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				Carol O’Connell is the New York Times bestselling creator of Kathy Mallory, and the author of thirteen books, eleven featuring her acclaimed detective, most recently IT HAPPENS IN THE DARK, as well as the stand-alone thrillers JUDAS CHILD and BONE BY BONE. She lives in New York City.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				PRAISE

				Praise for JUDAS CHILD and Carol O’Connell:

				‘A menacing and unsettling thriller set against a mysterious winter landscape that reflects the cold heart of a serial killer . . . Carol O’Connell is a unique talent who deserves to be a household name. The Judas Child is a scary monster of a book that should make her just that’ Val McDermid

				‘Compulsive reading, a genuine page-turner, in which the “whodunnit” is only part of the puzzle’ The Times

				‘Violent murder mystery, heart-breaking love story, intricate allegory, tangled tale of redemption and forgiveness – O’Connell’s novel is all of these and more. Few readers will be able to resist the charms of her lyrical prose or her daringly original plot, and anyone unmoved by the soul-shattering climax should give up reading fiction altogether’ Booklist

				‘This powerful drama . . . delves deeply into the motives of myriad complex characters . . . Dark in tone, gripping in suspense, and tempered with the hope of redemption, this is highly recommended’ Library Journal

				‘If any writer could make me break my New Year’s resolution to avoid serial killer novels, it’s the brilliant Carol O’Connell . . . her books are moving as well as thrilling’ Daily Telegraph

				‘As I read Mallory’s Oracle, I kept wanting to hug both Kathy Mallory and Carol O’Connell, and that is the mark of a story and an author who really involve you, and make you care – and that is so rare!’ James Patterson

				‘Mallory grips us like a hand on the throat’ The Times

				‘A smart, skilful practitioner of the mystery-writing arts, O’Connell writes discreetly dazzling books’ New York Times

			

		

	
		
			
				

				ABOUT THE BOOK

				The ghost of a girl.

				It is three days before Christmas, and two young girls have disappeared from the local academy. This hasn’t happened for fifteen years, since Rouge Kendall’s twin sister was murdered. The killer was found, but now Rouge, twenty-five and a policeman, is forced to wonder: was he really the one?

				She has haunted his dreams.

				Also wondering is a former classmate named Ali Cray, a forensic psychologist with scars of her own. The pattern is the same, she says: a child called out to meet a friend. The friend is the bait, the Judas child, and is quickly killed. But the primary victim lives longer . . . until Christmas day. Rouge doesn’t want to hear this. He’s spent the last fifteen years trying to avoid the memories. He has three days finally to put her to rest.
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				This book is dedicated to the memory of Michael Abney, a talented Arizona photographer and a good friend from my student days. Over many a beer, I gave him useful insights on women. However, Mike’s reciprocal information about men turned out to be pure gender bragging, for the true prince was not a common occurrence in nature, but a rare one – and I miss him.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				PROLOGUE

				Up and down the lane ran two bright ribbons of grass, still green so deep in December. Long, flanking rows of pine trees ended where the modern public road met this private one of ancient cobblestones. Though there was no proper name on any map, the townspeople called it the Christmas tree lane.

				Hidden beyond the west bank of evergreens lay all the brown dead leaves of a bare-branched forest. The dry carcass of an eyeless sparrow was crushed under the man’s shoe as he shifted his weight from one foot to the other. The day had turned chilly and mean. Wisps of fog hung low where the denuded woodland was protected by the windbreak of tall pines. The highest boughs of a nearby oak disappeared in the haze, and the trees behind it were only ghosts of birch and elm.

				The man glanced at his watch.

				Any moment now.

				His fingers splayed wide and then balled into fists. The surrounding air was dead still; the brittle leaves and low-lying clouds of the woods never stirred as a clean breeze whipped down the Christmas tree lane.

				He took great pride in this art of selecting the time and the place. Soon, a solitary child would come riding by on her bicycle, as she did every Saturday afternoon at this same time. The little girl would be fearless, for the cobblestoned roadway of trimmed grass and majestic pine trees was so different from the atmosphere of the forest, it might have been carved out of another world, a better one, where this man could not exist.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				ONE

				She slowed the purple bicycle and turned around to look directly at him with the full force of big brown eyes and a wicked grin.

				The boy’s front wheel wobbled at the exact moment he braked to a dead stop. And then the child resigned himself to the short flight over the handlebars, all but shrugging in midair. The hard landing on the road was all the pain and punishment he had expected it to be.

				Why did she do these things to him?

				Though Sadie Green had never laid a hand on him outside of dancing class, one day at school she had caused him to step off a second-floor landing, to fall down the stairs and cut his head – but only because the sudden sight of her had blinded him to science – more precisely, the law of gravity. For one fraction of a second, he had believed he could step out into thin air and not pay for that.

				Now David Shore sat cross-legged on the cold ground near his fallen bicycle. He pulled off a torn woolen glove to pick the gravel out of his hand. Sadie’s bike was describing lazy circles in the road, and by her wide smile, he could tell she was enjoying this enormously. As he plucked out one sharp bit of stone, the indent of his skin filled with a red droplet. He looked up at her.

				How much blood is enough, Sadie?

				Even from the distance of several yards, he could see all two hundred of her freckles jump as she laughed at him. He could still hear her laughing – like the maniac she was – as she sped around the clot of shrubs, turning off the road and into the Christmas tree lane. He was on his bike again and in motion, when her laughter stopped abruptly, not trailing away with distance, but ending, as though she had been turned off.

				For the first time, he stopped his bike at the foot of the lane. On every other Saturday, he had pedaled on by in the pretense that he had some business of his own farther along the public road. Now he stared down that long empty space between the two rows of evergreen trees.

				Where was she? The lane was a straightaway to Gwen Hubble’s house, and Sadie could not have covered all that ground so fast.

				David stood with one foot planted on the road, rocking his bike from side to side. He didn’t want to look into the woods beyond the pine trees, for fear of seeing her there, writhing on the ground and holding her bloody intestines in her hands.

				She had done that to him before.

				Sadie went to entirely too much trouble to frighten him. If she only knew how much fear she inspired whenever he thought about actually talking to her – as opposed to merely stalking her on Saturday afternoons.

				He rode on down the lane, but stopped halfway to Gwen’s house, a stately white Georgian mansion locked behind intimidating iron gates. The profile of a security guard and his newspaper was silhouetted in the window of the gatehouse. But the guard might as well be posted on the moon, for David rarely spoke to people – or girls. Anxiety and hysteria froze his vocal cords each time he tried.

				The boy cocked his head toward the left bank of pine trees. He heard a faint and garbled slew of sounds coming from the woods on the other side. Of course it was Sadie – baiting him. If she were carrying a spare set of pig’s intestines from the biology lab, she would not want to waste them.

				Well, he would play the fool for her if that made her happy.

				He got off his bike and wheeled it through the tight brace of evergreens. One bough of prickly needles scratched his face in yet another blood sacrifice, and then he was standing in the woods, looking at the stark trees bereft of leaves, shrouded in mist and feathering out to hazy and indistinct forms in the distance.

				Oh, this was Sadie country, prime for horror. She must be loving this, wherever she was hiding.

				He stood very still, tensing every muscle in his body. At any moment, she would come flying around the trunk of an oak tree, perhaps with some new weapon, another trick to cleave his poor startled brain into equal parts of terror and delight.

				Two small animals ran across his path. A gray cat crackled leaves and snapped dry twigs in pursuit of a squirrel. But this was not the noise he had heard from the lane. He listened for the sound of something female, ten years old and nearly human. He rolled his bike farther into the woods, and now he saw the small metallic swatch of purple.

				Everything Sadie owned was purple, even her running shoes exactly matched her purple parka.

				Her bike was partially covered by a gunnysack, dirt-encrusted and blending well with the dead leaves. She was probably in a hurry and making better time through the woods on foot. He could guess where she was heading, and that would explain why she had not gone all the way to Gwen’s. If they were meeting at the old boathouse, then Sadie must be in fresh trouble. The girls had not gone there since the last time Gwen’s father had forbidden them to play together.

				Confident that Sadie was not planning an ambush, he relaxed and took his time walking his bike around the tree trunks and fallen branches. At the edge of the woods, his vista opened to the wide lawn of St Ursula’s Academy. Grass rolled downhill to the lake, a calm mirror of the gray winter sky. The near shoreline was obscured by rock formations and foliage. He laid down his bicycle and drew closer to the boathouse. Now he could see part of the long wharf spanning the other side of the building and reaching far out on the lake. Its boards were worn smooth by the barefoot steps of generations of children.

				St Ursula’s Academy was very old, and over the past century, the students had marked every bit of it. The vast green lawn spreading upward from the lake was scarred with ancient rough trails where boys and girls had worn away the grass as they departed from the normal paths. And this departure was at the heart of the boarding school for not quite normal, and some said quite unnatural, children.

				He drew back when he heard the sound of a door being pulled shut. Now a single loud bark came from inside the boathouse.

				Had Gwen brought her dog along this time? She had never done that before.

				David didn’t take up his regular post beneath the window; that might set the dog to barking again. He walked back toward the woods and sat down on a patch of ground behind the cover of shrubs. Here he resolved to wait until Sadie came out, so he could follow her home.

				The dog barked again and kept it up for a long time. Then it stopped suddenly, the same way that Sadie’s laughter had ended in the lane – the dog had been switched off. Over the next hour, this was repeated three more times.

				What were Gwen and Sadie doing to that animal?

				Now there was another noise behind him. He shrank back behind the massive trunk of a centurion oak. A small blond girl was running through the woods. Gwen?

				But how could that be?

				Gwen Hubble puffed white clouds of breath, and her legs churned faster. The child-pink locomotive with the flapping red scarf and blue jeans ran a weaving path, skirting the trees. Her running shoes, laces undone, smashed brittle leaves to powder. Dry twigs snapped with sharp cracks in sync with her heartbeat.

				The printed message on her pager had been an odd one. ‘Urgent – boathouse – tell no one.’ But that was Sadie’s style, the cliffhanger.

				Gwen broke through a tight line of speckled trees at the edge of the wood. Her flushed face was scratched, and her socks fell in loose woolen rolls around her ankles. Breath came with ragged tears at her throat, and the bones of her shins were going to splinters with every hard-pounding footfall. She rounded the side of the old boathouse, her thick blond braid thumping at the back of a red parka.

				She stepped onto the wharf, and as she walked toward the boathouse door, her steps slowed. A rock lay on the boards amid the debris of splintered century-old wood, a rusted padlock and its crusty hasp. Well, perhaps the groundskeeper had changed the lock since Sadie mastered the combination.

				Or maybe not.

				The crude breakage would be an improvement on Sadie’s usual method of operations. Yes, that must be it. And Gwen approved. Now this was really scary.

				She pushed through the door and walked into the dark.

				No candles?

				She braced herself for the assault. Would Sadie be waiting behind the door?

				No – not this time.

				Gwen’s eyes had adjusted to the light streaming in the door behind her. And now she made out the small body, the familiar head of light brown hair and the purple down jacket. Sadie was lying at the center of the floor. Gwen was disappointed. After the big production of the broken lock, she had expected something more imaginative. She knelt down beside her friend and shook her.

				‘Hey, I’m not buying it. Get up.’

				The child lying on the floor made no response. Gwen looked up to see the lock on the boathouse phone box had also been broken.

				‘Sadie, it’s not funny. Sadie?’

				David stood up and stamped his feet. They had gone numb while he sat hunched and hidden in the bushes. Now his toes tingled as they came back to life. The air was growing colder. He pulled up the collar of his jacket against a sudden rush of wind off the lake.

				Sadie should have come out long before now if she expected to get home by dark. He walked out onto open ground, emboldened by curiosity.

				He hadn’t heard the dog bark for a very long time. If Gwen had not brought her own dog, then where had the animal come from?

				David moved closer to the boathouse, the better to eavesdrop. The window facing the shore was the source of all his Sadie trivia. He pressed one ear against the rough wood of the shutters, but there was no sound of barks, no giggles, nothing.

				The grass and the trees were all melding into the same gray hue, and the sky was darkening. The boy walked around the side of the building and stepped onto the wharf. He popped off the balls of his feet and hung there in the air for a moment, hesitating. If they caught him spying on them, what story could he give?

				Oh, sure. Like he could actually get the words out. Well, he didn’t need a story. He had the strongest right to be here as a boarder at the school. The girls were only day students, townies.

				David guessed it was close to dinnertime, and soon his housemother would be standing in the door of the cottage, calling out his name the way the real mothers did in the neighborhoods of Makers Village. But he couldn’t leave yet. He had to know what was going on in there, though he strongly suspected it was another one of Sadie’s traps set to scare him to death. He spotted the padlock and hasp on the wharf beside the door.

				That was odd.

				Sadie’s plotting had never been so elaborate. She always went for the swift shock. A slow build to terror, and now this violence upon private property – well, this was entirely too subtle.

				He pushed the door open and went inside. Though the interior was black, but for a few feet of bad light from the open doorway, he knew immediately that the boathouse was empty. But the girls could not have gotten past him. No way.

				David walked deeper into the darkness, memory leading him safely around the tarpaulined canoes, a sailboat and stacks of boxes. His two classmates were only impressions on the air. He sniffed the musty space to separate the smell of the lake water from the smell of dog hair and traces of girl in the faint residue of spearmint gum and talcum powder.

				The boy’s head snapped to one side.

				What was that?

				A queer, rude finger of ice stroked his spine. There it was again – a furtive shadow within shadows and the quick scratching of small feet. On some level, he knew it was a rat, but he would not believe in it. Although he owed his scholarship to a festering rat bite as much as to his IQ score, his brain was blind to vermin. They could not follow him here. They were all back there in the foster home. He had seen that place for the last time when a social worker had carted him off to the hospital. There were no more rats in the world. He would not believe in them.

				The wind banged the door shut behind him, and his world went black. David stopped breathing for all the time it took to cross the wide room, to bang his legs against a wooden box and find the knob for the door. And then the boy was swinging into the air, holding onto the door handle and dangling over freezing water. He had opened the wrong door, and his long legs had overstepped the shallow stairs leading down to the sheltered boat slip. The wider door beyond this one was standing open to the remains of daylight.

				David used his body, swinging his weight to bring the door close to its wood frame again. His feet, pedaling in midair, found purchase on the ladder, and he climbed back into the boathouse. With the dim light from the slip, he found the right door and stepped onto the solid planks of the wharf. He walked to the end of the building and stared at the lakeside doors. This was the only other exit – by water.

				That must be how they had gotten past him, paddling behind the rocks and foliage along the shore. He could count the canoes to see if one was missing. But no – he was not going back in there, not for anything.

				He walked out to the far end of the long wharf where it hung on stilts over the water. The lake had become a choppy agitation of white caps; wind-driven waves licked and slapped the pilings. There was no boat in sight along the shoreline. David turned back toward the massive red-brick building at the top of the hill, looming there like a great authoritarian parent, five stories tall counting the two narrow rows of dormer windows set in black shingles. His own cottage was left of the main building and farther back in the woods. He longed to go there; he was aching from the cold and very hungry.

				The girls were probably home by now. It was almost dinnertime. But still he hated to leave this riddle undone. He headed back through the woods to look for Sadie’s bike. She would not have left it behind.

				He found the gunnysack, but the bike was gone. So they had at least not drowned in the lake.

				Of course not, idiot.

				They were probably at Gwen’s house having a hot dinner.

				Passing through the wall of pine trees, he entered the Christmas tree lane near the public road. Sadie’s purple bike was parked by the bus stop, propped up against a signpost, and this made no sense at all – nothing did. First a canoe and now a bus? Why would they take the bus so close to dinner-time? What new game was this?

				David looked toward Gwen Hubble’s home at the top of the long cobblestone driveway. The lights were going on, one by one, as though someone were racing from room to room in a great panic, in absolute terror of the dark, turning on all the lamps in the house.

				The purple bicycle lay in the middle of Miss Fowler’s broken picket fence. She stood on the front lawn, shivering in a coat she had pulled over her nightgown at the obscene hour of two o’clock in the morning. She frowned at the damaged fence slats while three men screamed in a hellish concert. The uniformed policeman was loudest, almost hysterically childlike when he reached a high C on the musical scale. And now the other two men had ceased to shout foul words at one another. They stared at him with something close to awe, and so did Miss Fowler. This young policeman might be one of very few Americans who could sing the more difficult notes in the national anthem.

				The officer was holding each man by one arm, keeping them apart. He was calmer now, saying, ‘I want you guys to cool off, or I’m gonna start writing tickets.’

				‘Tickets?’ Miss Fowler’s voice had the effect of a gunshot. Three heads turned in unison to face the imperious seventy-two-year-old woman, five-ten in her fluffy pink slippers. Not for nothing had she spent the last forty years terrorizing the young.

				‘I don’t have any use for tickets, Officer. I want them arrested.’ She looked from one culprit to the other. ‘Unless one of you pays for the damage to my fence – and right this minute. Do I make myself clear?’ She turned to the young patrolman who had surely begun to shave only last week, and then only nicking a few whiskers his first time out with a razor.

				‘It was his fault!’ yelled the smaller of the young policeman’s captives, pointing one bony finger at the larger man, who squirmed out of the policeman’s grasp and ran down the sidewalk. The officer sprinted after the escapee and tackled him. Miss Fowler grasped the smaller man firmly by the arm, lest he also tried to escape. And now she caught sight of a familiar car rolling slowly past them. One fogged window was half open, the better to see what was going on.

				It was Rouge Kendall, and he was out of uniform. No doubt he had just come out of Dame’s Tavern at the end of the street. He was probably planning to drive right by, to roll on home and into a nice warm bed and a long sweet sleep.

				Well, she would fix that.

				She called out to him, ‘Rouge, you better stop!’ Her tone of voice implied that she could still make his life a living hell of extended piano practice, though he had not been her student since he was nine years old.

				He did bring the car to a guilty stop. Old habits died hard; he had always been a polite child, respectful to his elders. The car glided to the curb as the other policeman was marching his prisoner back to the broken fence. The uniformed officer turned to Rouge and waved him off. ‘I can handle it.’

				Miss Fowler thought not. She turned a stony eye on Rouge. He grinned at her and shrugged. Behind a long fringe of auburn hair, his slow-roving hazel eyes took in the damage to her fence. He might be over six feet tall, but otherwise Rouge had not changed so much since the days when he had been her worst student. The general features of the boy hung on in the man – but for the eyes. She thought his eyes were too old for a youngster of twenty-five, almost a breach of natural law.

				Well, all of St Ursula’s students had been a bit odd in one way or another.

				While the other policeman was flipping through the pages of his notebook, Rouge’s gaze was fixed on the purple bicycle. ‘Which one of them was riding it, Phil?’

				‘Butt out,’ said the officer in uniform, puffing up his chest like a blowfish imitating a larger fish. He spoke to the two men. ‘I’m going to issue tickets for disturbing the—’

				Tickets again?

				‘It was that one,’ said Miss Fowler, pointing at the larger of the two men. ‘I saw him fall off the bicycle.’

				She had seen his type before, a shabby dresser, an unshaven, wandering man. And by the smell of him, she knew the derelict was in dire need of a change of underwear. So she was hoping to pin fault on the smaller man, who seemed a more solvent prospect to pay for the broken fence.

				Rouge turned to the man in uniform. ‘It’s a girl’s bike, Phil. Top-of-the-line racer – maybe three, four hundred dollars.’ And now he turned back to the unshaven man with the secondhand clothes and the bad smell. ‘So what’s wrong with this picture?’

				Phil turned on the man squirming under his grip. ‘You stole that bike,’ he said as though this were his own sudden flash of insight.

				The derelict broke loose again and would have run, but Rouge extended one long, lazy leg to trip the man and bring him down.

				The uniformed officer sat down on top of the thief and handcuffed him. ‘Rouge, I can handle this myself.’

				Rouge was amiable, despite the rebuff. ‘The bike won’t fit in your trunk, not unless you throw out all the roadblock gear.’

				‘What?’ said the officer.

				Miss Fowler looked at the back end of the patrol car. The trunk latch was tied down with wire, and through the partial opening, she could see the blue wood of a barricade and the tips of orange cones used to divert traffic from an accident scene.

				‘Phil, you can have all the credit for the great bike caper, okay? But now you’ve got two disorderly drunks and a bike to transport. And your witness, Miss Fowler? She doesn’t drive.’

				Phil was staring at his patrol car and working on the logistics of who would fit where. He nodded in defeat.

				Five minutes later, Rouge pulled his car away from the curb. The purple bike was in his back seat, and Miss Fowler sat beside him. She thought he took her criticism quite well, responding with a ‘Yes, ma’am’ at every suggestion for turn signals. She graced him with a rare smile. Rouge was a strange one, and she believed he spent entirely too much time in Dame’s Tavern, but he was fundamentally a good boy.

				Rouge’s car turned left into the station house driveway, following the only patrol car in Makers Village. Once, the town had sported two cruisers, but the second one had disappeared into Green’s Auto Shop last summer and was never seen again. Some had believed the vehicle might be saved; others said no. The mayor had finally settled this debate, claiming the patrol car had gone to heaven to live with Jesus. Miss Fowler suspected that the mayor also drank.

				When they pulled into the police station parking lot, which was actually the library parking lot, it was hard to miss the bright lights of the camera crews and all the vans with major news-show logos printed on their sides. As she stepped out of the car, she also noted four New York State Police vehicles, one long black limousine and two riderless motorcycles.

				Miss Fowler was first to reach the top of the stairs. She held the door open for Rouge as he carried the bicycle into the station house. The reception area was not much bigger than her own front parlor and crowded with so many people, it was certainly in violation of the fire codes. Before the door had swung shut behind them, a woman’s voice yelled out, ‘The bike!’

				A portly figure in a shapeless blue dress was walking toward them, a woman of average height and average features, even to the limp mouse-brown hair. She yelled again, ‘That’s my daughter’s bike!’ A photographer blinded Rouge with flashes, and another man with a microphone was bearing down on him.

				What a lot of fuss over a stolen bicycle.

				Or maybe there was more to this, for the yelling woman had clearly been crying, and now she was caressing her child’s purple bicycle. Well, this person was obviously a professional mother. Miss Fowler knew the breed: the soft plump arms and ample bosom could comfort three children at once on a bad day, and the thick waist spoke well for her cooking. The woman’s face was full of mother terror, and there was a siren in her voice, teetering on the screaming pitch of a three-alarm fire.

				Miss Fowler was nodding in general approval of traditional motherhood when another woman stepped forward. This one was slender and smartly tailored, with suspicious highlights in her upswept ash-blond hair. No yelling from this one – only cool composure and élan.

				And doesn’t she seem familiar?

				This blonde had the classic good looks of a television personality, but when she spoke, her voice was laced with acid. ‘Well, at least someone on the force is awake and earning his salary.’ The blond woman turned on the prisoners, looking from one to the other, as though deciding which man she would have boiled alive for her late supper.

				Miss Fowler made a moue of distaste as she recalled this woman’s face from a recent photograph in the Sunday newspaper. The blonde was Marsha Hubble, estranged wife of the reclusive Peter Hubble, whose family had lived in the same house since 1875. Oh, and she was also the lieutenant governor of New York State.

				And now Miss Fowler realized she had overestimated the lady politician’s composure, for Mrs Hubble’s eyes were struck with fear. On the inside, this woman was screaming – silently, madly.

				Another mother.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				TWO

				In the late afternoon, Rouge Kendall had ended his longest tour of duty, and now he sat on a barstool in Dame’s Tavern. His eyes were red and sore; he had not seen his bed since yesterday morning. Finding that purple bicycle had changed his plans to sleep off last night’s liquor.

				A television set was mounted high on the wall behind the bar, and photographs of the missing children appeared on the screen in a pastiche of home videos and still shots. Mercifully, the bartender had turned off the volume. The silent pictures changed to coverage on the young boy who had spotted Sadie Green’s abandoned bicycle at a bus stop. Young David Shore had neatly backed up the bike thief’s story. The camera framed the thief with a jacket pulled up over his head to hide his face from the press as he was led away by state troopers.

				In the next shot, a camera zoomed in on ten-year-old David exiting the building with his guardian, Mrs Hofstra, a willowy woman with iron-gray hair. The boy was tall for his age, handsome and graceful. There was much about him to inspire self-confidence, yet throughout the police interview, shy David had never said one word which was not whispered into Mrs Hofstra’s ear and relayed by her larger voice.

				Now the television screen showed Rouge an event he had not witnessed from his post inside the building. The reporters were converging on the boy, their winter coats flapping in the wind like the wings of crows as they screamed out their questions and thrust microphones in the child’s face. David’s blue eyes rounded out with extreme fear as both hands rose high to fend off the assault. His guardian put one protective arm around the ten-year-old and guided him into the waiting car. Rouge couldn’t tell what Mrs Hofstra was saying to the reporters, but he hoped it was obscene.

				A camera panned back to the door of the police station. Lieutenant Governor Marsha Hubble was standing at the top of the steps, an imperious blonde in a black leather trench coat. She was not as pretty as her daughter Gwen, but she did hold a man’s attention. She was flanked by the two male FBI agents who had questioned David at the station. These men might be taller than Marsha Hubble, but there was no mistaking where the power lay in this trio. The lieutenant governor was raising one fist in the air, and Rouge could guess what that was about. The bicycle at the bus stop supported the theory of runaways. But the lady politician preferred her own game plan of wall-to-wall federal agents, troopers, roadblocks and a tristate manhunt for a kidnapper. Her face was an angry hot flush.

				Gwen’s mother was a strong woman, pushy as hell, and Rouge admired that. This politician would do anything to get her child back, and she didn’t care if the voters took her for a world-class bitch.

				Rouge lifted his glass to the screen. Go, Marsha, go.

				The images changed, and Sadie’s mother, Becca Green, was eliciting more sympathy with her simple cloth coat and her plain broad face. The camera cut to a shot of this crying woman, clutching a microphone and imploring everyone to help find her little girl.

				It was just as well the television’s volume had been turned off. Rouge didn’t need to hear those words ever again. His own mother had said them all, fifteen years ago, in a futile public begging for his sister’s life.

				The moment he thought of Susan, something moved in the mirror on the other side of the mahogany bar. He caught sight of his dead twin’s hazel eyes peeking out from behind a line of bottles.

				Fool. Of course they were his own eyes and not Susan’s – only a reflection, nothing more. Yet he moved to a stool farther down the bar and away from the mirror. Now, between Rouge and the back wall of dark wood, a large pyramid of stacked wineglasses replicated his pale face in a honeycomb of small distorted images; his short hair elongated around the curving bulb of every glass. And so, twenty little girls with shoulder-length auburn tresses moved their faces in tandem with Rouge as he swiveled his stool around to scan the room.

				Most of the tables were empty. Two women sat near the front window. One was a blonde, and the other was blonder. They both played catch-eyes with him, looking up and then dropping veils of thick mascara.

				Another woman interested him more, but this one had no face yet. As she moved across the floor, her slender hips rolled to a soft rock tune from the jukebox. Sleek chestnut hair hung down to her shoulders, making a straight line across the back of a creamy silk blouse. Her long black skirt ended a few inches above a pair of high heels.

				All the heads of the Susans in the wineglasses were nodding in appreciation. Rouge loved high heels.

				The woman sat down at a nearby table and showed him the curve of her left cheek, but no more. The slit of her skirt fell open to expose a long leg, a knee and a bit of thigh.

				Thank you, God.

				And she was wearing her own skin – no tinted stretch of nylon between his eyes and the white flesh – an ocular feast in winter. One high heel dangled at the end of her foot. The shoe fell to the floor, exposing unpolished, naked toes.

				Well, that’s it.

				He planned to give himself up without the customary token resistance. She could come and get him anytime she liked.

				The woman turned around to stare at him, and he couldn’t look away. Only two things could fascinate so; extreme beauty was one. But he was looking at the most grotesque face he had ever seen a woman wear in public. A jagged line ran down her right cheek in an angry red scar, twisting her lips up on one side and forcing her to smile with half her mouth.

				As she took in his reaction, the other side of her mouth also tilted up. Her pale-gray eyes were unnaturally far apart, and the eyebrows were thick and dark, nearly meeting above a small, straight nose, her only perfect feature.

				She rose gracefully and walked to the bar. ‘Hello, Vanity,’ she said, sliding onto the stool next to his.

				‘Pardon?’

				‘Well, you are vain, aren’t you?’ She leaned toward him. ‘You’re a beautiful man, and you know it.’

				He liked the soft voice, but her eyes unnerved him. A neat trick of eye shadow made them seem even farther apart, set off to each side of her head, with a bird’s peripheral vision to encompass the whole room. Yet now she was focussed on him; it was hypnotic and disorienting.

				When she spoke, the scar elongated and contracted. She leaned closer, forcing him to look only at her eyes, and he found some humor there.

				‘It must be comforting,’ she said, ‘to be in love with yourself. No fear of rejection – ever. You might be a coward. Who would know?’ She sat well back on her stool, and now her lips were pulled up on only one side.

				At first, he didn’t know which end of her mouth to believe, and then he decided she must be laughing at him. ‘Can I buy you a drink?’

				She only nodded, and that was just a formality. He knew she had been expecting this as her due. He gathered that the scar had not interfered with the basic relationship of man to woman – the man still had to pay.

				‘I’ll have what you’re having.’ She passed his glass under her nose, testing the bouquet. ‘Cheap scotch and tap water.’

				Well, she was getting more interesting by the minute. He put up one hand to the bartender, pointed to his own drink and then to the woman beside him. While they waited for her glass to arrive, he never even tried to avoid looking at her scar. She seemed not to mind this, only smiling, indulging him, as if she were allowing a free peep show of her nude body.

				The woman had clearly mastered the art of makeup. Above the high collar of her blouse, the skin was colored with glowing good health from bottles of flesh and tubes of roses. But she had done nothing to minimize the mutilation of her face – quite the opposite; she wore fire-engine-red lipstick on her twisted mouth. When he understood this as defiance, he liked her better.

				He was staring at the scar when he asked, ‘How did you get that?’

				Her eyebrows arched and a small, delicate laugh came out in a surprised puff of air. Now she was as patronizing as any woman confronted by a small child, a dog, or a man. ‘That nasty wound on your ring finger? You got that when you were nine years old.’ She lightly touched the back of his hand. ‘You had an accident during a skating party for the children’s choir. But I’ll never tell anyone. The history belongs to you.’

				His own scar was not visible beneath the heavy gold ring, a legacy from his late father. ‘We’ve never met. So how—’

				‘Are you sure about that, Rouge? I remember you.’ She sipped her drink slowly and drove him crazy for all the seconds that slipped by before she said, ‘You broke a lot of hearts when you went away. Did you like the military school better than St Ursula’s?’

				She couldn’t have attended St Ursula’s Academy. He shook his head. ‘I would have remembered you.’

				‘I don’t think so,’ she said, with the vague implication that he was only half bright, and thus she did not expect much from him.

				Women were so good at this.

				She touched her damaged right cheek. ‘You never saw this.’ When she turned to look up at the television set, the scar was hidden on the other side of her profile.

				Rouge’s own photograph was framed in the bright screen above the bar. The woman and her scar turned back to him. ‘So you’re the crack cop who broke the case of the purple bicycle.’

				Was there sarcasm in her voice? Definitely. ‘No, that was another cop.’ He might be falling in love, and perhaps the feeling would last for another round of drinks. ‘I only happened by in time to carry the bike back to the station.’

				‘A coincidence? You were just in the right place at the right time?’

				He shrugged. It was hardly a coincidence. He always checked Miss Fowler’s place on his way home from Dame’s Tavern – every night of the week. Since his ex-piano teacher lived on the main street, he could go nowhere in Makers Village without passing her house.

				‘Well, Rouge, I guess the cameras liked you best. Oh, there you are again.’ She pointed at the screen. ‘I saw that piece of film this morning. You do the stoic silent routine very well.’

				Yeah, he might be falling in love with the left side of her.

				‘Still – quite a coincidence,’ she said. ‘Your sister was killed by a kidnapper, and now you catch one.’

				He pulled back as though she had pointed a gun at his face. ‘He’s not a kidnapper – he’s a bike thief. And the kids are runaways.’ Or that was the State Police Department’s line to the press. Was this woman—

				‘Gwen’s mother doesn’t seem to agree,’ she said, pointing to a shot of the lieutenant governor descending the stairs and bearing down on the spokesman for the Bureau of Criminal Investigation. ‘And your sister was snatched right before Christmas vacation, too. That would have been a few months after you were sent away to military school.’

				He turned to the pyramid of wineglasses and the twenty small portraits of Susan, each one a study in shock. ‘The man who killed my sister is in jail. Are you a reporter?’ The State Police investigators had made a point of telling the village cops not to talk to the press.

				‘And all three kids went to the same private school.’ She drained her glass.

				Please stop.

				‘There’s no connection between my sister and those runaways. Are you a—’

				‘No, I’m not a reporter.’ She held her glass up to the bartender and raised one eyebrow to ask him for a refill. She was watching the television when she said, ‘But I do read the papers. Those two little girls were the same age as Susan.’

				‘What’s your name?’

				‘You wouldn’t remember it, Rouge. My family moved out of town when I was in the fifth grade.’ Gwen Hubble’s photograph filled the television screen. ‘That kid is from a family as rich as yours used to be.’

				‘Are you with the feds?’

				‘Your sister was pretty too. Just like Gwen – a little princess. One more coincidence and we may have the makings of a damn miracle.’ She turned to face him now. ‘No, I’m not FBI. Just spending the holidays with my uncle. Interesting old man – a devout atheist. His only religious ideation is the growing suspicion that there are no random events. Are you sure the priest killed your sister?’

				That last bomb of hers was almost thrown away as an afterthought.

				‘The bastard did it.’ There was no acrimony in this, only the dry recitation of information he had memorized along with tables of weights and measures. He simply preferred ‘bastard’ to ‘priest’.

				‘All the evidence was circumstantial,’ she said, as if she were merely speculating on whether it would rain or snow. ‘No ransom money was ever found.’

				‘He killed her.’ Rouge’s voice was calm as he reiterated this simple fact of life – of death. ‘Now who are you?’

				She only looked at him with grave disappointment, as though she had found him wanting. ‘I have to go to the ladies’ room.’

				He watched her walk off toward the rest rooms at the back of the bar. The small Susans in the wineglasses expressed vague confusion, heads moving slowly from side to side. How could he have met this woman and not remembered her? He played a waiting game, calling up images of all his old classmates, and she was not among them.

				The military school had been a short-lived experiment in separating him from his twin. After Susan died and he had been reinstated at St Ursula’s Academy, the same faces had greeted him and passed through the years with him. His return to the school had been yet another experiment, offering the comfort of familiar surroundings to offset the novelty of a dead sister.

				When twenty minutes had passed by, he was still waiting for the woman to return from the ladies’ room.

				Now how bright is that?

				He stayed long enough to down another drink, not wanting to believe that he had been dumped.

				More stupidity.

				Rouge put his money on the bar and went outside. The sky had grown dark in the past few hours. Winking colored lights were strung in the bare branches of the trees along the curb, and every shop window was cluttered with garish decorations and pricey gifts. The architecture of the village storefronts had not been altered in this century. However, the holiday season had changed: two of the town’s children were missing – but commerce stopped for no one. The street was clogged by slow-moving traffic, and the sidewalks were alive with the hustle of Christmas shoppers, trotting from store to store with bulky packages, with determination, resolve and speed.

				Only Rouge Kendall was standing still. Though he knew the brunette was long gone, he looked into the passing faces of every female with long dark hair.

				Fool.

				He decided to go home and speak to no more women. His mother was always on his side, and so he did not count her in their camp.

				Her daughter’s dead body had been found on December 25th, and there had not been another Christmas tree in Ellen Kendall’s house for fifteen years. This evening, she stared at the television set and watched the two frantic mothers of missing children. Her own text was overriding the announcer’s words:

				Merry Christmas, ladies – only six more shopping days for the ultimate gift. Just a little something from hell to kill your holiday forever, a little body, cold and still – one for each of you.

				Ellen had a bottle of pills that would kill these dark ideas, but she didn’t care for the side effects: the feeling of walking through a morass and struggling only to frame a thought of what she would have for dinner.

				She switched off the television set, and her own reflected image filled the darkened glass – portrait of a lean woman with good bone structure and badly in need of a drink. With a better mirror, she knew she would look a decade older than her fifty-six years, with hair more gray than brown. Drink had done that for her, though now she kept no alcohol in the house.

				But that had not been her own idea. Rouge had taken all the bottles away when he was only sixteen years old and practicing to be the man of the house – a full three years before his father died.

				How prescient. But then, he had been an unusual boy at every age.

				When she heard the car pull into the circular driveway, she crossed the wide room to the front window and parted the drapes. The old Volvo sat in front of the house. The engine had been turned off, but Rouge gave no sign of leaving the car. He was sitting behind the wheel and staring up toward the gables. Was he looking at his sister’s dark window? They never spoke of her anymore, but the dead child was always a stronger presence this close to Christmas. It was the season of the trinity: mother, son and Susan’s ghost.

				Ellen Kendall had spent the entire morning steeped in memories of that endless wait for her daughter’s ransom note. All this afternoon had been spent imagining Susan’s small body in the snowbank, where she had been thrown away when there was no more life in her. And just now, Ellen was reliving the funeral.

				Rouge had been so quiet on the day they had lain his sister in the ground. Ellen had admired her solid little man, only ten years old, yet so poised, so calm. And then she had noticed that one of the boy’s arms was held out from his body at an odd angle. She was seeing it all over again – the small cupped hand, his fingers curled around another hand that was not there. As his sister’s coffin was lowered into the ground, he had turned to the empty space beside him. His face registered shock for the first time that day, and Ellen knew her small son had expected to see someone standing next to him, someone with his young eyes and hair the color of his own. The boy had pitched forward in a faint. He would have fallen on the coffin if his father had not reached out one hand to snatch their only remaining child away from the open grave.

				Back in the present again, Ellen stared out the window. Her son was still sitting behind the wheel of the car.

				And a merry Christmas to you, Rouge. Are you thinking of murder?

				He might have something more mundane on his mind. Perhaps he was wondering how to pay the property taxes and the upkeep on this huge house. It was miles too big for the two remaining Kendalls. They had closed off the upper floors to save on utility bills, but still the maintenance was costly. Once, she had suggested moving to a smaller home. This had made Rouge angry. In the days following that discussion, the silence between them had been hurtful, for she knew how hard her son worked to keep this place for her. But it was only for his sake that she remained here and lived through each new day of sad reminders. Painful endurance was the twisted gift they gave to one another, each with the best intentions.

				The art collection and most of the antiques had been sold. She liked the house better now that it was less cluttered. The psychiatric care and his father’s heart transplant, the ransom and more money for the detective – all had taken their toll on the publishing fortune her late husband’s family had amassed over many generations.

				Ellen listened to the opening and closing of the front door, and then her son’s footsteps crossing the marble tiles. The foyer, obscene in its size, ate up monstrous amounts of heat. She had wanted to use the back door of the house so they could seal it off, but her son had told her they would not camp out in their own home.

				When had Rouge become the head of the household?

				Long ago.

				She and her late husband had made him into a little man before he was full grown – an unwitting piece of cruelty. They had not been any comfort to their surviving child, only passing by his room, walking through the mechanics of a life, speaking automatic phrases of ‘good morning’ and ‘good night’.

				‘Hi, Mom.’

				She turned to see Rouge stroll into the parlor, and in a trick of the lamplight, his shadow seemed to walk beside him as an independent creature.

				‘Hello, dear.’ Did that sound too cheerful? Was it forced and artificial? Yes. ‘I can have dinner ready in twenty minutes.’

				‘Fine,’ he said, kissing her cheek.

				And wasn’t that small act a bit too perfunctory? Did Rouge seem more distracted than usual?

				Ellen sensed his pain or something akin to it. A sickness? She felt an impulse, some vestige of the mother she used to be in the days when she had two living children. Her hand was rising to touch his forehead, to test for a fever, when he turned away from her.

				He walked into the foyer, and then climbed the grand staircase toward the floors they no longer used. She trailed him as far as the balustrade, and shook her head in disbelief as she watched him on the landing. He was pulling the weather stripping away from Susan’s door.

				Gwen Hubble was not quite awake, but fighting her way to a conscious thought. She struggled to rise, then fell back on the cot, exhausted, as though her small body were made of far heavier stuff than a ten-year-old’s flesh and bone. She lay still for a moment, gathering strength to try again. Her eyes focussed on the dim illumination of a plastic night-light in the wall plug.

				When her mind had cleared a bit, she found it easier to sit up.

				There was another tray on the small table by her cot. The last time, it had held a glass of orange juice and an egg. Not enough food. Now she was looking at half a cup of cocoa and a tiny roll. Not enough.

				With dull fixation, she stared at the glow of light on the ceramic tiles. The surrounding space was as large as her father’s master bathroom. And the tub in this room was also an antique with four clawed lion’s paws for feet. The toilet seemed a long way off; the night-light was only a tiny spark of reflection on its porcelain.

				The urge to urinate was stronger than hunger. She pushed back the bedding and touched a rough wool surface with her bare feet.

				Where were her socks?

				On the first day, she had only missed her red parka, and the next morning – this morning? – her shoes were gone. Her hand went to the chain around her neck and closed on the amulet that Sadie Green had given her, a good-luck charm with the engraved image of an all-seeing eye. So she still had that. Ah, but her braid had come undone in the night.

				Is it night?

				She tried to stand too quickly and her head ached. Slowly, she stood up and walked toward the toilet, unsteady on her legs. As she passed close to the door, she tried the knob, not really expecting it to open this time either.

				Why is this happening?

				That thought was too hard to hold on to, and she let it slide away as she went through the automatic actions of raising the toilet lid, tearing paper sheets from the roller and carefully setting the squares around the rim of the wooden seat, her ingrained protocol for strange bathrooms, and last, the flush.

				Now that her eyes had adjusted to the poor light, she could see more detail in the room. There was no mirror above the sink. She hadn’t noticed that the last time. She did remember the massive piece of furniture against the far wall. An armoire in a bathroom?

				The hamper was new to her, wasn’t it? She stared at it now. It was like the pull-out hampers in her own house, built into the wall. But this one had a long chain looping once through its handle and twice around the towel bar mounted next to it. The chain was padlocked.

				Why? What’s in the hamper? The question died away almost as soon as she had formed it.

				She was so hungry.

				Returning to the narrow cot, she stared down at the tray on the table. This morning when she ate the egg, she had fallen asleep immediately. At least she thought the first meal had been in the morning – if she could only rely on the formula of juice and an egg as breakfast food. Now she was looking at the miserly dinner roll and the cocoa. Gwen was starting to form another concept, a connection of food and sleep. But then she drifted on to thoughts of her best friend. Where was Sadie, and how was she?

				Gwen ate the small roll. Not enough food. Her stomach growled. It was work to hold on to a single idea. She stared at the cocoa in her cup. Again, she made the connection of food and sleep. Food? Or drink? She walked back to the sink and poured the cocoa down the drain, running water in the basin to clean away the dark splatters.

				When Gwen came back to the cot, she was facing the hamper and its padlocked chain. She walked toward it, moving very slowly – so drowsy. It was like having the flu – or her brain might be filled with cotton wadding; the child gave equal weight to both possibilities. She touched the handle of the hamper, then her legs failed her and she was sinking to her knees.

				So it was not the cocoa that made her sleep; she had guessed wrong. Her face pressed into the rough wool of a small oval rug. And though she lay sprawled on the floor, there was one moment of fright that came with the sensation of falling, the idea that the tiled surface might not be solid, that the rules of the universe no longer applied to her.

				Her eyes closed.

				Late on the night of her daughter’s death, all those years ago, Ellen Kendall had opened the door of Rouge’s bedroom and found her small son rolled into a ball studded with auburn cowlicks, tiny fingers and pajama feet. His eyes had snapped open. Uncurling swiftly, he had flung out his arms and legs, a child unfurled, as though opening his breast to make an easy target for whatever had come for him in the dark. Realizing that it was only his frightened mother on the threshold, his face had flooded with disappointment. And Ellen knew her ten-year-old son wanted to die, to go with his sister – into the ground. On the following day, she had placed her surviving child in the care of a psychiatrist, not believing that she could keep Rouge alive by herself. What good had she been to Susan?

				And then she had poured herself into a bottle – no meager feat; Ellen had not become a drunk in one day.

				Now, years of sobriety later, she stood at Susan’s door and stared at the walls for a moment, mildly startled by what time had done to her daughter’s bedroom. Over the past fifteen years, the once bright wall paint had settled down to a calm, pale pink.

				Rouge sat tailor-fashion on a dusty braided rug woven with threads of every color, all of them muted now. Ghosty white sheets draped the furniture, and a gray film lay over every inch of the exposed floorboards. He was digging through a large cardboard box of Susan’s personal effects.

				Ellen crept silently into the room. Her son paid no attention to her, he was so engrossed in an old yearbook from St Ursula’s Academy.

				Why must he do this to himself – to her?

				She wanted to cry, but her voice was surprisingly normal when she spoke to him. ‘Need some help? Are you looking for something of—?’

				‘I met a woman tonight.’ He set one book down and opened a volume for another year. ‘She knew us when we were nine or ten. But I don’t remember her name. I thought there might be a picture in here.’

				Ellen was on guard now, and worried. The us and we had lingered in Rouge’s sentences for more than a year after his twin’s death. And now the words were back again, like ghosts in his mouth.

				‘Could you describe the woman, Rouge?’

				He selected another volume from the stack of school annuals. All of them dated back to the years before Susan was murdered. ‘She has wide-set eyes and a—’ Suddenly, he slammed one of the books. ‘She’s not here. She didn’t go to St Ursula’s.’ He pushed the books to one side and raked both hands through his hair.

				Ellen knelt down on the rug beside him. ‘Do you know anything about her people? What her father did for a living – her mother?’

				‘No.’ He threw up his hands, defeated. ‘She said her family left town when she was in the fifth grade.’ And now one fist pounded the floor, and the stack of yearbooks toppled over.

				She knew he hadn’t slept since yesterday, but this was more than fatigue. His frustration helped her to gauge how much he’d had to drink. This tone only entered his voice when he wasn’t thinking clearly, when intoxication was an obstacle to an idea. Normally, his mind worked much faster than hers, and better. Perhaps this was why he stopped at Dame’s Tavern every night, to slow down that beautiful fleet brain.

				‘At least you know she didn’t go to St Ursula’s. That’s something.’ In her younger days as a reporter, she had chased people down without much more information. So the child had moved away when she was a fifth-grader. There was only one public elementary school in town, and there would be group portraits on record. Ah, but wait – she had her own photographs.

				Ellen reached out and opened the lower drawer of Susan’s bureau. She rested one hand on her daughter’s scrapbook. ‘Rouge? This woman you met? Maybe she was in the children’s choir. That was a mix of kids from both schools.’ She pulled out the scrapbook and flipped through the pages, looking for the yearly snapshots of the choir field trips.

				‘The choir – right. She remembered my scar.’ Now he was shoulder to shoulder with her. He put out his hand to stop the falling pages at one large photograph. ‘That one. Was it taken the year I cut my finger?’

				‘Cut? You almost cut it off, Rouge.’ She looked down at the three rows of children, kneeling and standing, all holding their ice skates and grinning for the camera. She pointed to the first girl in the front row. ‘Now that’s Meg Tomlin, the fire chief’s daughter. She moved to Cooperstown when she got married three years ago. And that’s Jenny Adler. You remember her from St Ursula’s? She graduated from MIT and went to work for a company in Tokyo.’

				He was staring at her face – all curiosity now. She understood. Rouge was wondering how a housebound recluse like herself would know of these events in the world outside.

				‘Well, babe, the family may not own any of the newspapers anymore, but I do read them. You’d be surprised what I know.’

				‘You still have any of your old sources?’

				‘Oh, I’m sure I do.’ And apparently, all the old friends had turned out for her. There were a number of similarities between her daughter’s kidnapping and the recent theft of two more children from St Ursula’s, yet there was no mention of Susan in the newspapers or the television coverage. But that protection wouldn’t last if these girls turned up dead on Christmas morning.

				Her son was staring at her, momentarily distracted from the scrapbook. ‘Mom, what do you know about the lieutenant governor?’

				‘Marsha Hubble? She comes from a long line of politicians, but I’d swear she’s clean. That’s despite proximity to a mobbed-up senator.’

				‘And the puppet governor?’

				‘Alleged puppet, dear. He’s been trying to unload Hubble for the past year. My theory is that she doesn’t play nicely with major campaign contributors of the cockroach persuasion.’

				Rouge bowed his head over the scrapbook, but his eyes were looking inward. Ellen knew she was losing him again. She pointed to a child in the middle row of the photograph. ‘Look here. This girl has wide-set eyes, but I have no idea who she is. Damn, after all my showboating.’

				She turned the photograph over to read the names of all the children. The list, penned in her own hand, was one name short. The child with the wide-set eyes was the only member of the choir she could not account for. ‘Sorry, Rouge. I can’t remember her.’

				‘She has a scar. Here.’ He ran one finger down his right cheek in a jagged line. ‘Do you remember any other accidents with kids?’

				‘No, and something like that would’ve been a standout.’ She flipped the page. ‘Now you’re not in this photo. It was taken after you went off to military school. And there she is again, just behind Susan, see? No scars on her face. So the accident probably happened after she left town.’

				She knew her son was drifting away again, sailing off on that familiar sea that fit so neatly in a whiskey glass. Ellen could smell it, almost taste it. But she could hardly lecture Rouge on booze. She had only stopped drinking after the crowning humiliation of her teenage son finding her dead drunk on the bathroom floor. ‘Rouge? You said she left town when she was in the fifth grade?’

				He stared at the page and nodded.

				‘The schools are closed for Christmas vacation, but you could try the church. Father Domina might have kept the old attendance books. Could be worth a shot.’ She ruffled his hair to get his attention. ‘I could help you. Tomorrow morning?’

				‘Can’t. I have to work the first shift tomorrow.’ Rouge stood up and dusted off his jeans. ‘They’re putting me on a plainclothes detail.’ He was scanning the titles on the small bookshelf by the bed. ‘What happened to Susan’s diary?’

				‘The police took it away. I don’t know if they ever returned it or not. We could check the other boxes in the attic if you like?’ She turned back to the photograph of the choir. ‘It’s odd I can’t place this child.’

				Or perhaps it wasn’t. Apart from the eyes there was nothing remarkable about the little girl. She was in the middle range of everything – not the smallest or even the most plain.

				Rouge pulled a dust sheet away from the desk. A silver bracelet was lying on the faded green blotter. This was Susan’s last birthday gift from her father. Rouge picked it up. ‘I thought Dad said she lost this?’

				Lost it? Perhaps they should talk more about Susan’s death. What else might he have misunderstood in those days when his father was locked away in the study, when his mother lived in a bottle seven days out of seven. Or maybe the bracelet had been lost instead of stolen – and later found, not seized as evidence.

				‘Those last few months, your sister was always losing something at choir practice.’ And Ellen had found that strange. The children had always been so careful with their possessions. At the time, she had blamed the separation of the twins for the odd changes in her daughter’s behavior.

				Sometimes, late at night, Ellen played a morbid game of ‘what if’. What if she had stood up to her husband and kept the twins in the same school? Then Rouge would have been with Susan on the day she was stolen. The twins had gone everywhere together, needing no one else’s company or conversation. Would Susan have lived, or would both of them have perished?

				She stared at the silver bracelet as Rouge slipped it into her hand. When had she seen it last? At the trial? Yes, the bracelet had been used as evidence. The police must have returned it to her husband. She imagined Bradly Kendall quietly walking into this room and carefully setting the small bit of jewelry on his daughter’s desk. And perhaps Brad had sat down on the bed and cried because the bracelet’s circle was so tiny it broke his heart.

				Ellen closed her hand over the piece of silver. ‘The police said this was found in the priest’s room.’

				‘You mean Paul Marie’s room.’ Rouge’s correction was unemotional, but pointed. Considering her son’s quiet ways, this was almost an argument. She had forgotten how much it irritated him when she referred to the child killer as a priest.

				But each time she thought of Paul Marie, she saw the trappings of the church, cassock and collar. The man had been so young when she last saw him, barely into his twenties when he stood beside the elder priest at Communion. Nothing interesting had been written on his face yet, no lines of character or personality. Some people had thought him very handsome, she remembered that much, but there had been nothing else to distinguish him. He had been such an ordinary man, uninspired in his sermons and merely adequate as a choirmaster.

				But the children loved him.

				Ellen’s hands flew up to cover her burning face, as if this thought had been spoken aloud – as though she had just told an obscene joke in church.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				THREE

				‘I like it.’ The appreciation seemed genuine as he admired her jagged scar and the twisted mouth of bright red.

				Ali Cray remembered this priest as a tall man, but slight, almost delicate. The aesthetic’s face had been paler then, ethereal, framed by dark hair and black vestment. When she was ten years old and Paul Marie was in his early twenties, his large, lustrous brown eyes had peered out from a portrait of Lord Byron on a dog-eared page of her poetry text.

				Fifteen years older now, the bound man on the other side of the table was well muscled; broad shoulders strained at the seams of his blue denim shirt; and there was a hardness to his face. The chains on his hands and feet did nothing to diminish him, but made him seem even more powerful, held in check only by his manacles. He filled the whole room with his presence.

				Ali Cray felt her own personality being crowded up against the wall when he looked at her. Gone were the poet’s eyes; Good night, Byron.

				Lowering her head, she stared at the pages on her clipboard, though she knew each line of print by heart. Her gaze drifted across the table to the jailhouse tattoos on his hands. It was a common trait of the convict, this mutilation of the flesh with pin pricks and ink to while away the days. But his were not typical markings. On the back of the right hand was an S, and on his left was an E; both were wrought in the style of ornate capitals from illuminated manuscripts.

				She looked up at his face, his faint smile.

				‘The letters stand for sin eater,’ he said. ‘A euphemism for sucking on penises. I was forced to do a lot of that while I was in the general prison population.’

				‘In this prison, all sex offenders are segregated,’ she said, as though she had caught him in a lie.

				‘A clerical error – according to the warden. My paperwork was fouled up.’

				Not likely. She knew that someone would have to use influence or quite a bit of money for a mistake of that magnitude; it was nearly a death sentence for a child molester. Susan’s father could have arranged it. When Bradly Kendall was alive, he had had the necessary political connections and wealth. ‘But your lawyer would have—’

				‘He never believed I was innocent. That’s why the little bastard dragged his feet for two years.’ Paul Marie shrugged, as though this gross betrayal really mattered very little to him. ‘The lawyer knew what was being done to me. I think it fit his own sense of rough justice.’

				‘I gather the Church believed in you. You were never defrocked.’

				The prisoner leaned forward, and Ali leaned back.

				‘The Church has a shortage of priests. I wouldn’t be released from my vows for murdering a little girl. It’s not as if I advocated birth control.’

				Ali looked down at her clipboard again and made a quick note at the bottom of one sheet. She didn’t look at him when she asked, ‘Did you go on functioning as a priest?’

				‘Yes – those first two years. I heard confessions and meted out penance.’

				Paul Marie’s voice had lost all the gentle tones. She couldn’t take much more of this changeling phenomenon. It was like a little death.

				He went on in this voice of a stranger, ‘There was a man who made a point of saying, “Father, forgive me”, each time I was raped. One day, I beat the crap out of him with a lead pipe. And then I forgave him. The pipe scrambled his brains, so he no longer remembers what I forgave him for. But I did keep the sacraments. Though I had to improvise on the penance. One Hail Mary equals a broken nose. Three Our Fathers is a smashed testicle.’

				Nothing remained of her old choirmaster.

				‘I wish they’d left me in the general population. On this cell block, I only hear the confessions of insects. The perverts share everything with me, all the things they won’t even tell their lawyers.’

				‘Do they ever talk about the local case? The two girls?’

				‘Sometimes. But they prefer to reminisce about their own crimes against women and children. They lie in their beds when the lights go out, and they jerk off their cocks while they confess to me in the dark. And then the corridor fills up with the stink of semen.’ He pushed back from the table. ‘But I don’t think you need to hear any of that. Confession isn’t a perk of the priesthood. It’s a kind of hell.’

				‘Father, I know you won’t remember me. I was—’

				‘I remember you missed choir practice the week before I was arrested.’ He sat back and regarded her with greater attention, making more assessments of her hair, her clothes, the scar. ‘Father Domina said your family moved out of town.’

				So at least a few people had noticed her passing by, taking up space in the world, and she marveled over that for a moment. ‘My parents never told me about Susan Kendall’s death.’ She had been eighteen years old before she learned of the murder.

				An uneasy silence prevailed between them. Other noises intruded on the room, sounds from the prison yard outside the window, voices of men and the rhythm of a ball bouncing off the exterior wall. She noted the thrum of heavy machinery. The prison laundry must be close by; she could see the steam escaping past the side of the barred window.

				At last, he said, ‘I used to worry about you, Sally. You were the only child I ever knew who aspired to blend into the walls.’

				She understood this perception. As a little girl, she had been neither pretty nor homely, tall nor short, only finding her voice when she sang in the choir.

				‘My name is Ali now,’ she reminded him. Her open wallet of credentials still lay on the table between them, and her altered name was punctuated with a Ph.D. She wondered if he didn’t find that advanced degree quite odd, given the bland child she had been.

				He nodded in approval. ‘Ali suits you better. As I recall, you were in danger of an ordinary life. I’m glad mediocrity passed you by. I imagine the scar had a lot to do with that.’

				The choirmaster from her childhood came back to visit with her for a few moments. Father Paul’s eyes were penetrating, gently probing the soft places, silently asking where the hurt was – just like old times. Oh, but now he saw something new in her expression. Had she unwittingly given herself away? Whatever it was, it jarred him. He physically pulled back and cast his eyes down, perhaps in time to rescue himself from discovery.

				This morning, a state trooper manned the front desk, displacing the village police sergeant who usually sat behind the glass window with his newspaper and a cup of coffee.

				Rouge thought Chief Croft had been a good sport about handing his station house over to the BCI investigators. But then, Charlie Croft had always maintained that he could run the village’s six-man police force from a telephone booth. The chief’s small private office was on the floor above, but the remaining space had been used only for town council meetings once a month, and as a voting place in an election year. Now there were footsteps from many pairs of shoes walking across the ceiling. The ground floor of the station house was almost eerie in the absence of yesterday’s circus of noise and raucous energy. One man sat on a plastic chair in the reception area. A press pass was clipped to the lapel of his suit.

				Where had all the other newspeople gone?

				Rouge pinned his new identification tag to his jacket and signed the state trooper’s logbook. Then he climbed one flight of the narrow staircase and opened the door to a wide front room and a steady din of conversations punctuated by the ring of telephones. FBI agents and state investigators sat at tables and desks raided from the public library next door. They were taking statements from civilians, while the uniformed officers were hauling reams of paper from one end of the room to the other. A portable radio unit spat out a burst of static and garbled words from the state troopers’ cars out on the road.

				The old landmark building had retained its fifteen-foot ceilings, but long tubes of fluorescent lights marred this one remaining detail. The exposed brick of the walls had been painted over to disguise the building material as something more plastic, less sturdy. According to Chief Croft, the new color of the walls was ‘puke green’ and not ‘essence of willow’, as the painter had asserted. Movable partitions of padded fabric had been brought in by the Bureau of Criminal Investigation to divide the fringe space into cubicles, and computers sat on every surface as more solid reminders that the world had changed overnight.

				Rouge was surprised to see Marge Jonas at her desk this morning. The civilian secretary was the only other survivor of the State Police takeover. She was wearing her platinum-blond hair this morning. Marge had wigs in every color except her own natural iron-gray.

				He would have said hello, but the secretary was immersed in a technical manual. By her muttered obscenities, he knew she was deep into the latest computer glitch to plague the new system installed by the BCI task force. Beneath her chin, three rolls of flesh jiggled to the rhythm of her bobbing head as she looked down to the manual and then up to the lighted screen of scrambled text.

				He walked on by, and she called after him, ‘Not so fast, Rouge Kendall!’ Marge only used his full name if she was irritated.

				He stopped dead and turned to face her. ‘Hey, Marge.’

				One pudgy finger marked her place in the closed manual as she leaned over her desk to stare at his legs. ‘When I told you to come in wearing street clothes, I meant a suit. Are those your Sunday-go-to-meeting jeans? I notice they’re still sort of blue.’

				‘It’s all I had.’ His late father’s tweed jacket had fit perfectly, but his mother could do nothing with the old man’s trousers, tailored for legs two inches shorter than his own.

				‘You need work.’ Marge stood up to display two hundred and twenty-five imposing pounds of authority as she rolled one hand to motion him closer. ‘Honey, come here. Let me fix that.’ Her dexterous fingers quickly undid the sloppy knot below the collar of his shirt. ‘We don’t want Captain Costello to know you’ve never worn a tie in your life.’

				This was close to the truth. He had always worn a uniform to work and lived a blue jeans existence after hours. And so he stood by her chair, in docile surrender, while she properly knotted his father’s silk tie. A brown suede jacket lined with sheepskin was slung over one arm. This was his own, but purchased in his college days and showing some wear and shine.

				Marge stepped back to admire her handiwork. ‘Now you look like a BCI investigator.’

				‘Hey, I’m just reporting for a plainclothes detail.’

				‘Don’t contradict me, hon. I typed up your press release this morning.’

				‘My what?’

				She shot him a warning glance and nodded toward the private office appropriated by the BCI commander. The man standing in the open doorway had been a familiar sight in Makers Village for more than a decade. Captain Costello kept a summer house on the lake, but he frequented the shops and restaurants in every season. Many villagers had come to regard him as a local man, one of their own, though they found him somewhat aloof. Over the past ten years, the captain had never set foot in this local police station – and now he ruled it.

				Costello was walking toward them. The man did not look happy, and neither did he look like anyone’s idea of a top cop in the BCI. The captain might have stood five feet ten on his tallest day, but the permanent slouch had made him inches shorter in middle age. Small in the bones and introspective in demeanor, he seemed better suited to academic work.

				Yet when Costello addressed his troops en masse, his voice took on a working man’s character, a rough and colorful vocabulary so at odds with his physique and the bow tie. In more personal conferences, rumor had it that he could cut off a larger man’s balls in ten words or less.

				Rouge wondered if this came naturally, or was it art?

				Captain Costello slapped a newspaper down on the secretary’s desk with the crack of a rifle shot. Marge jumped, Rouge didn’t; he was staring down at a five-year-old photograph of himself in the baseball uniform of the Yankees rookie league. The headline said, LOCAL HERO. A companion photograph showed him carrying Sadie Green’s bicycle.

				Now Costello held up the arrest report with Phil Chapel’s signature at the bottom. ‘Why didn’t you make out this report, Kendall?’ The captain’s words were vaguely threatening.

				‘It was Phil Chapel’s arrest. I just carried the bike for him.’

				Costello shook his head. ‘Miss Fowler set the reporters straight on who did what and why.’ The threatening tone was not vague anymore. ‘I really hate this, Kendall. From now on, you report directly to me, and you report every damn thing you do. You can start with an accurate arrest report. Then I wanna talk to you.’

				When the door to the private office had slammed shut, Marge put one hand on Rouge’s shoulder. ‘It’s not as bad as you think.’ She opened her appointment calendar. ‘See this? I got you down for an applicant interview. That’s what he wants to see you about. It’s a transfer to the State Police and a promotion.’ Now she waved his mouth shut. ‘It doesn’t matter if you never filed the application. It wouldn’t be on his desk unless he asked for it. So you’re going to be a baby BCI investigator. Okay?’

				She handed him a sheaf of papers. ‘That’s your report. I got all the facts from Miss Fowler’s interview. Just sign it and wait ten minutes before you hand it in. If you don’t pretend you typed it yourself, you’ll jerk him out of shape again.’

				‘Thanks, Marge.’

				‘Anything else I can do for you?’

				‘I need to find a woman.’

				‘I’m not easy, Rouge. I have to be seduced. I want flowers.’

				‘She’s tall, brunette—’

				‘I can do brunette. But I look better as a blonde.’

				‘The trooper at the desk said she was in here yesterday, but he didn’t get her name on the logbook. She’s got a scar on the right cheek. It runs down to her mouth. Looks like she’s always smiling on one side.’

				‘I’ve seen her.’ Marge shook her head in mock wonder. ‘God, did she turn heads in this place. I don’t know what got the most attention, the face or that skirt. It’s slit up to—’

				‘Where can I find her?’

				‘You’ll see her tomorrow at the briefing.’ Marge looked down at her appointment calendar. ‘She’s giving a lecture to the task force at ten o’clock. But you should think this through, Rouge. In my experience, nice girls wear panty hose.’

				‘So what do you think of our Ali now?’ The prisoner addressed the shadow lying underneath his bed. He found great peace in merely sitting on the floor, leaning back against the cool wall and staring into that patch of darkness.

				It was insane to regard a shadow as a sentient being. Or perhaps the young were on to something when they suspected their own beds of harboring entities; the children all knew they were not alone in the dark. And now Paul Marie knew it, too.

				The shadow understood things about children, and little girls in particular. The thing under the bed had absorbed all the guilt of the prisoners in neighboring cells as well as their extensive knowledge. It was always awake to their confessions, so the priest might sleep through the long nights of whispered atrocities.

				In the early days of confinement, when he had suffered the rapists, the shadow had emanated sorrow for him – and forgiveness for them. When Paul Marie had increased his size and beaten an assailant nearly to death, the shadow had absorbed the blows of the beaten man, felt all the pain, and thus allowed the priest to wield pipe and fist, to break the bones of faces and limbs without remorse, untroubled by empathy.

				In exchange for services rendered, the prisoner gave sanctuary to the thing under the bed. He sometimes suspected it of being a flawed and somewhat shopworn deity in search of redemption, and doing hard time as the surrogate soul of a priest. He knew he had either lost his mind or found his faith. One of these things must be true.

				But which?

				No matter. He would not take the thing back inside himself. It could die under the bed for all he cared. Yet he did nothing to harm it, made no attempt to kill it, though it would have been as simple as lifting up the mattress and exposing the shadow to the overhead light.

				Now Father Marie inclined his head in a prelude to conversation with the dark thing. ‘Are you hungry? What would you like best? Shall I throw you a bone – or a little girl?’

				He stood up and made a square tour of his small, austere cell, ten feet by ten, trailing one hand along the bare wall and then the bars.

				So two more children are missing.

				Had something new been added to his delusion? He could hear the buzzing of flies, but there were none about. No flights of angels’ wings – only the buzz of fat black insects? A brain tumor perhaps. He would welcome that. Yes, perhaps the flies were inside him.

				But now one flew past him, and then another brushed his skin, and he recoiled.

				One more turn around the cell. He came to rest in front of the bed and knelt down to speak more intimately with the shadow. ‘About those little girls – you know how this will all turn out, don’t you?’

				The flies had stopped their buzzing. They had gone away and left him in deep silence where the real madness was. Now the priest could hear his own heart beating, and then another heartbeat layered over this one, light and tripping, skipping beats, struck with fear – the wild heart of a child.

				Only Captain Costello was aware of David Shore. The small boy was not simply timid or nervous; he was clearly frightened, all but hugging the wall as he shrank back from the heavy foot traffic in the wide, noisy room of adults. Costello watched the youngster through a crack in the blinds covering the glass on his door. The child seemed fixated on the red-haired cop seated just outside the office.

				Shy David was springing off the toes of his running shoes, set to fly, anchored only by fascination for Officer Rouge Kendall. Now David ventured away from the wall with short, halting steps, and Costello was reminded of that first endless trek across a ballroom, heading for the sure rejection of an invitation to a dance.

				The child came to rest in front of the young cop, who was engrossed in a handful of papers. David bit down on his lower lip. His running shoes were undecided, stepping one foot forward and one foot back. A baseball card was clutched in his small hand. Captain Costello had to squint to make out the New York Yankees logo and a portrait of Rouge Kendall with his pitcher’s glove.

				Well, the trading card was hardly valuable, since the pitcher had washed out in his first season on the rookie league.

				The young cop looked up, surprised to see David hovering over him. Kendall stared at the boy’s card bearing the picture of himself as a twenty-year-old baseball player with his whole life in front of him.

				Captain Costello sucked in his breath.

				Please, Kendall, don’t blow this chance.

				So far, the little boy from St Ursula’s Academy had spoken to no one but Mrs Hofstra, his school housemother. Costello was convinced that David would have more to say if he could only speak for himself.

				Kendall took the proffered card from the boy’s hand, and while the cop searched his pockets for a pen to sign it, David melded into the crisscrossing patterns of uniformed officers, BCI investigators and feds. The child disappeared so quietly the cop had not yet noticed. His head was bent over the card as he signed his autograph for the ten-year-old fan.

				Costello winced. The new trainee had blown it.

				Rouge Kendall looked up to see the empty space where David had been standing.

				Too late now. The captain opened his office door. ‘In here, Kendall.’

				The policeman entered the office with no sense of fear that Costello could immediately detect. But then, this was the first time he had been alone with the younger man. In the past four years, Kendall’s undistinguished career in a one-car town had made him invisible to the New York State Police. If not for the open file on his desk, Costello would have known nothing about him.

				Though the captain had only moved to this state ten years ago, every county resident knew the name of child killer Paul Marie. The victim, Susan Kendall, had become less famous over time, and her sibling was totally anonymous. Until last night, when Costello had called for the background material, he never made the connection between this ordinary village cop and a formerly powerful publishing family.

				As Rouge Kendall sat down in the chair by his desk, Captain Costello had an uneasy feeling. He was looking at a perfect specimen of youth, only twenty-five years old, yet bearing the calm demeanor of a more mature man and the weary eyes of a very old soul. Perhaps damage could account for that, and a murdered sister was a lot of damage. Certainly nothing else about this officer was outstanding. The captain had already decided that Rouge Kendall did not belong with the State Police – not as an investigator, and not even as a trooper.
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