Park,’ Kevin said. ‘It was about eight thirty, I guess. A shitty night, the park was almost empty. When we spotted Rachel, she was on the railing, playing around. So we ran up on the bridge to get her off there.’

‘Then what?’ Stride asked.

Kevin pointed to the opposite side of the bridge, to the peninsula that stretched like a narrow finger with Lake Superior on one side and Duluth harbor on the other. Stride had lived there most of his life, watching the ore ships shoulder out to sea.

‘The three of us wandered down to the beach. We talked about school stuff.’

‘She’s a suck-up,’ Sally interjected. ‘She takes psychology and starts spouting all the teacher’s theories on screwed-up families. She takes English, and the teacher’s poetry is so wonderful. She takes math and grades papers after school.’

Stride silenced the girl with a stony stare. Sally pouted and tossed her hair defiantly. Stride nodded at Kevin to continue.

‘Then we heard a ship’s horn,’ he said. ‘Rachel  said she wanted to ride the bridge while it went up.’

‘They don’t let you do that,’ Stride said.

‘Yeah, but Rachel knows the bridge keeper. She and her dad used to hang out with him.’

‘Her dad? You mean Graeme Stoner?’

Kevin shook his head. ‘No, her real dad. Tommy.’ Stride nodded. ‘Go on.’

‘Well, we went back on the bridge, but Sally didn’t want to do it. She kept going to the city side. But I didn’t want Rachel up there by herself, so I stayed. And that’s where - well, that’s where she started making out with me.’

‘She was playing games with you,’ Sally said sharply.

Kevin shrugged. Stride watched Kevin tug at the collar around his thick neck and then caught a glimpse of the boy’s eyes. Kevin wasn’t going to say exactly what happened on the bridge, but he clearly was embarrassed and aroused thinking about it.

‘We weren’t up there very long,’ Kevin said. ‘Maybe ten minutes. When we got down, Sally - she wasn’t . . .’

‘I left,’ Sally said. ‘I went home.’

Kevin stuttered on his words. ‘I’m really sorry, Sal.’ He reached out a hand to brush her hair, but Sally twisted away.

Before Stride could cut short the latest spat, he heard his cell phone burping out a polyphonic rendition of Alan Jackson’s ‘Chattahoochee’. He dug the phone out of his pocket and recognized the number for Maggie Bei. He flipped it open.

‘Yeah, Mags?’

‘Bad news, boss. The media’s got the story. They’re crawling all over us.’

Stride scowled. ‘Shit.’ He took a few steps away from the two teenagers, noting that Sally began  hissing at Kevin as soon as he was out of earshot. ‘Is Bird out there with the other jackals?’ he asked.

‘Oh, yeah. Leading the inquisition.’

‘Well, for God’s sake, don’t talk to him. Don’t let any reporters near the Stoners.’

‘No problem, we’re taped off.’

‘Any other good news?’ Stride asked.

‘They’re playing it like this is number two,’ Maggie told him. ‘First Kerry, now Rachel.’

‘That figures. Well, I don’t like déjà vu either. Look, I’ll be there in twenty minutes, OK?’

Stride slapped the phone shut. He was impatient now. Things were already moving in a direction he didn’t like. Having Rachel’s disappearance splashed over the media changed the nature of the investigation. He needed the TV and newspapers to get the girl’s face in front of the public, but he wanted to control the story, not have the story control him. That was impossible with Bird Finch asking questions.

‘Keep going,’ Stride urged Kevin.

‘There’s not much else,’ Kevin said. ‘Rachel said she was tired and wanted to go home. So I walked her to the Blood Bug.’

‘The what?’ Stride asked.

‘Sorry. Rachel’s car. A VW Beetle, OK? She called it the Blood Bug.’

‘Why?’

Kevin’s face was blank. ‘Because it was red, I guess.’

‘OK. You actually saw her drive off?’

‘Yes.’

‘Alone?’

‘Sure.’

‘And she specifically told you she was going home?’

‘That’s what she said.’

‘Could she have been lying? Could she have had another date?’

Sally laughed cruelly. ‘Sure, she could. Probably did.’

Stride turned his dark eyes on Sally again. She hooded her eyes and looked down at her shoes, her curls falling over her forehead. ‘Do you know something, Sally?’ Stride asked. ‘Did you maybe go see Rachel and tell her to lay off Kevin here?’

‘No!’

‘Then who do you think Rachel would have gone to see?’

‘It could have been anyone,’ Sally said. ‘She was a whore.’

‘Stop it!’ Kevin insisted.

‘Both of you stop it,’ Stride snapped. ‘What was Rachel wearing that night?’

‘Tight black jeans, the kind you need a knife to cut yourself out of,’ Sally replied. ‘And a white turtleneck.’

‘Kevin, did you see anything in her car? Luggage? A backpack?’

‘No, nothing like that.’

‘You told Mr Stoner that she made a date with you.’

Kevin bit his lip. ‘She asked if I wanted to see her on Saturday night. She said I could pick her up at seven, and we could go out. But she wasn’t there.’

‘It was a game to her,’ Sally repeated. ‘Did she tell you to call me on Saturday and lie to me? Because that’s what you did.’

Stride knew he wasn’t going to get any more out of these two tonight. ‘Listen up, both of you. This isn’t about who kissed who. A girl’s missing. A friend of yours. I’ve got to go talk to her parents, who are  wondering if they’re ever going to see their daughter again, OK? So think. Is there anything else you remember from Friday night? Anything Rachel did or said? Anything that might tell us where she went when she left here or who she might have seen?’

Kevin closed his eyes, as if he were really trying to remember. ‘No, Lieutenant. There’s nothing.’

Sally was sullen, and Stride wondered if she was hiding something. But she wasn’t going to talk. ‘I have no idea what happened to her,’ Sally mumbled.

Stride nodded. ‘All right, we’ll be in touch.’

He took another glance out at the looming blackness of the lake, beyond the narrow canal. There was nothing to see. It was as empty and hollow as his world felt now. As he pushed past the two teenagers and headed to the parking lot, he felt it again. Déjà vu. It was an ugly memory.




Two

Fourteen months had passed since the wet August evening when Kerry McGrath disappeared. Stride had reconstructed her last night so many times that he could almost see it playing in his head like a movie. If he closed his eyes, he could see her, right down to the freckle on the corner of her lips and the three slim gold earrings hugging her left earlobe. He could hear her giggle, like she had in the birthday videotape he had watched a hundred times. All along, he had kept an image of her that was so vivid, it was as if she was alive.

But he knew she was dead. The bubbly girl who was so real to him was a hideous, flesh-eaten thing in the ground somewhere, in one of the deserted acres of wilderness they had never searched. He only wanted to know why and who had done it to her.

And now another teenager. Another disappearance.

As he waited at a stop light, Stride glanced into his truck window and found himself staring into the reflection of his own shadowy brown eyes. Pirate eyes, Cindy used to say, teasing him. Dark, alert, on fire. But that was then. He had lost Kerry to a  monster, and a different kind of monster had claimed Cindy at the same time. The tragedy deadened the flame behind his eyes and made him older. He could see it in his face, weathered and imperfect. A web of telltale lines furrowed across his forehead. His black hair, streaked with strands of gray, was short but unkempt, with a messy cowlick. He was forty-one and felt fifty.

Stride swung his mud-stained Bronco through potholes to the old-money neighborhood near the university where Graeme and Emily Stoner lived. Stride knew what to expect. It was eleven o’clock, normally a time when the streets would be deathly quiet on Sunday night. But not tonight. The blinking lights of squad cars and the white klieg lights of television crews lit up the street. Neighbors lingered on their lawns in small crowds of spies and gossips. Stride heard the overlapping cacophony of police radios buzzing like white noise.

Uniformed cops had cordoned off the Stoner house, keeping the reporters and the gawkers at bay. Stride pulled his Bronco beside a squad car and double-parked. The reporters all swarmed around him, barely giving him room to swing his door open. Stride shook his head and held up his hand, shielding his eyes as he squinted into the camera lights.

‘Come on, guys, give me a break.’

He pushed his way through the crowd of journalists, but one man squared his body in front of Stride and flashed a signal to his cameraman.

‘Do we have a serial killer on the loose here, Stride?’ Bird Finch rumbled in a voice as smooth and deep as a fog horn. His real name was Jay Finch, but everyone in Minnesota knew him as Bird, a Gopher basketball star who was now the host of a shock-TV talk show in Minneapolis.

Stride, who was slightly more than six feet tall himself, craned his neck to stare up at Bird’s scowling face. The man was a giant, at least six foot seven, dressed impeccably in a navy double-breasted suit, with cufflinks glinting on the half-inch of white shirt cuff that jutted below his sleeve. Stride saw a university ring on the forefinger of the huge paw in which he clutched his microphone.

‘Nice suit, Bird,’ Stride said. ‘You come here straight from the opera?’

He heard several of the reporters snicker. Bird stared at Stride with coal eyes. The floodlights glinted off his bald black head.

‘We’ve got some sick pervert snatching our girls off the streets of this city, Lieutenant. You promised the people of this city justice last year. We’re still waiting for it. The families of this city are waiting for it.’

‘If you’re running for office, do it on someone else’s time.’ Stride unhooked his shield from his jeans and held it in front of Bird’s face, jamming his other hand in front of the camera. ‘Now get the hell out of my way.’

Bird grudgingly inched away. Stride bumped his shoulder heavily against the reporter as he passed. The shouting continued behind him. The crowd of reporters dogged his heels, up onto the sidewalk and to the edge of the makeshift fence of yellow police tape. Stride bent down, squeezed under the tape and straightened up. He gestured to the nearest cop, a slight 22-year-old with buzzed red hair. The officer hurried eagerly up to Stride.

‘Yes, Lieutenant?’

Stride leaned down and whispered in his ear. ‘Keep these assholes as far away as you can.’

The cop grinned. ‘You got it, sir.’

Stride wandered into the middle of Graeme Stoner’s manicured lawn. He waved at Maggie Bei, the senior sergeant in the Detective Bureau he supervised, who was doling out orders in clipped tones to a crowd of uniformed officers. Maggie was barely five feet tall even in her black boots, with two-inch heels. The other cops dwarfed her. But they snapped to it when she jabbed a finger in their direction.

The Stoner house was at the end of a narrow lane, shadowed by oak trees that had recently spilled most of their leaves into messy piles. The house itself was a three-story relic of the nineteen twenties, solidly constructed of bricks and pine for the Minnesota winters. A curving walkway led from the street to a mammoth front door. On the east side of the house, overlooking a wooded gully, was a two-car detached garage, with a driveway leading to a rear alley. Stride noted a bright red Volkswagen Bug parked in the driveway, not quite blocking one of the garage stalls.

Rachel’s car. The Blood Bug.

‘Welcome to the party, boss.’

Stride glanced at Maggie Bei, who had joined him on the lawn.

Maggie’s jet-black hair was cut like a bowl, with bangs hanging straight down to her eyebrows. She was tiny, like a Chinese doll. Her face was pretty and expressive, with twinkling almond-shaped eyes and a mellow golden cast to her skin. She wore a burgundy leather jacket over a white Gap shirt and black jeans plucked from the teen racks. That was Maggie - stylish, hip. Stride didn’t spend much money on clothes himself. He kept re-soling the cowboy boots he had worn since he traded in his uniform to join the Detective Bureau, and that was a long time ago. He still wore the same frayed jeans that he had worn through nine winters, even though  coins now sprinkled the ground through a tear in his pocket. His leather jacket was similarly weather-worn. It still bore a bullet hole in the sleeve, which aligned with the scar on Stride’s muscular upper arm.

Stride shifted his gaze to the windows fronting the Stoner house and saw a man inside carrying a drink into a back room. The crystal glass caught light from the chandelier and glinted like a mirror sending a message.

‘So what do we have here, Mags?’ Stride asked.

‘Nothing you don’t already know,’ she said. ‘Rachel Deese, seventeen years old, senior at Duluth High School. The jock, Kevin, says he saw her Friday night around ten o’clock driving away from Canal Park. Since then, nothing. Her car is parked in the driveway, but so far no one saw her arrive home on Friday or leave here on foot or with anyone else. That was two days ago.’

Stride nodded. He took a moment to study Rachel’s Volkswagen, which was surrounded by officers doing an exhaustive search of the vehicle. It was flashy red, cute and clean, not the kind of car a teenage girl would willingly leave behind.

‘Check for bank ATMs on the route from Canal Park to the house,’ Stride suggested. ‘Maybe we’ll get lucky with a security tape from Friday night. Let’s see if she really was heading home, like Kevin says.’

‘Already being done,’ Maggie informed him. She arched her eyebrow as if to say, Am I stupid?


Stride smiled. Maggie was the smartest cop he had ever worked with. ‘Graeme’s her stepfather, right? What about her natural father? I think his name is Tommy.’

‘Nice try. I thought about that, too. But he’s deceased.’

‘Anyone else missing? Like a boyfriend?’

‘No reports. If she ran off, she either did it alone or with someone from out of town.’

‘People who run off need transportation,’ Stride said.

‘We’re checking the airport and bus station here and in Superior.’

‘Neighbors see anything?’

Maggie shook her head. ‘So far, nothing of interest. We’re still doing interviews.’

‘Any complaints involving this girl?’ Stride asked. ‘Stalking, rape, anything like that?’

‘Guppo ran the database,’ Maggie said. ‘Nothing involving Rachel. Go back a few years, and you’ll find Emily and her first husband - Rachel’s father - in a few scrapes.’

‘Like what?’

‘Father was often drunk and disorderly. One domestic abuse report, never formally charged. He hit his wife, not his daughter.’

Stride frowned. ‘Do we know if Rachel and Kerry knew each other?’

‘Rachel’s name never came up last year,’ Maggie said. ‘But we’ll ask around.’

Stride nodded blankly. He put himself in Rachel’s shoes again, recreating her last night, tracing what may or may not have happened along the way. He assumed she made it home on Friday. She was in her car, and now her car was at home. Then what? Did she go inside the house? Was someone waiting for her? Did she go out again? It was sleeting and cold - she would have taken the car. Unless someone picked her up.

‘Time to talk to the Stoners,’ Stride said. Then he paused. He was used to relying on Maggie’s instinct.

‘What’s your gut tell you, Mags? Runaway or something worse?’

Maggie didn’t hesitate. ‘With her car still parked outside the house? Sounds like something worse. Sounds like Kerry.’

Stride sighed. ‘Yeah.’




Three

Stride rang the doorbell. He saw a shadow through the frosted glass and heard the click of footsteps. The carved oak door swung inward. A man about Stride’s height, smartly attired in a V-neck cashmere sweater, a white dress shirt with button-down collar, and crisply pleated tan slacks, extended his hand. In his other hand, he swirled the ice in his drink.

‘You’re Lieutenant Stride, is that right?’ the man greeted him. His handshake was solid, and he had the easy smile of someone accustomed to country club cocktail parties. ‘Kyle told us you would be arriving shortly. I’m Graeme Stoner.’

Stride nodded in acknowledgement. He got the message. Kyle was Kyle Kinnick, Duluth’s deputy chief of police and Stride’s boss. Graeme wanted to make sure he understood the juice he had at City Hall.

He noted the discreet wrinkles creeping along Graeme’s forehead and around the corners of his mouth and calculated that the man was about his own age. His chocolate-brown hair was trimmed short, an executive’s haircut. He wore silver glasses with tiny circular rims. His face was broad and soft,  without noticeable cheekbones or a protruding chin. Even late at night, Graeme’s beard line was almost invisible, which caused Stride involuntarily to rub his palm against his own scratchy stubble.

Graeme put a hand on Stride’s shoulder. ‘Let me show you to the back porch,’ he said. ‘I’m afraid the living room felt rather exposed with the crowd outside.’

Stride followed Graeme into the living room, furnished with delicate sofas and antiques, all in brilliantly varnished walnut. Graeme pointed at a mirror-backed china cabinet, stocked with crystal. ‘May I offer you a drink? It needn’t be alcoholic.’

‘No, I’m fine, thanks.’

Graeme paused in the middle of the room and appeared momentarily uncomfortable. ‘I must apologize for not raising concerns with you earlier, Lieutenant. When Kevin stopped by on Saturday night, I really wasn’t troubled at all that Rachel hadn’t come home. Kevin gets very excitable about Rachel, you see, and I thought he was overreacting.’

‘But you don’t think so now,’ Stride said.

‘It’s been two days. And my wife rightly reminded me about that other girl who disappeared.’

Graeme led the way through the main dining room and then through French doors into a sprawling den, warmed by a gray marble fireplace on the east wall. The white carpet was lush and spotless. The north wall was framed entirely in full-length windows, except for two stained-glass doors that led to the darkness of a back garden. A series of brass lanterns, mounted at intervals on each of the other walls, lit the room with a pale glow.

To the right of the garden wall, two matching recliners sat on either side of the fireplace. Lost in  one huge recliner was a woman holding a bell-shaped glass of brandy.

The woman nodded at Stride from the recliner without getting up. ‘I’m Emily Stoner, Rachel’s mother,’ she said softly.

Emily was a few years younger than Graeme, but not a trophy bride. Stride could see she had once been very pretty. She hadn’t aged gracefully. Her blue eyes were tired, overly made up, with shadows underneath. Her dark hair was short, straight, and hadn’t been washed. She wore a plain navy sweater and blue jeans.

Seated near Emily on the hearth, holding the woman’s left hand, was a man in his late forties, with graying hair combed to protect a thinning hairline. The man got up and shook Stride’s hand, leaving behind a clammy residue that Stride tried unobtrusively to rub away. ‘Hello, Lieutenant. My name is Dayton Tenby. I’m the minister at Emily’s church. Emily asked me to be with them this evening.’

Graeme Stoner took a chair near the garden windows. ‘I’m sure you have many questions for us. We’ll tell you everything we know, which I’m afraid isn’t much. Incidentally, let’s get the unpleasantness out of the way up front. My wife and I had absolutely no involvement in Rachel’s disappearance, but we understand that you have to clear the family in these kinds of situations. Naturally, we’ll cooperate in every way we can, including taking polygraphs, if necessary.’

Stride was surprised. Usually, this was the ugly part - letting the family know that they were suspects. ‘To be candid, yes, we do like to run polygraph tests on the family.’

Emily looked at Graeme nervously. ‘I don’t know.’

‘It’s routine, dear,’ Graeme said. ‘Lieutenant, just  send your questions to Archibald Gale. He’ll be representing our interests in this matter. We can do it tomorrow if you’d like.’

Stride grimaced. So much for cooperation. Archie Gale was the most feared criminal defense lawyer in northern Minnesota, and Stride had tangled with the suave old goat many times from the witness stand.

‘Do you feel it’s necessary to have a lawyer involved?’ Stride asked, his voice chillier.

‘Don’t misunderstand,’ Graeme replied, as calmly and cordially as before. ‘We have nothing to hide. Even so, in this day and age, it would be reckless of us not to retain counsel.’

‘Are you willing to talk to me now, without Gale present?’

Graeme smiled. ‘Archie is flying back from Chicago. He reluctantly agreed we could review the facts without him.’

Reluctantly. Stride knew Gale, and that was probably an understatement. But he wasn’t about to lose his chance - it might be the last opportunity to talk to the family without an attorney screening every word.

Stride slid a notebook from his back pocket and uncapped a pen. Immediately on his left was a roll-top desk. He pulled a swivel chair out from behind the desk and sat down.

‘When did you see Rachel last?’ Stride asked.

‘Friday morning before she went to school,’ Graeme said.

‘Did she take her car then?’

‘Yes. It was gone when I arrived home Friday night.’

‘But you didn’t hear her return overnight?’

‘No. I was in bed by ten. I’m a sound sleeper. I never heard a thing.’

‘What did you do on Saturday?’

‘I was in the office most of the day. That’s typical.’

‘Mrs Stoner, were you at home during this time?’

Emily, who had been staring into the fire, looked up, startled. She took a long swallow of brandy, and Stride wondered how much she had already had to drink. ‘No. I only got back early this afternoon.’

‘And where were you?’

She took a moment to focus. ‘I was driving back from St Louis. My sister moved down there several years ago. I started home Saturday morning, but I was too tired by evening to go the rest of the way. I stayed overnight in Minneapolis and got into town around noon.’

‘Did you talk to Rachel while you were gone?’

Emily shook her head.

‘Did you call home at all?’

She hesitated. ‘No.’

‘When did you start getting worried?’

‘After Emily got home,’ Graeme answered. ‘We still hadn’t heard from Rachel, so we started calling her friends. No one had seen her.’

‘Who did you call?’

Graeme rattled off several names, and Stride jotted them down in his notebook. ‘We also called people from the school,’ Graeme added. ‘And several of the clubs and restaurants her friends mentioned. No one had seen her.’

‘Does she have a boyfriend?’ Stride asked.

Emily pushed a lock of hair from her face. Her voice was weary. ‘Rachel goes through lots of boyfriends. They don’t last.’

‘Is she sexually active?’

‘At least since she was thirteen,’ Emily said. ‘I walked in on her once with a boy.’

‘But no one special?’

Emily shook her head.

‘Have you checked with relatives? People she might go to?’

‘We don’t have any relatives here. Both my parents are dead, and Graeme is from out of town. There’s no one but us.’

Stride wrote: How did these two hook up?


‘Mrs Stoner, what kind of relationship do you have with your daughter?’

Emily paused. ‘We’ve never been very close. When she was little, she was her daddy’s girl. I was the wicked witch.’

Dayton Tenby frowned. ‘That’s not fair, Emily.’

‘Well, that’s what it felt like,’ Emily snapped. She spilled a little of the brandy and dabbed at her sweater with her fingers. ‘When her father died, Rachel drifted even further away. I hoped when I married Graeme we might start becoming a family again. But as she’s grown older, it’s only gotten worse.’

‘What about you, Mr Stoner?’ Stride asked. ‘How is your relationship with Rachel?’

Graeme shrugged. ‘We were relatively close right after Emily and I got married, but as Emily said, she’s grown more distant.’

‘We tried to reach her,’ Emily said. ‘Graeme bought her that car last year. I guess it seemed to her like we were trying to buy her love, and I suppose we were. But it didn’t help.’

‘Has she ever talked about running away?’

‘Not in a long time,’ Emily said. ‘I suppose it sounds crazy, but I always thought she felt she could cause more trouble for us by staying around and making us miserable. It gave her a cruel sense of satisfaction.’

‘Was she suicidal?’ Stride asked.

‘Never. Rachel would never have killed herself.’

‘Why are you so sure?’ Stride asked.

‘Rachel liked herself too much. She was always cocky and confident. It was us she despised. Or me.’ Emily shook her head.

‘Mr Stoner, did anything happen while your wife was gone? An argument, a fight, anything like that?’

‘No, nothing. She ignored me. That was routine.’

‘Did she mention meeting anyone new?’

‘No, but I don’t suppose she would have told me even if she had.’

‘Did you notice unusual cars in the driveway or on the street? Or see her with anyone you didn’t recognize?’

Graeme shook his head.

‘What about your personal situation, Mr Stoner? You work for the Range Bank, is that correct?’

Graeme nodded. ‘I’m the executive vice president for the bank’s operations in Minnesota, Wisconsin, Iowa, and the Dakotas.’

‘Have you received any threats at home or at work? Strange phone calls?’

‘Not that I recall.’

‘You never felt in danger?’

‘No, not at all.’

‘Is your income at the bank widely known?’

Graeme frowned. ‘Well, I suppose it’s not a secret. I have to file as an officer with the SEC, so it’s a matter of public record. But it’s not the kind of thing that makes the papers.’

‘And you’ve received no contact of any kind that would lead you to believe Rachel has been kidnapped.’

‘No, nothing,’ Graeme told him.

Stride flipped his notebook shut. ‘I think that’s everything for the moment. I’ll need to talk with you  further, of course, as the investigation continues. And I’ll be in touch with Mr Gale.’

Emily opened her mouth, then closed it. She obviously wanted to interrupt.

‘What is it?’ Stride asked.

‘It’s just that - well, it’s one reason we were so concerned. The reason I insisted Graeme call Kyle.’

‘Kerry McGrath,’ Dayton murmured.

‘She lived so close,’ Emily exclaimed. ‘She went to the same school.’

Stride waited until Emily looked at him, and he held her stare, putting as much compassion as he could in his eyes. ‘I won’t lie to you. We’ll be looking for connections to Kerry’s disappearance. We would be remiss if we didn’t. But just because there are surface similarities doesn’t mean that Rachel being missing has anything to do with Kerry.’

Emily sniffled loudly. She nodded her head, but her eyes shone with tears.

‘If I can answer any questions for you, please call me,’ Stride said, extracting a card from his coat and placing it on the roll-top desk.

Dayton Tenby rose from his place near the fire and smiled at Stride. ‘Let me show you out.’

The minister guided Stride back through the house. Dayton was a nervous, effeminate man, who seemed intimidated by the upscale trappings of the Stoner house. He walked gingerly, as if his ageing brown wingtips were leaving dirty footprints. He was small, around five foot eight, with a narrow chin, tiny brown eyes set closely together, and a pinched nose. Stride sized him up as a holdover from Emily’s past life. BG - Before Graeme.

Stroking his chin, Dayton glanced curiously outside at the lights and crowds gathered there.

‘They’re like vultures, aren’t they?’ the minister observed.

‘Sometimes. But they can be useful.’

‘Yes, I suppose. I appreciate your coming here, Lieutenant. Rachel is a difficult young girl, but I would hate to see any harm come to her.’

‘How long have you known her?’ Stride asked.

‘Since she was a child.’

Stride nodded. BG, he thought. ‘When did she begin to have troubles?’

Dayton sighed. ‘As Emily mentioned, it was after her father’s death. Rachel was utterly devoted to Tommy. She couldn’t bear the loss, and I think she turned all her anger and grief against her mother.’

‘How long ago was that?’

Dayton pursed his lips and stared at the vaulted ceiling as he thought back. ‘Rachel was eight when he died, I believe, so it was about nine years ago.’

‘Tell me, Father, what do you think happened here? Could Rachel have left on her own? A runaway?’

Dayton seemed divinely sure of himself. ‘Maybe it’s wishful thinking, but that’s what I believe. I really think you’ll find, when all is said and done, that she’s out there somewhere, laughing at us.’




Four

Emily downed the last swallow of brandy and pushed herself off the recliner. As Dayton returned to the room, she held out her empty glass. ‘I need another.’

Dayton took the glass and returned to the living room to refill her drink. Emily watched him go, then spoke to Graeme without looking at her husband. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t call.’

‘That’s all right. How’s Janie?’

‘She’s fine,’ Emily said. ‘I meant to call.’

‘I told you it doesn’t matter.’

Emily nodded, feeling hollow. ‘I thought you’d be angry.’

‘Not at all.’

‘Did you miss me?’

Graeme waved his hand, dismissing the question. ‘What a stupid thing to say. You know I’m lost without you. Yesterday, I wanted to go hiking, and I couldn’t even find my tennis shoes.’

‘Shoes,’ Emily murmured, shaking her head.

Dayton reappeared. The portion of brandy in the glass he carried looked smaller than the last one. Emily took the glass and finished it in a single swallow, ignoring the burn that the liquor caused in  her throat. She handed Dayton the glass and turned away. She wiped her eyes, but it was too late. She knew he had seen the tears.

‘She’s doing it just to punish me,’ Emily said. ‘It’s a game with her.’

‘It may be more about Tommy than it is about you. Even after all these years.’

‘Tommy,’ she said bitterly.

‘Emily, he was her father,’ Dayton reminded her. ‘She was eight years old, and her daddy could do no wrong.’

‘Yes, everybody loved Tommy,’ Emily said. ‘And I was always the bitch. No one ever understood what he did to us.’

‘I did,’ Dayton said.

Emily took his hand. ‘Yes, I know. Thank you. And thank you for coming over here tonight. I think I would have gone to pieces without you around.’

Graeme stood up. ‘I’ll walk you out, Dayton,’ he said, a veneer of politeness in his voice. ‘I’ll make sure the press doesn’t hassle you along the way.’

Dayton was dwarfed by the larger man as the two of them retreated from the porch. Emily watched them go, listening to their footsteps, hearing the noises of the crowd outside as the front door opened, then the tomb-like silence of the house as the door closed.

She was alone.

Even when she was with Graeme these days, she felt alone.

He said all the right things, and treated her well, and gave her the freedom to lead her own life. But he didn’t pretend that there was any passion between them any more. She wondered if he felt anything at all for her. She had deliberately not called from St Louis, wanting to make him angry, wanting him to  yearn for her enough to call her himself. If he called, if he missed her, if he screamed at her, at least she would see some of his emotions.

But he didn’t need her. Except when he couldn’t find his shoes.

And then to come home and find Rachel was gone. For years, she had expected it, wondering when her daughter would leave her a note and run away. Sometimes she had even wished for it, as a way to end the hostility and restore some peace to her life. She had never realized how empty she would feel when it really happened, when all she could do was think about the missed opportunities that had kept them divided. She had long since accepted that Rachel would never know how deeply she loved her, in spite of the venom the girl had directed at her for so many years. Even when she tried to stop loving her, she couldn’t.

Gone.

What if she hadn’t run away? What if she had ended up like that other girl, snatched off the street?

‘Where are you, baby?’ she said.

Emily heard noises in the front hall as the door opened and Graeme returned. She didn’t want to see him. She couldn’t balance all of it, her estrangement from Graeme, her grief over Rachel. She got up quickly and fled through the kitchen to the back stairs. She listened as Graeme returned to the porch. She imagined him glancing at the empty room, realizing she was gone. Emily didn’t expect him to follow her, and he didn’t. A few seconds later she could just make out the tapping of keys as he worked on his computer. She hurried up the stairs to the second floor.

She wouldn’t sleep in their bedroom tonight. He wouldn’t miss that, either.

Emily went to Rachel’s room. She smelled strangers there, the sweaty aroma of the police who had pawed through Rachel’s desk and dresser that night. In truth, the room itself was a stranger to her, because she had hardly stepped foot inside it while Rachel was home. It was her daughter’s private fortress, and Emily of all people wasn’t allowed.

The room was largely barren. There were no posters up on the walls, only a pale coating of yellow paint. Her dirty clothes were piled in the corner, in and out of a white basket. She had a stack of school-books, some open, some closed, spread randomly across the desk, with wrinkled notepapers, half filled with her scrawl, sticking out of the pages. Only her bed was carefully made - the one part of the room Rachel allowed the maid to touch.

Emily lay down on the bed, pulled her legs up, and curled her arms round them. She saw a photo, placed lovingly on the nightstand, of Rachel bundled up in her father’s arms. Emily reached out with one hand and tipped the frame over, so she didn’t have to stare at it.

She couldn’t escape the past so easily, however. Next to the clock radio on the nightstand, perched on its hind legs, was a stuffed pink pig, adorned with black plastic sunglasses. A souvenir from the Minnesota State Fair.

Nine years later, and Rachel still kept it by her bed.

‘Tommy,’ Emily sighed.




Tommy hoisted Rachel onto his shoulders. Now taller than everyone around her, Rachel opened her mouth in wonder at the sight of all the people, crammed together shoulder to shoulder, from one side of the street to the other. There were tens of  thousands of them, a sweaty, squirming mass, baking in the heat and humidity of a late August evening.

‘It’s amazing, Daddy!’ Rachel cried.

‘Didn’t I promise you?’ Tommy said. ‘Isn’t this great?’ He lifted Rachel high in the air, swirled her around, and swooped her to the ground.

‘Can we do the midway now?’ Rachel sang out.

Emily had to laugh. She suspected that was the last thing Tommy wanted. All day long, she had watched Tommy and Rachel bury themselves in the fair. Tommy ate everything, swallowing deep-fried cheese curds like popcorn and washing them down with giant plastic cups of ice-cold beer. He ate corn dogs, pork chops, onion blossoms, roasted corn slathered in butter, fried ravioli, and bag after bag of mini donuts. And now the rides would churn his stomach like a blender. But Tommy never said no to Rachel.

By the time they reached the midway, it was a tornado of light. Darkness had turned the carnival into a fairy land, where a sea of people screamed, and their faces reflected a rainbow of colors from the rides streaking overhead. Rachel wanted to do everything. It didn’t matter how fast the ride went, or how high, or how many times she spun upside down with her hair tumbling below her. She took Tommy on the ring of fire, going up and over in circles, then the giant swing, then the octopus, then the avalanche, then the tornado. Emily was secretly pleased to see that Tommy was looking green.

It took them nearly two hours to work their way down one row of carnival rides, then back up the next. They wandered by the baseball game, run by a seedy barker in a devil’s costume, with a button pinned on his red suit that said, ‘Welcome to Hell.’ He smiled, revealing two chocolate-brown front teeth, and invited Tommy to try his hand.

‘Break three plates, win the grand prize,’ he said.

‘What’s the grand prize?’ Rachel asked.

The devil pointed at a giant stuffed bear, fat and soft and nearly as tall as Rachel. The girl’s eyes widened, and she looked longingly at Tommy, hanging on his arm. ‘Can you win it for me, Daddy?’

‘You bet I can.’

The devil handed Tommy three baseballs. Tommy juggled two in his right hand and wound up with his left hand.

‘You’re drunk, Tommy,’ Emily warned him. ‘And you don’t look good.’

Tommy fired the first ball into the dead center of one of the ceramic plates. The plate smashed into shards, falling amid the litter of the booth, and the ball slammed into the aluminum wall with a bang.

‘You did it, Daddy! You did it!’

Tommy grinned. He let the second ball fly, and crash, bang, another plate shattered.

‘One more, Daddy, and you win!’ Rachel cried.

‘Make a place for that bear on your bed, honey,’ Tommy told her.

He readied himself for the next pitch, cocking his meaty arm. The crowd gathering behind them tensed, expecting another bang, waiting for the plate to explode.

Instead, the ball dribbled off Tommy’s hand, bounced on the counter, and landed on the ground with a thud. The devil laughed. The people around the booth groaned with disappointment. Tommy’s knees buckled, and he grabbed his arm, screaming. His face was contorted and red.

Emily said the first thing that popped into her head and instantly regretted it. ‘Damn it, Tommy, you haven’t thrown a baseball in years. What the hell were you trying to prove?’

Rachel shot her mother an angry stare. Tommy bit his lip so hard that a pearl of blood formed and slipped onto his chin. Rachel rubbed it away with her hand.

‘I’m sorry, honey,’ Tommy said to Rachel.

The old man at the counter, still chuckling, waved at Tommy. ‘Don’t forget your prize.’ He held up a small stuffed pink pig, with black sunglasses, and tossed it to Tommy.

Tommy looked embarrassed as he handed it to Rachel, but Rachel held the pig like it was even better than the grand prize. ‘I love it, Daddy,’ she said, and as he leaned down, she kissed him lightly on the lips.

It was as if Emily had been stabbed in the heart. She was jealous, and she hated herself for it.

‘I guess it’s time to go home,’ she said.

But Rachel had other ideas. As they wandered away from the booth, the ride known as the ejection seat suddenly sprang to life in front of them, a circular chair of steel tossed like a rock from a sling shot, carrying two screaming passengers. A microphone embedded in the chair carried their hysterical cries out over the fair.

‘Wow,’ Rachel said in a hushed voice. ‘Do you think I could do that?’

Emily interrupted. ‘I don’t think that’s a good idea, Rachel. Your father’s not feeling well, and you’re too young for a ride like that.’

‘You don’t look too young to me,’ Tommy said. ‘And I feel great.’

‘Come on, Tommy, don’t be foolish,’ Emily said.

Tommy winked at his daughter. ‘What do we say, Rachel?’

Rachel looked at her mother and sang out in her most girlish voice, ‘Bitch, bitch, bitch!’

Emily was stunned. She tugged on Tommy’s arm  and whispered in his ear. ‘You taught her to say that to me? Are you crazy?’

‘Shit, Emily, it’s only a joke.’

‘Fine, take the fucking ride,’ she hissed, hating herself for letting Tommy get a rise out of her.

He pretended to be shocked. ‘Mommy used a bad word.’

Rachel held Tommy’s hand triumphantly. They headed together toward the ride, and then Rachel looked back. She called out, like it was a wonderful joke, ‘Fuck you, Mommy.’

Emily took two steps closer, swinging her hand back, ready to strike her. She wanted so badly to slap her daughter’s face. But she froze, holding back. She began sobbing. She watched them wander away, paying no attention to her as she cried, drawing stares from the people passing by. She wiped her cheeks, then pushed through the crowd toward the spectator area near the ejection seat. She would do what she had done all along. Cheer for them. For the husband who made her feel like an insect, and for the daughter he had taught to hate her.

As Tommy and Rachel were strapped into the ejection seat, a spotlight hit them, and Emily could see their faces clearly.

Rachel was beaming, fearless as ever.

But Tommy was pale, his face bone white, sweat pouring down his forehead.

A horrifying awareness began to dawn on Emily, as she realized that Tommy’s condition had nothing to do with the fair and nothing to do with a pulled muscle. Instead, it had everything to do with his father, who had dropped dead at thirty-seven, and his grandfather, who had only made it to thirty before ending up in the ground.

Don’t ask me to grow up, Emily, he had said to her once in a sober moment.

‘Wait!’ Emily shouted, but no one heard her.

The sensations of the night became a blur. The din of music and voices thumped in her head. Lights blinked and whirled around her. She smelled burnt grease, powerful enough to suffocate her.

‘He’s having a heart attack!’ she screamed, as loud as she could.

The people around her laughed. It was a joke. It was funny.

Ping. The cable released. The ejection seat shot upward like an arrow. The towers rattled and swayed. The microphone in the chair caught Rachel’s squeals of delight. Her excitement at being shot weightless into the air was almost sexual. The giggling laughter poured out of her and washed over the crowd.

Tommy never made a sound.

Up and down the chair went, bouncing and wobbling like a jack-in-the-box for thirty seconds that lasted a lifetime. Then Emily heard murmurs among the people around her. She saw people start to point. Rachel’s squeals subsided.

‘Daddy?’

Emily could see her husband clearly now, his head lolling to one side, his eyes rolled up into his skull like two hard-boiled eggs, his tongue hanging limply out of his mouth. Rachel saw it too, and screamed.

‘Daddy! Wake up, Daddy!’

Emily clambered over the fence that kept the spectators back. The ride workers managed to snag the chair and pull it back to the ground. As Emily ran toward them, they undid the straps from Rachel, who clung to her father and cried hysterically. They undid the straps from Tommy, too, but he simply  slid from the chair and crumpled in a pile on the ground, with Rachel still hanging on him and calling his name.




Emily knew at that moment she had passed a crossroads in her life. Part of her secret soul believed it would be a road to something better. In many ways, living with Tommy dead was easier than living with Tommy alive. She had always been the one holding a steady job and paying the bills. During the next few years, she began to pull them slowly out of debt.

But in the most important way, in her daughter’s mind, Tommy never died. He became frozen in Rachel’s memory.

It began the day after the fair, as they drove in silent grief back to Duluth. The tears on Rachel’s face had dried and turned with amazing swiftness to malevolence. At one point on the highway, the little girl turned to Emily, her eyes cold, and said with a terrifying passion, ‘You did this.’

Emily tried to explain. She tried to tell Rachel about Tommy’s weak heart, but Rachel didn’t want to hear anything.

‘Daddy always said that if he died, it was you who killed him,’ she said.

And so began the war.

Emily, lying in Rachel’s bed, picked up the silly stuffed pig.

‘Oh, sweetheart,’ she said. ‘What did I ever do to make you hate me so much? How can I make it up to you?’




Five

Stride lived in an area known as Park Point, a crooked finger of land jutting out between the southern tip of the lake and the calm inner harbors of Duluth and Superior, Wisconsin. The peninsula was just wide enough to drop a strip of houses on either side of the road. There was only one way to get to the Point - across the lift bridge over the canal, which forced everyone who lived there to structure their lives around the comings and goings of the ore ships.

Stride gave no thought to the bridge as he glided on autopilot, his eyes barely open, toward the Point at four in the morning. At first, when he heard the raucous warning bell, he thought his tired brain was playing tricks on him. He turned down the Sara Evans song on his stereo and listened. When he realized the bridge was really going up, he accelerated, but he knew he was too late. Disgusted, wondering how long he would be marooned, he pulled to a stop at the guardrail and shut off the engine.

He got out of the car and leaned on the door, letting the cold air wash over him. He reached back inside to the cup holder, found a new pack of  cigarettes, and lit one. So much for willpower. He didn’t care. Smoking, exhausted, listening to the groan of steel as the bridge climbed above him - this was his life. And it had been that way for the past year, ever since the cancer took Cindy away. The city that had always been his home, and that he assumed he would never leave, had begun to feel different to him, darker, and more menacing. The familiar things, like the hulking lift bridge and the smell of the lake, now seemed consumed with memories.

Back in his youth, Duluth was a one-industry town, capital of the northern region of the state known, for good reason, as the Iron Range. It was a city where trillions of pellets of taconite belched into the hulls of giant ships, which sank low in the water and then shouldered their way through the cavernous troughs of Lake Superior toward the northeast. It was a hard-scrabble, hard-luck city, filled with brawny miners and seamen like his dad.

He didn’t recall that life was particularly good back then, but the city had a small town feel, and people weathered the ups and downs of the ore industry together, living fat, living poor, working, striking. For nine months every year, until the lake froze, the rhythm of the ore industry governed the city. Trains came and went, ships came and went. The bridge rose, and the bridge fell. The raw elements of steel that built skyscrapers, cars, and guns around the world began their journey under the clay soil in northern Minnesota and eventually traveled through the seaway in the holds of the great ships.

But the taconite industry waned, eaten up by overseas competition, and so did Duluth’s fortunes. Ore couldn’t pay the bills any more. So the wise men who ran the city took a look at its location on the  lake and said: let the tourists come. The ore industry became a kind of tourist attraction itself, drawing gawkers to the bridge whenever a ship slid through the canal.

But not now. Not in the middle of the night. Stride stood alone, taking long drags on his cigarette, watching the rust-red hull creep under the bridge. He saw a man standing on the deck of the ship, also alone, also smoking. He was barely distinguishable, little more than a silhouette. The man raised his hand to Stride in a casual greeting, and Stride returned it with a wave. That man could have been him, if his life had gone as he expected when he was younger.

He climbed back into his Bronco as the bridge settled back into place. As he drove across to the Point, hearing the bridge deck whine under his tires, he glanced at the ship, which was aglow and heading into the lake. A part of him went with it. That was true every time one of the ships left. It was partly why he lived where he did.

The residents of the Point were a hearty tribe, who endured tourists, gales, storms, blizzards, and ice for the privilege of those handful of idyllic summer days on which no one on earth had a better place to live than they did. They shared a strip of beach that eroded an inch or two each year, with tufts of madras grass and mature trees separating the sand from the tiny back yards of the houses. Stride would often haul a lounge chair out past the madras on a Sunday in July, set it up on the beach, and sit for hours to watch the traffic of sailboats and cargo ships.

Most of the houses on the Point, except those few that had been torn down and rebuilt by wealthy transplants from the Cities, were old and ramshackle, constantly pummeled and worn down by the elements. Stride slapped on paint each spring, using  whatever was on sale, but it never lasted beyond the winter season.

His house, a quarter-mile from the bridge, was barely thirty feet wide, built in a square, with the door and two steps situated exactly in the middle. To the right of the door was the living room, with a window looking out the front. There was a detached one-car garage to the left of the house, at the end of a small stretch of sand that counted as a driveway.

Stride jiggled the key in the lock, then used his shoulder to push the door inward. He shut the door behind him and stood in the hallway, sinking back against the door, his eyes closed. He smelled the musty odor of aged wood and the lingering fishy aroma of Opilio crab legs he had steamed two nights ago. But there was more. Even a year after she was gone, he could still smell Cindy in the house. Maybe it was just that he had caught that same hint of perfume and floral soap for fifteen years, and his imagination remembered it so clearly that he could still picture it as real. In the early days, he had wanted to banish the smell from the house, and he had thrown open all the windows to let the lake air wash through. Then, when the aroma began to fade, he got scared, and he shut up the house for days for fear he might lose it altogether.

He stumbled sleepily down the hall to his bedroom and emptied his pockets on his nightstand. He yanked off his jacket and let it fall on the floor, then rolled into his unmade bed. His feet throbbed, and he didn’t know if he had remembered to kick off his shoes. It didn’t matter.

He closed his eyes, and she was there again, as he knew she would be. The dreams had faded in recent weeks, but tonight, he expected to be tormented.

He stood on a highway somewhere in the wilderness, with miles of birch trees lining the deserted road in both directions. Across the narrow strip of pavement, divided by a yellow line, stood Kerry McGrath. She beamed at him with a happy, carefree smile. Perspiration glinted on her face. She had been running, and her chest heaved as she sucked in deep breaths.

She waved at him, gesturing him to cross the road.

‘Cindy,’ he shouted.

The smile on Kerry’s face died. She turned and vanished, running between the trees. He tried to follow, hurrying down the slope behind the shoulder of the road and into the forest. His legs felt heavy. So did his left hand. When he looked down, he realized he was carrying a gun.

Somewhere, he heard a scream.

He stumbled along the trail, wiping sweat from his eyes. Or was it rain? Water seemed to filter down through the leaves, turning the trail into mud and matting his hair. Ahead of him, he saw a shadow pass across the trail, something large and menacing.

He called Kerry’s name again.

‘Cindy.’

Through the maze of trees, he realized someone had stopped, waiting for him.

It wasn’t Kerry.

Rachel stood there, naked. She confronted him on the trail, her arms in the air, balanced against two birch trees, her legs spread casually apart. The rain fell in spatters on her body, dripping off her breasts and running in silver streams down her stomach and into the crevice between her legs.

‘You’ll never find me,’ she called to him.

Rachel turned and ran, and her body was enveloped by the forest. He could see her gliding  away. Her body was beautiful, and he watched as it got smaller and further away. Then, like before, a menacing shadow crossed the trail and disappeared.

He raised his gun. He called after Rachel.

‘Cindy.’

He made his way into a small clearing, where the dirt under his feet was mossy and wet. A stream gurgled toward the lake, but the water tumbling over the rocks was bright red. The crackling and rustling in the forest got louder, almost deafening, a thumping in his ears. The rain sheeted down, soaking him.

He saw Rachel on the opposite side of the clearing. ‘You’ll never find me,’ she called again.

When he stared at the blurry image on the far side of the stream, he realized it was no longer Rachel who stood there.

It was Cindy. She stretched out her hands toward him.

He saw the shadow again, moving behind her. A monster.

‘You never do,’ she told him.




Stride lay sprawled in bed with his head engulfed in his pillow. He was half-asleep now, slowly growing aware of his surroundings. He heard the rustle of paper somewhere close by and smelled burnt coffee.

He opened one eye. Maggie Bei sat a few feet away in his leather recliner, her short legs propped up, a half-eaten cruller in one hand and one of Stride’s chipped ceramic mugs in the other. She had opened the curtains halfway, enough to reveal the early morning view of the lake behind her.

‘That coffee pot of yours stinks,’ she said. ‘What is it, ten years old?’

‘Fifteen,’ Stride said. He blinked several times and didn’t move. ‘What time is it?’

‘Six in the morning.’

‘Still Monday?’ Stride asked.

‘Afraid so.’

Stride groaned. He had been asleep for ninety minutes. It was obvious that Maggie, who was still wearing the same jeans and burgundy leather jacket she had worn last night, hadn’t slept at all.

‘Am I naked?’ he asked.

Maggie grinned. ‘Yeah. Nice ass.’

Stride pushed his head off the pillow and glanced down at himself. He, too, was wearing the same clothes from last night. ‘I hope you made enough coffee for me.’

Maggie pointed at his nightstand, where a chocolate old-fashioned donut lay neatly placed on a napkin. A steaming mug of coffee was beside it. Stride grabbed a bite of the donut and took a sip of coffee. He ran his hand back through mussed hair. He finished off the donut in two more bites, then began unbuttoning his shirt. He yanked the belt from his jeans.
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