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  Prologue


  Help me!


  His head was thick, his mind muddled.


  His eyes swam.


  He couldn’t move.


  His thoughts were disjointed and jumbled. Out of sync.


  Something was wrong . . . horribly wrong.


  If only he could think. If only he could concentrate beyond the pain slicing like razors in his brain.


  I’m dying. Please, someone help me.


  He tried to force the words, but his tongue wouldn’t work and he couldn’t make more than a hideous mewling sound as he lay slumped over his desk . . . at least he thought it was his desk. Blinking with difficulty, he tried to focus, but there was little light and the darkened images were blurry, as if he were looking at the world through a foggy wide-angle lens.


  How had he gotten here?


  He couldn’t remember, but he sensed that he’d just woken up....


  No . . . that wasn’t right . . . he’d come in here to do some paperwork ... yes ... and then ... and then what?


  Caitlyn. This was about Caitlyn and the divorce! But why couldn’t he move his hand? Or his leg? Or . . . or any damned part of him? Panic surged through him. He tried harder. Not one muscle budged. Jesus H. Christ, what was happening?


  Music was playing. Soft classical. Baroque. Something he didn’t recognize oozing through the hidden speakers surrounding the room.


  What the hell was going on?


  Concentrate. Pull yourself together. Don’t panic. You’re in the den at your house in Savannah . . . at the desk and the phone is on the corner of the desk where it always is . . .


  So why the hell can’t I fucking move?


  Alarm tore through him and yet he felt a great lethargy, as if he might succumb to the darkness playing at the edges of his eyesight. Sweat beaded on his brow, but he couldn’t lift a hand to wipe the drops away. Behind him, he heard a footstep . . . or thought he did. Good. Someone was here to help him.


  Or ... not.


  The hairs on the back of his neck rose. Adrenalin pumped wildly through his bloodstream.


  Try as he might, he couldn’t turn his head. Why? Was he sick? Drugged? Dreaming? Nausea gripped his stomach. How did he get this way? What had he done? Who the hell was behind him?


  No one. There’s no one there. No one evil, for Christ’s sake. You’re freaking out. Get ahold of yourself! The phone! If he could just reach the telephone and dial 911 . . . But his arm wouldn’t move. His muscles were heavy . . . unresponsive.


  ‘‘Josh?’’


  His heart jolted but his body didn’t move.


  The voice was hushed. Disguised? Or was that his imagination?


  Again he strained to turn his head.


  Again he failed.


  ‘‘Josh? Can you hear me?’’ Soft. Seductive. And deadly.


  Someone was calling to him. Maybe someone had come to help, to rescue him. But his hopes died instantly. If someone was going to help him, they would have rushed over. The whole situation was too damned weird. If someone truly was with him and not a figment of his imagination, then it was an enemy who had found him.


  God help me.


  Cool fingers touched his wrist. Inwardly he jumped. Outwardly he didn’t move.


  Who the hell was touching him, rubbing the inside of his arm? Checking for his pulse? Did he look dead? He couldn’t turn his head, couldn’t raise it off the desk to twist his neck and see who was tending to him just out of focus in his peripheral vision. A doctor? Oh, please, God.


  Suddenly an intense light was flashed into his eyes, as if someone was examining him, checking for dilation. Desperately he attempted to make out an image, to see around the brilliance burning its way into his brain, hoping to catch a glimpse of whoever was holding the penlight. But there was no visage, just a foggy image of fingers encased in examination gloves and the faint tinge of cigarette smoke.


  For God’s sake, quit creeping me out and get me to the hospital!


  The penlight clicked off. Darkness surrounded him, and his vision was worse than ever. Bright rings of illumination still seared through his brain. He slumped lower on the top of the desk and an empty glass toppled, falling onto its side and rolling off the desk to land on the carpet with a soft thud. The cool fingers massaging his wrist didn’t stop, but he could barely feel them, hardly stay awake.


  I’m alive, you idiot, can’t you see that? Get me to a hospital! But the words were lodged in his throat; he couldn’t force them out, couldn’t make his tongue work. The only sounds were the ticking of the clock in the foyer, the whisper of the wind blowing through the French doors he’d left ajar and the beating of his heart. But instead of wild and frantic, his heart was as sluggish as his head, not jackhammering in fear as he would have expected. Maybe this was a dream after all. It was all so surreal. As if in slow motion.


  He noticed that his shirt sleeve was being pushed up his forearm by those gloved fingers. Higher the linen rode, exposing more of his arm. What the hell? Rolling his eyes backward, he hoped to make out whoever was with him, but he saw only shadows and movement, a dark figure and . . . a glint of something. Steel.


  Oh, God.


  The blades were razor thin. Two of them. Scissors. Surgical scissors? But . . . but . . . Fear jetted through his bloodstream. Desperately he tried to move his arm. His feet. Any damned part of him, but he couldn’t wriggle away, was forced to lie with his head on the desk to await his doom.


  And doom came in the form of a shadowy figure with scissors. This was crazy. Who was this person? What was with the scissors? Nothing good.


  He heard a clip and saw a button fly off his cuff.


  He nearly soiled himself.


  His shirt sleeve was pushed higher, exposing his arm, his bare arm. He saw his white flesh, caught the glint of the blade.


  Snip!


  His heart nearly gave out.


  The scissors neatly clipped a single hair from his forearm.


  He jumped. But only on the inside. His nerves were flashing, but not connecting. He couldn’t pull his arm away, could only watch as the scissors moved closer to the veins and arteries that webbed just beneath the skin. A part of him didn’t care. Another part of him was silently screaming in panic.


  ‘‘You know who I am, don’t you?’’


  The voice was so familiar. Obscenely provocative.


  He couldn’t speak.


  ‘‘You can think of me as Atropos.’’


  Atropos? What the hell?


  ‘‘Oh. That’s right. You probably don’t know about the three fates, do you? In mythology, there were three women who determined your fate. The daughters of Zeus were called the Moirai. Three sisters who determined a man’s destiny.’’


  Mythology? What the hell? The scissors winked in the light from the desk lamp. He shivered inside.


  ‘‘There’s Klotho, of course. She’s the youngest and she spins the thread of life while the middle sister Lachesis is the measurer. She selects one’s lot in life and determines how long that life will be.’’


  The scissors came closer, their sharp point touching the skin beneath his eye.


  He tried to flinch but remained as if cemented to the desk.


  ‘‘Then there is Atropos. The strongest. Who actually ends the life by snipping that precious thread.’’ She clicked the scissors. ‘‘The name I chose.’’


  What? No!


  Snip!


  The scissors bit at the flesh of his cheek, touching his eyelashes.


  He felt nothing. No pain.


  She held up his bare wrist.


  Clip!


  The first welling drops of red blood rose to the surface.


  Oh, God, no! Desperately he tried to jerk away. Succeeded only in grunting. Couldn’t even cringe as the evil weapon took another nasty little bite, blood smearing the blade, fear jolting through him as he realized that the person he couldn’t see was determined to slowly and methodically kill him.


  This couldn’t be happening! It had to be a dream. A nightmare. What demented person would do this? Oh, God . . . blood was flowing freely now, down his wrist and into his palm, running down his fingers to pool on the desk. Stop! For God’s sake, stop!


  Maybe this was just to scare him, maybe he wasn’t going to die. Maybe someone was just making a cruel point. God knew there were enough people in this town who wanted him dead.


  But a gunshot to the head would have done the trick.


  Or a pill slipped into his drink.


  Or a knife in his damned heart.


  Unless his would-be killer was enjoying this . . . that it wasn’t so much his death as his dying that mattered. Unless the sick bitch got off on the knowledge that he was helpless as he watched his own lifeblood trickle and spurt from his body. Gasping, realizing that he would slowly bleed to death, Josh moved his eyes to the glass humidor located on one corner of his desk. In the smooth, curved surface he saw his own pale reflection and just the hint of a figure, grotesque in the distorted glass, leaning over him.


  For a second, his eyes locked with those of his attacker. He saw the face of his killer. A suggestion of a smile, the hint of satisfaction curved his murderer’s lips.


  All hope fled.


  He recognized the warped face, and he realized with heart-stopping clarity that he was condemned to watch himself slowly bleed to death.


  One


  Pain thundered through her head. As if a thousand horses were stampeding through her brain. Her tongue was thick and a bad taste lingered in her mouth and there was something more . . . something bad, a sensation of oppression that seemed to pin her to her bed. Her heart was pounding wildly, her skin soaked in sweat, faint images of her dream . . . of Josh . . . of walking up the brick path to his house cut through her consciousness.


  Her shoes crunched against dry leaves. The wind rattled through the branches of the oaks, billowing the Spanish moss. Somewhere nearby a dog barked and the smell of cigar smoke hung in the air. You shouldn’t be here. Go, run! Up the steps to the brick house that used to be her home. The door was cracked. A slice of light spilled onto the front porch. An invitation in a dark, sultry night. Don’t do it. Don’t go inside!


  Dear God, what did I do last night? Caitlyn opened one bleary eye just a slit. She was so thirsty . . . and her entire body ached. Too much alcohol . . . Way too much. She was in her bedroom. The ceiling fan whirred overhead as dawn began to filter past the curtains. Images of the night before were hazy and out of sequence. She’d gone out to meet her sister . . . yes, that was it because . . . she needed to get out, to unwind.


  Yesterday was Jamie’s birthday.


  Eerily, as if a dozen children were singing off key, she heard,


  ‘‘Happy birthday to you Happy birthday to you Happy birthday dear Ja-mie—’’ Caitlyn’s heart squeezed. Her daughter would have been


  five.


  If she had lived.


  She closed her eyes again as raw pain tore through her. Jamie. Precious, precious baby. Snatched away when she was barely three—a cherub-faced toddler. Oh, Lord, Caitlyn missed her child. So bad that at times she found it impossible to move forward, go on with her life. Now, on the bed, squeezing her eyes against the truth, she felt the familiar ache of the loss, so deep it scratched at her soul.


  ‘‘It was your fault, Caitlyn. If you’d been half a mother, this never would have happened!’’


  Josh’s accusations tore through her brain bringing the guilt, the ever-present sense that she should have done more, that if she’d tried harder she would have somehow saved her child.


  Don’t even think about it. Don’t listen to him, and for God’s sake don’t believe his poison! You know you did all you could to save her.


  She let out her breath slowly, breathed deeply again, remembered what Dr. Wade had said about letting go of the negative energy, of finding herself, her new purpose. Slowly the grief subsided to a small, dark ache that lay just beneath her headache.


  Man, it was a monster. She must’ve really tied one on.


  Another sharp image sizzled through her brain.


  Josh was in his den, but he wasn’t moving. No. He was slumped over his desk, his arms at his sides, his neck twisted so that he faced the door. Blood had oozed from his arms, staining the carpet. His mouth gaping open, his skin pale, his eyes unblinking as they stared at her.


  She sat bolt upright. God, what kind of a dream was that? Her heart slammed against her chest. Pieces of the nightmare slid through her brain only to disappear.


  ‘‘Oh, God, oh, God, oh, God!’’


  Slow down, Caitlyn. Breathe deep. It was only a dream. Don’t fall apart!


  Desperately she gulped air. Remembered all the techniques she’d learned in therapy, forced herself to rein in her galloping emotions. ‘‘Never again,’’ she vowed. Whatever it was she’d drunk last night, she would never take as much as one sip again . . . but what was it? She blinked. Tried to remember. But nothing came except the brittle, jagged pieces of the nightmare.


  ‘‘Jesus,’’ she whispered. Once again, she’d lost track of time, hours of her life missing. She didn’t even remember how she’d gotten home. An inkling that something was very, very wrong slithered through her consciousness. She couldn’t name it, but the sensation was strong enough to cause her skin to prickle.


  You had a bad dream. That’s all. Get over it. She drew in another long breath. She was in her own bed. Home. Safe.


  With a mother of a migraine. Her head throbbed. Her throat ached, and she smelled smoke in her hair from sitting too many hours in the bar. Oh, God, she’d really overdone it last night. She winced against the first rays of the new morning as dawn crept through the open window. A jasmine-scented breeze carried with it the sounds of fresh rainwater gurgling in the gutters. The French doors were slightly ajar, and the lacy curtains lifted and fluttered, shadowed in places, darkened and stained.


  Why was the door open? Had she opened it last night before crawling into bed because of the heat? Images of the nightmare stabbed into her consciousness, mingling with blurred memories from the night before. She’d had a few drinks at a bar . . . somewhere on the waterfront. Or was that part of the disjointed dream, too? She remembered the noise of the band, and she could still smell the cloud of old cigarette smoke that had hung over the crowd. She’d drunk a little too much—well, a lot too much, but she’d managed to get home. Somehow. But that part was blank.


  The headache no amount of Excedrin would be able to quell throbbed behind one eye and she felt groggy, disconnected, as she glanced at the clock. Red digital numbers flashed. Twelve o’clock. Midnight? Noon? No way. Birds were just beginning to warble. It had to be early. Five or six. A god-awful time to wake up. The power must’ve been interrupted. It was the dream that had awoken her, the ragged, disjointed scenes screaming through her brain.


  Her mouth tasted bad. Dry as cotton. Her stomach felt empty, as if she’d lost its contents sometime during the night. Swiping a hand over her sweaty forehead, she brushed back a clump of damp curls and felt something crusty. Her fingers were dirty or . . . or . . . What the devil was that smell? For a second she thought she might have thrown up, but the odor was metallic rather than sour and . . . and . . . oh, God . . . She held her hand in front of her face and saw the stains that had run down her arm. Dark purple. Thick and crusty, having seeped from the slices on the wrists.


  What?


  Blinking hard, she pushed herself up in the bed, higher against the pillows. Panic swelled. She fumbled for the light switch. Click. In a blinding burst of light, she saw the blood.


  Pooled on the sheets.


  Scraped across the headboard.


  Wiped on the curtains.


  Smeared on the walls.


  Everywhere.


  ‘‘No . . . oh, God, no!’’ Caitlyn bolted from the bed, her legs tangled in her nightgown and she fell face first on the apricot-colored carpet now stained red. ‘‘Jesus!’’ Dear God, what was this? She scuttled like a crab over the crusty carpet. It looked as if someone, or something, had been slaughtered in this fifteen by twelve-foot room. And you slept through it!


  Her heart froze as she saw a handprint on the door casing, another wiped on the panels. She had to fight the nausea that climbed up her throat. Scared out of her wits, she scrambled to the bathroom.


  Whose blood is this?


  Yours. Look at you!


  Her gaze landed on the mirror over the sink. Red stains smudged her face where her hands had swiped her skin, and her nostrils were caked with blood. Her hair was matted and wild. Had she just had a horrid nosebleed, like the ones she’d had as a child and somehow managed to sleep through? No . . . that wouldn’t explain the nicks on her wrists. Nor the blood smeared everywhere in the room.


  She remembered the open door . . . Had someone done this to her? Fear knotted her stomach. Oh, God . . . but why? Who? She was beginning to hyperventilate but forced herself to calm down. The blood wasn’t all hers. It couldn’t be. She was alive. Anyone who had lost this much would certainly be dead. No one could have survived such a massacre.


  She leaned against the sink and tried to think. She did feel woozy, lightheaded, her migraine eating away at her brain.


  Oh, God, what if the person who did this is still in the house?


  No, that didn’t make sense. If someone had tried to kill her, he would have finished the job. The blood in her hair, on the walls, in the shower had dried. Time had gone by. So he was either scared off or took off.


  Or you did it and left the door open.


  No . . . But she couldn’t remember, didn’t know.


  If the blood isn’t yours, whose is it?


  ‘‘I don’t know,’’ she whispered.


  Maybe the victim is still in the house.


  She glanced at the shower; the frosted glass was cracked, a bloody handprint visible.


  God help me.


  Steeling herself, she placed her hand on the glass. She half expected to find a dead body, eyes rolled to the ceiling, tongue lolling, red stains running into the drain. Nervously,


  she pushed the door open.


  No one jumped out at her.


  No half-dead body was sprawled over the shower floor.


  Dried blood was splattered and ran down the tiles in ragged rivulets. She felt her stomach turn. What had happened here? What? Her whole body was shaking as she raised her hand and found that it was the same size as the print on the shower door.


  ‘‘Mother of God,’’ she whispered. Think, Caitlyn, think. Don’t panic.


  She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror again.


  How had this happened? Where had she been? Whose blood was smeared everywhere? Her knees gave way. She caught herself on the edge of the sink and leaned forward to splash cold water over her face to keep herself from passing out.


  Maybe you’re not alone. Maybe even now there’s someone with you, someone downstairs. Someone waiting. She looked up quickly at her reflection. White skin, wild hair sticking up at odd angles, panic in her hazel eyes. The door to the verandah was left open and you don’t remember doing it. Her gaze moved and in the mirror she saw an image of the door ajar, the curtains billowing and stained. She thought she might be sick.


  Had some killer come in and she, suffering one of her black-out headaches, not heard him invade her home? But— there was no body. Nothing but her own hacked wrists and bloody nose . . . no one would come here to slice up someone and take away the body . . . no. Her head was pounding, leaping with wild ideas.


  If someone else had even stepped into the house, why hadn’t the alarm gone off?


  The door to the verandah isn’t latched, you idiot. Obviously the alarm wasn’t set.


  She leaned a hip against the counter and closed her eyes. This made no sense. None. And it scared the hell out of her.


  Maybe you invited someone in. But who? And why? And


  if it was an intruder . . . why hadn’t Oscar barked so loudly the entire neighborhood had woken up?


  Oscar!


  Where was he?


  Scared to death, she took another horrified look at the stains on the floor. Not the dog . . . not Oscar! Swallowing back her fear, she mopped her face with the sleeve of her stained nightgown and started for the staircase. She gave a low whistle.


  Nothing.


  Her throat tightened.


  You’d better grab a weapon. Just in case.


  She didn’t keep a gun in the house, didn’t believe in it. Biting her lip, she grabbed a small dumbbell, one she used when working out while watching television, then inched into the hallway.


  Ears straining over the frantic beat of her heart, she listened as she moved. The house was still. Quiet. As if all were safe.


  Pull yourself together. Do it, Caitlyn. Don’t let fear paralyze you! Her fingers tightened over her weapon as she peered into the hall bath. It was empty.


  Nervous sweat slick on her body, she slowly eased open the door to one of the other bedrooms and her heart tugged as it always did as she looked into the space that had been her daughter’s. Jamie’s favorite stuffed animal, a droopy-eared bunny was propped against the pillows of a double bed covered with a quilt hand-stitched in soft pastels. Luminescent stars and clouds that she had painted for Jamie still covered the ceiling. But the room was empty and, she thought sadly, was starting to smell musty and stale, reminding her that her baby was gone.


  ‘‘Happy birthday dear Ja-mie . . .’’ The discordant children’s voices blared in her head.


  Don’t go there. Not now.


  Her sweaty fingers tightened around the weight. Nervously she eased into her den with its drafting table and computer desk, just as she’d left it. Her desk, drafting table, computer all stood silent, the desk slightly cluttered. But no one was hiding in the corners or behind the closet doors. Turning, she spied a figure in the darkness. No! She gasped, before realizing it was her own reflection staring back at her from the full-length mirror she’d hung on the door.


  She nearly collapsed.


  Come on, Caitlyn. Toughen up!


  Silently she edged down the stairs, the fingers of her left hand trailing along the banister, her right fist coiled tightly over the weight. But no dark figure wielding a knife or gun leaped out of the dining alcove at her as she stepped onto the second riser. No gunshot blasted through the house. No—


  She heard a quick, loud scrape.


  The sole of a leather boot on hardwood?


  She froze.


  Over the mad drumming of her heart, she heard the hum of the refrigerator, the ticking of the hall clock. She wanted to call out to the dog, but decided to wait. But she forced herself to inch forward, her gaze sweeping the rooms. The living room was just as she’d left it, still smelling of the roses she’d cut and placed in the vase on the coffee table. No trace of blood.


  She began to calm. The house felt empty. She checked the laundry room and kitchen, where morning light was beginning to filter through the windows, and the dining alcove with its view of the back courtyard. Everything was in its place.


  Eerily so.


  Except it looks like Charles Manson held a party in your bedroom while you were sleeping.


  She heard a sharp bark.


  Oscar!


  She saw him through the bay window, a scruffy mutt scratching at the back door. She nearly collapsed in relief. ‘‘How did you get out here?’’ Caitlyn scolded kindly as the scrappy terrier-mix stood on his hind legs and pawed frantically at the glass. The sound she’d heard. She unlatched the door and he flew into her arms. Ruffling his coarse mottled fur, she wondered if she’d left him out by mistake. Had she come home, let the dog out, then, because she’d had one or two too many Cosmopolitans, wandered upstairs and forgotten him?


  Why would you do that? Just so you could hack away at your wrists and suffer the worst nosebleed you’ve had in five years? You know, Caitlyn, Kelly might be right. You might just be losing it. Big time.


  ‘‘What happened last night?’’ she asked the little dog as she set him on the floor, then opened a can of dog food and scraped the contents into his bowl while he turned in quick tight circles. ‘‘You’re not half as glad to see me as I am to see you,’’ she assured him as she set his bowl on the floor. Tail whipping frantically, he plunged his nose into the dish and ignored the fact that she patted him on his head. He’d been Jamie’s dog, named after her favorite Sesame Street character, Oscar the Grouch, for his rumpled fur. ‘‘See . . . we’re okay,’’ she said, but had trouble believing it herself.


  The smell of the dog food made her stomach quiver. She rocked back on her heels. What the hell had she done last night? Where had all the blood come from? Her bedroom looked as if something or someone had been diced to ribbons there. But she remembered nothing after going to the bar— what was the name of it? The Swamp. Yeah, The Swamp. She’d sat in a booth for a long time waiting for her twin sister, Kelly, to show up.


  She’d noticed the bartender staring at her from time to time. Probably because he thought it odd that she’d ordered two drinks—a Cosmo for her and a dry martini for Kelly, which, if she remembered correctly, she’d swilled down when Kelly had pulled one of her usual disappearing acts.


  But aside from tackling both stemmed glasses and sucking the pimento out of three olives before chewing them, she remembered very little. Too little.


  It had been noisy . . . loud hip-hop music at odds with the conversation and laughter and . . .


  Like a razor slicing through flesh, a quicksilver image passed through her mind. She was in the foyer of the house she’d decorated—the paintings of thoroughbreds adorned the walls, the grandfather clock stood guard at the foot of the stairs. The heels of her shoes tapped across the marble as she crossed to the open door of the den. The sound of classical music lured her to open the door and find her estranged husband looking up at her with sightless eyes, blood pooling beneath his desk chair.


  Caitlyn gasped. Why would she think of Josh now? The image of his white, lifeless face flashed in front of her eyes again. Why would she envision him dead?


  Because it was your daughter’s birthday yesterday. Because the bastard was divorcing you. And because he was going to sue you for wrongful death.


  Of your child. Your baby. ‘‘Stop it!’’ She’d had a dream. No big deal. No harm done. She grabbed a bottle of water from the refrigerator, twisted it open and drank half of it down only to feel it coming back up again. Fast. She doubled over the sink.


  She threw up. Over and over. Until the dry heaves took over and she was wringing wet with sweat.


  You should call your shrink. You’re losing it!


  But she couldn’t. Dr. Wade had moved recently. So Caitlyn was fresh out of psychiatric help. Great. She hadn’t bothered trying to find another therapist. Didn’t want one.


  Until now.


  Then the police. Call them.


  Why? Because I had a nosebleed? Because I might have . . . in my drunken state . . . tried to slash my wrists?


  Again. You might have tried again, that nagging voice in her brain reminded her.


  If I call the cops, they’ll haul me away. To the psych ward.


  Maybe that’s where you belong.


  ‘‘No!’’ She glanced down at her arms and frowned. That other incident was a long time ago.


  That ‘‘other incident’’ nearly cost you your life.


  She didn’t want to think of that. Not now.


  First things first. She had to pull herself together. Calm down. Get a major grip. She needed to make sure the house was locked, then clean herself up and tackle the mess upstairs. But first she’d call Kelly. Find out what had happened.


  Maybe the blood upstairs is hers.


  A new fear gripped Caitlyn, and she frantically punched out the numbers to Kelly’s cabin at the river, her ‘‘hideaway,’’ as she called it. The phone rang. Once. Twice. ‘‘Come on, come on. Pick up!’’ The phone jangled a third time. Caitlyn leaned against the counter and willed her twin to answer. A fourth ring and then a distinctive click. ‘‘Hi–you reached me, but I’m not here. Leave your number!’’ She heard a flat beep as the recorder clicked on.


  ‘‘Kelly? Kelly? Are you there? If you are, pick up. Now ... it’s Caitlyn . . . I need to talk to you. I mean, I really need to talk to you . . . about last night. Please, call me back ASAP.’’ She hung up slowly and tried not to panic. With a trembling hand, she pushed the hair from her eyes. Was Kelly going out of town again? She had a business trip planned, but when?


  Caitlyn’s heart was racing. Faster and faster. Think, Caitlyn, think!


  Kelly’s cell phone! She dialed, then waited, silently counting the rings as she prayed her sister would pick up. One. Two. Three. Oh, no. ‘‘Please answer.’’ Voice mail picked up. ‘‘You’ve reached Kelly’s cell. Leave a message.’’


  Great!


  Just calm down. The answering machine beeped. ‘‘Kelly, it’s Caitlyn. Give me a call. It’s important.’’ She hung up and considered driving out to her sister’s cabin. But what good would that do? What good at all? If Kelly was around, she’d call back.


  Or would she?


  Sometimes Caitlyn wasn’t sure.


  Two


  ‘‘Who the hell is Josh Bandeaux?’’ Pierce Reed asked.


  Sylvie Morrisette, his partner, was speeding along East Bay Street as if they were in the Grand-damned-Prix. ‘‘You mean besides being a major prick?’’ Her eyes hidden behind wrap-around shades, Morrisette slid a glance his way.


  ‘‘Yeah, besides that.’’


  She sighed through her nose. ‘‘Sometimes I forget what a greenhorn you really are. Cute, but a greenhorn.’’ With her spiked blond hair, athletic body and sharp tongue, Sylvie was as tough as her snakeskin boots and as prickly as a saguaro cactus. From the moment Reed had been paired up with her, he’d won looks of condolence from the other men in the department. ‘‘Lived your life in a goddamned vacuum,’’ she added in her West Texas drawl. A transplant from El Paso, she had fifteen years on the Savannah police force. To his six months. Aside from a short stint here twelve years earlier, Reed had spent most of his adult life on the West Coast, most recently San Francisco. He’d left San Francisco on bad terms, but managed to land a senior detective position here. If Sylvie resented his status, she had the good sense not to show it.


  Lights flashing, tires squealing, she took a corner too fast and nearly swung into the oncoming lane.


  ‘‘Hey, let’s get there in one piece.’’


  ‘‘We will.’’ She managed to keep the cruiser on the pavement as the driver of a new pickup passed and looked about to flip them off when he realized he was dealing with cops and kept his middle finger from springing to attention.


  ‘‘So fill me in.’’


  ‘‘He’s just one of the wealthiest son of a bitches in the city, maybe even the state. Grew up with a silver spoon wedged between his gorgeous Georgian teeth and married into more money. Big-time gambler. Made and lost fortunes but always came out of each thorny deal smelling like a damned rose.’’


  ‘‘Until last night,’’ Reed reminded her.


  ‘‘Yeah. Last night I guess his luck ran out.’’ She blasted her way through a red light. ‘‘Dead at forty-two. Possible suicide.’’ She couldn’t keep the sarcasm from her voice.


  ‘‘But you don’t buy it.’’


  ‘‘No way, Jose´. I had the misfortune to meet the prick a couple of times. He donated money to the department. Any charity we hosted, he was certain to show up in an Armani suit with a big check in hand.’’ Her lips twisted downward. ‘‘Then he’d have a few drinks and the next thing you knew he’d be pinching some cutie’s ass. A real charmer, our Josh.’’ She smiled without a hint of humor and floored it through the next yellow light. ‘‘The fact that he was married didn’t stop him from making a pass at anything in a skirt.’’


  ‘‘The wife find his body?’’


  ‘‘No, they’re separated. Shit!’’ She braked hard, then swerved around a delivery truck double-parked. ‘‘Asshole!’’


  ‘‘So Bandeaux wasn’t divorced?’’


  ‘‘Not quite. Now I guess he won’t ever be.’’ She cranked on the wheel and the cruiser flew down an alley, barely missing a Dumpster and sending papers that hadn’t quite made it into the bin flying. With a bump they were on another side street and careening into the heart of the historic district. ‘‘Think of all the money Caitlyn Bandeaux will save on lawyer’s fees. Not that she needs to worry.’’


  ‘‘You said she was wealthy.’’


  ‘‘Beyond wealthy. She’s a Montgomery, as in Montgomery Bank and Trust, Montgomery Cotton, Montgomery Estates, Montgomery-every-damned thing. Some distant descendent from a Civil War hero, I think. At least that’s what her granddaddy, Old Benedict Montgomery, claimed before he died.’’


  ‘‘Shit.’’ Even he’d heard of those Montgomerys.


  ‘‘Exactly.’’


  Reed made a quick mental note as the cruiser tore through the city streets. Estranged wives were always suspects. Even wealthy ones. ‘‘She live nearby?’’


  ‘‘Not far.’’


  Convenient.


  ‘‘Any kids?’’ he asked.


  ‘‘One. Dead. Died a couple of years back. Only three or four years old, I think. It was bad.’’ Sylvie scowled as the police band crackled. ‘‘From what I hear, Caitlyn, that’s Bandeaux’s wife, nearly went around the bend when the kid died. Josh blamed her and maybe she did herself. I even heard a rumor that she tried to kill herself. Anyway, there’s a whole lot of secrets in that family and a whole lot of hush money’s been spent to hide ’em. Let me tell you.’’ She snorted derisively.


  ‘‘You know a lot about the Montgomerys.’’


  ‘‘I suppose.’’ Her jaw slid to the side and she checked the rearview mirror.


  ‘‘A hobby of yours?’’


  ‘‘Not exactly. But I’ve done my share of research. Bandeaux was always skirting the law. I did a lot of looking into his professional and personal life because there were rumors that he had ties to the mob.’’


  ‘‘Did he?’’


  ‘‘I couldn’t find any, but I did find out a lot about him.’’


  He waited. She pressed on the lighter and found a crumpled pack of Marlboro Lights on the dash. ‘‘You may as well figure this out and fast, Reed. Savannah might look like a big city, but she’s a small town at her soul.’’ He didn’t respond. Had already learned that silence worked best with Morrisette, and he sensed there was more to the story.


  He was right.


  ‘‘Oh, hell, I suppose you’re gonna find out anyway.’’ With a steely, humorless grin, she said, ‘‘My ex, Bart, worked for Bandeaux for a while.’’ Reed had met Bart Yelkis, a tall, brooding man with some Native American in his blood.


  Morrisette shook out a cigarette and passed a delivery van in one motion. ‘‘The reason we got divorced?’’ Sylvie hesitated a second as the lighter clicked. She cracked the window, then managed to light up, driving with one hand and never slowing for an instant. ‘‘Well, there were tons of ’em. Tons. But the one that everyone believes is that I had an affair with Josh Bandeaux.’’ She let out a jet of smoke. ‘‘For the record, it’s not true. My taste in men might be lousy, but it’s not that lousy.’’


  Reed didn’t comment. Didn’t know what to believe. He wasn’t good at reading a woman’s mind—hell, who was?— but his gut instinct told him that Sylvie-tough-as-snakeskin-Morrisette was stretching the truth. How much he wasn’t certain. But it gave him a bad feeling. A real bad feeling.


  ‘‘Shit.’’ Kelly clicked off the recorder after listening to Caitlyn’s panicked message. What was it with Caitlyn? She was always getting herself into trouble. Big trouble. And always expecting Kelly to bail her out. God, what a basket case!


  Angrily, Kelly hit the replay button and sank into her desk chair as Caitlyn’s terrified voice repeated the message.


  ‘‘Kelly? Kelly? Are you there? If you are pick up. Now ... it’s Caitlyn . . .


  Damn it all to hell.


  Sighing, Kelly hit the erase button.


  I need to talk to you about last night.


  ‘‘I bet,’’ Kelly muttered under her breath. She wasn’t surprised. Nor did it take a brain surgeon to guess that left to her own devices, Caitlyn had gotten herself into another mess. So what else was new?


  Suddenly she was cold to the bone, though the temperature was a sweltering ninety-plus. Kelly rubbed her arms as she stared out the window of her little cabin. Sooner or later Caitlyn would end up in the looney bin. Unfortunately, this time, it could be permanent. Kelly couldn’t keep saving her. The trouble was, Caitlyn was falling apart. Again. Just like so many of the damned Montgomerys. Like it or not, Kelly realized that a lot of the members of her family weren’t playing with full decks . . . not even by half.


  The Montgomery curse.


  Shoving her hair from her eyes, she walked barefoot across the living area of her cabin to the French doors, which opened to a small deck overlooking the river. Outside the air was hot, cloying, just the way she liked it. She watched an egret glide over the sluggish water near the dock and felt the late-morning sun on her face. Leaning against the railing, she thought about her sister. Her first instinct was to climb into the car and drive like a bat out of hell to Caitlyn’s place, to placate her and soothe her as she always did when these situations occurred, but that wouldn’t solve the problem. Far from it. What was the psychobabble word they used for it these days? Enabling. That was it. She could try to allay Caitlyn’s fears, help her . . . but, truth to tell, she was sick to death of it.


  Because Caitlyn was messed up. Always had been. Always would be. Not that Kelly blamed her, she thought, sliding her sunglasses onto her nose to watch a fishing boat move slowly upriver. Caitlyn had been through a lot. Even when they were kids . . . oh, the secrets Kelly knew about her twin. Even Caitlyn didn’t realize that Kelly understood the root of her demons; probably better than Caitlyn did herself. Hadn’t Kelly warned her about marrying Josh? Only about a million times. But had Caitlyn listened? Oh, noooooo. She’d been in love. So much in love. Trouble was, it had been with a snake.


  And Caitlyn had been pregnant to boot.


  For a while things had been okay. And then there was the baby. Kelly felt a familiar pang of regret as she conjured up Jamie’s impish face. So sad. Leaning against the railing, she watched the egret take off in a spread of snowy wings.


  God, Caitlyn had loved that child. Who could blame her? Jamie had been adorable. As beautiful as her mother and as charming as her dad. Kelly scowled down at the dark, slow water as it lapped at the pilings under the dock. She hated to admit it, but Josh could be as tempting as the very devil. And Caitlyn’s hasty marriage had been all right for a while— if not perfect, at least tolerable. Even during the separation. Until Jamie had gotten sick . . . Poor baby. Kelly swallowed hard and her eyes burned as she fought tears. Hell, she’d loved that little girl. Almost as much as Caitlyn had. Almost as if the baby had been her own. Probably because she knew she’d never have any children. It just wasn’t in the cards. She sniffed and walked back inside to scrounge through her purse looking for a cigarette. No luck. The pack was empty. She tossed it into the trash near her desk and saw a picture of her niece sitting near the phone. Big smile, twinkling blue eyes, chubby hands clasped in front of her as Jamie, at two and a half, sat in the shade of a magnolia tree. Kelly picked up the silver frame and her eyes filled with tears.


  Caitlyn had never gotten over Jamie’s death, not even with the help of that shrink, Rebecca What’s-her-name— Wade, that was it. Dr. Rebecca Wade. Well, she wasn’t the only one. Kelly frowned darkly and set the photo back in its resting place. Thinking about Dr. Wade reminded her that Caitlyn, soon after Jamie’s death, had almost overdosed on sleeping pills.


  On purpose?


  With Caitlyn, who knew?


  And now Caitlyn was all knotted up about the divorce. From Josh Bandeaux, the low-life. The man couldn’t keep his hands off women. He’d even had the nerve to come on to her, his wife’s twin, for crying out loud! What was that all about? She and Caitlyn were identical, so what was the thrill in that? Well, the being identical was literally only skin deep. Their personalities were acutely dissimilar. Night to day. Caitlyn was more shy, more intellectual and Kelly the emotional firecracker, the ‘‘party girl.’’ Besides, Josh Bandeaux would bed anything that moved.


  Kelly glanced at the telephone. Caitlyn had sounded desperate. Whether she wanted to or not, Kelly would have to go over to her twin’s home and calm her down. She flopped onto her suede couch and stared at the open door. But she couldn’t face it right now. She knew what Caitlyn wanted to discuss. For the moment, she’d let Caitlyn chill. What was there to say about last night? Caitlyn had downed one too many Cosmopolitans—maybe more than one too many.


  End of story.


  Well, not quite.


  But as much as anyone needed to know.


  Morrisette crushed out her cigarette and stood on the brakes. The cruiser slid to a stop inches from the police barricade surrounding Bandeaux’s house. Several police cars and the crime scene team’s van were already parked at odd angles on the street and in the alley. A wrought-iron fence and lush shrubbery encircled a tall brick house with long windows, green shutters and a wide front porch. A couple of uniformed cops were posted outside, yellow crime scene tape roped off the area, and curious neighbors peeked from behind drawn curtains or more blatantly from their own front yards.


  Reed was out of the cruiser before Sylvie cut the siren. The outside temperature was soaring, the humidity thick. Sweat prickled Reed’s scalp as he pushed open the gate and flashed his badge. Morrisette caught up with him just as a van from one of the local television stations rolled up.


  ‘‘Vultures at two o’clock,’’ she warned.


  ‘‘Keep ’em out,’’ Reed growled to one of the cops as he hitched his chin at the reporter and cameraman spilling from the white vehicle splashed with WKOK’s logo.


  ‘‘You got it.’’ The young cop crossed his arms over his chest, dark eyes severe as they focused on the reporters.


  Reed walked through the open front door, eyeing the refurbished old manor. Careful to disturb nothing, he followed the sounds of voices across the marble floor of the foyer, where expensive rugs muffled his footsteps, paintings of ancient thoroughbreds adorned the walls and a sweeping staircase that split at a landing beckoned visitors upstairs. Through an open doorway he spied the den. Reed’s gut clenched as he viewed the scene.


  The victim, presumably Bandeaux, sat slumped over his desk, his hands dangling at his sides, blood pooled on the thick white carpet in a dark puddle. A gloved officer was gingerly picking up what appeared to be a pocketknife found directly under the victim’s right hand. The blade was dark with dried blood.


  ‘‘Jesus H. Christ,’’ Morrisette whispered.


  The criminologists had done a quick walk-through, taking notes while photographers and videographers had taken pictures, an artist had sketched the scene, preserving it for later examination and, if Bandeaux’s death proved to be because of foul play, for use in court. Provided they caught the guy. Now the members of the team with their kits and tools were setting up for a more intense search and evidence gathering.


  ‘‘He slit his wrists?’’ Reed asked. Using his pen, he carefully pushed Bandeaux’s sleeve up his arm to reveal the ugly slashes on the inside of one arm.


  Morrisette visibly paled.


  ‘‘Looks that way to me, but I ain’t the coroner,’’ a photographer said. Reed glanced around the room, noting that the door to the verandah was open, the shades drawn, the carpet showing tracks from a recent vacuuming.


  ‘‘You’re still not buying the suicide?’’ Reed asked Morrisette, and she slowly shook her head. Her lips were rolled over her teeth and she clicked her tongue. ‘‘I just don’t think it was Bandeaux’s style,’’ she said as the M.E. arrived.


  Gerard St. Claire was brusque, short and balding. Pushing seventy, he was still fit and shaved what was left of his white hair about half an inch from his scalp, so that he had what Sylvie had referred to as the ‘‘high-fashion toothbrush look.’’ He smelled faintly of cigarettes and formaldehyde and was all business. ‘‘Nothing’s been disturbed?’’ he asked as he always did.


  ‘‘Nothing. We were waitin’ on you,’’ Diane Moses responded automatically. The same words passed between them at every scene. Forced to work together, they kept things professional, but their personalities were oil and water. ‘‘We’ve just done the preliminary walk-through to get a feel for the scene. Once you do your thing, we’ll tear the place apart.’’ She was being sarcastic, as usual. As the lead crime scene investigator, she was in charge and she knew it. Black, bossy and smart as a whip, she didn’t believe in handling anyone with kid gloves. Not even St. Claire. He glared at her through rimless glasses and she glared right back. ‘‘At first glance it looks like a suicide.’’


  ‘‘No way.’’ Sylvie still wasn’t convinced, even with the evidence coagulating on the thick nap. She shoved her sunglasses onto her head, making the spikes even more pronounced.


  ‘‘Maybe he had financial worries,’’ Reed suggested. ‘‘We already know that his marriage was on the rocks.’’


  ‘‘Bandeaux loved himself too much to slice and dice himself,’’ Sylvie insisted as she threw the deceased a final glance. ‘‘I did research on this guy, remember? Handsome bastard, wasn’t he?’’ She sighed as she took in Josh Bandeaux’s strong chin, high forehead and sightless brown eyes. ‘‘A shame.’’


  ‘‘So you think he was murdered?’’ Reed asked.


  Morrisette nodded and her lips pinched together. ‘‘I’d bet on it. For one thing, there won’t be too many people in town grievin’ for our boy here.’’ She lifted one slim shoulder. ‘‘Josh made himself more than his share of enemies, that’s for sure.’’


  ‘‘We got a suicide note,’’ one of the cops who’d been called to Bandeaux’s place offered up. ‘‘It’s still in the computer printer, right here.’’ He motioned toward the low filing cabinet situated behind the desk. Reed scanned the note without touching it.


  No one can help.


  ‘‘Oh, give me a break,’’ Sylvie muttered under her breath. ‘‘As if he was at the end of his rope. No effin’ way. Bandeaux wasn’t one to overdramatize.’’


  ‘‘Maybe he was depressed.’’


  Sylvie rolled her eyes expressively. ‘‘Oh, sure, because life here sucks so bad. The guy only had one BMW. But he did have a Range Rover and a Corvette, some race horses, this little place and a house in St. Thomas on three lots with a private bay. Yeah, he was certainly a prime candidate for Prozac.’’


  Diane swallowed a smile as the M.E. looked over what was left of good old Josh. Morrisette, shaking her head at the image of Josh Bandeaux offing himself, scanned the room with its cherry wood and leather furniture, state-of-the-art computer, expensive stereo equipment and a glass humidor filled with cigars that were probably worth more than a beat cop made in a week. ‘‘The ‘poor me’ routine is a little hard to swallow!’’


  Reed cocked an eyebrow. ‘‘Just how well did you know him?’’


  ‘‘I knew of him, okay? Of him. And well enough to guess that he wouldn’t have wanted to mess up his Brooks Brothers shirts with a damned jackknife.’’ She cast a disparaging look at the bloody weapon.


  Reed did his own mental inventory. She had a point. From all outward appearances, Josh Bandeaux’s life seemed enviable; but that didn’t necessarily mean the guy hadn’t killed himself. Reed was keeping all of his options open. ‘‘What do we know?’’ he asked one of the cops who’d been called to the scene.


  ‘‘Not much. Bandeaux seemed to be working on this.’’ He pointed to a legal document peeking out of a manila folder, then slowly, using a pencil, flipped the file open.


  ‘‘What is it?’’


  ‘‘A wrongful death suit,’’ Moses said, frowning as she


  scanned the legalese. ‘‘Looks like Bandeaux was going to sue his wife for the death of their kid.’’ ‘‘Lovely.’’ Morrisette rolled her eyes. ‘‘Now, that sounds


  more like Bandeaux.’’


  ‘‘How’d the kid die?’’ Reed asked.


  Diane lifted a shoulder, ‘‘Beats me.’’


  Reed looked at Sylvie.


  ‘‘Don’t know,’’ she admitted, her eyebrows drawing together as she tried to recall the incident.


  ‘‘We’d better find out. Anything else?’’ Reed asked the cop.


  ‘‘No forced entry—if we’re lookin’ at murder. The front and back door are locked, the windows shut, except for a couple upstairs, but the side doors, there’’—he motioned at the open French doors in the office—‘‘they lead to a veranda.’’


  ‘‘Dust ’em,’’ Reed said automatically.


  ‘‘We will, Detective.’’ Diane Moses was still bristly. ‘‘Along with everything else. I know how to do my job.’’


  ‘‘Oops,’’ Sylvie whispered as Diane walked around the desk. ‘‘Touchy, touchy. I believe some professional toes have been stepped on.’’


  ‘‘I heard that, Morrisette,’’ Moses muttered, but was too busy with the photographer to get into it.


  ‘‘What else do you know?’’ Reed asked the officer.


  ‘‘Just that the radio was playing, tuned to some classical station. We talked to the cleaning lady, Estelle Pontiac— yeah, I know, like the car—she called nine-one-one this morning after coming into the house and discovering the body. Was really freaked out. He was cold by the time the EMTs arrived, been dead since sometime last night. Officer Spencer talked to one neighbor’’—he checked his notes—‘‘Stanley Hubert, lives next door to the north. Hubert says he saw a white compact roll in around eleven and then take off half an hour or so later. Hubert didn’t get the license plate, but he thinks he’s seen the car here before. He claims it looks like the one Mrs. Bandeaux drives.’’


  ‘‘The estranged wife?’’ Reed clarified.


  ‘‘That’s what he said. We’ve roped off the area and we’ll check the vic’s vehicles along with those of his acquaintances.’’


  ‘‘And the wife?’’


  ‘‘Number one on the list.’’


  Reed took a second look at Bandeaux’s arms as the M.E. carefully rolled up the victim’s sleeves. One of the buttons on the cuff of his dress shirt was missing, which seemed odd as hardly a hair on the man’s head was out of place, few wrinkles showed on his clothes and his shoes were polished to a gloss. So why the missing button?


  Reed studied Bandeaux’s arms. The gashes on his wrists were at odd angles . . . Shit, maybe Morrisette was right about the crime. Maybe someone got a little sloppy in making it look like Josh offed himself. If that was the case, there was a chance that they’d get lucky if the killer was careless and left evidence.


  ‘‘Also, there were two wineglasses in the dishwasher. The maid had unloaded it before she left last night, so either Josh had company or he decided to dirty two goblets himself. We’re already checking for prints. Looks like one has a lipstick smudge. We’ll do a sample on it. See if the lab can figure out the manufacturer and product.’’


  Reed stepped out of the room as the M.E. finished and the crime scene team was let loose to vacuum, dust for prints, measure blood splatter and generally sweep the room and the rest of the house for evidence. ‘‘Anything on the answering machine?’’


  ‘‘He’s got voice mail. We’re looking into it.’’


  ‘‘What about e-mail?’’


  ‘‘As soon as the computer’s dusted, we’ll go into his computer files and desk files.’’


  ‘‘Where does he work?’’


  ‘‘Self-employed,’’ Morrisette said. ‘‘Investments. Consulting. Kind of a financial Jack of all trades. Been in trouble with the SEC. I think he’s got an office on Abercorn, just off of Reynolds Square.’’


  ‘‘You’ve been there?’’


  ‘‘Why would I have been there?’’ she asked.


  ‘‘During your ‘investigation.’’’


  ‘‘ ‘Unofficial’ investigation,’’ she corrected, her eyes narrowing defensively. The cop said, ‘‘I’ve got the address here. Found it on some letterhead. Abercorn’s right.’’


  ‘‘You check it out,’’ Reed said to Morrisette. ‘‘Talk to the staff. See if anything’s out of place. If Josh was depressed. We’ll need phone records and financial statements, interviews with his neighbors and family and friends.’’


  ‘‘If he had any,’’ Morrisette said. ‘‘And I don’t need a lecture. I know the drill. I’ve been here a while, remember.’’


  Long enough to know one helluva lot about Josh Bandeaux.


  ‘‘I’ll double-check with the neighbor, what was his name? Hubert? Maybe he can describe the driver of the white car.’’


  ‘‘Let’s hope,’’ Morrisette said without much enthusiasm as Reed glanced down at the victim again.


  Maybe he could jog the old guy’s memory. Maybe they’d get lucky.


  But he wasn’t betting on it.


  Three


  Caitlyn felt ill, so ill that she’d taken a nap and now was hurrying to make up for lost time . . . lost time . . . forever a problem, she thought as she wrung out her sponge in the pail and noticed how red the sudsy water was, how much blood she’d managed to wipe off the walls, mirrors, headboard and carpet of her bedroom. She’d soaped down the tub and shower, mopped, scraped and scrubbed until her fingernails were broken, the skin on her hands red and stinging from the disinfectant and cleansers. She’d taken down the sheer curtains, and they were working their way through the rinse cycle of her washer. She’d even had to scold Oscar and lock him in the garage when he’d begun sniffing and licking the blood on the carpet.


  She couldn’t stand the mess. The reminder. It wasn’tas if she was hiding evidence, she told herself. There was no crime. She’d had a bad nosebleed and even though she didn’t feel as if she’d lost all the blood, she couldn’t call the police.


  What is it you’re afraid of?


  Ignoring the question, she poured the murky water down the drain in the shower and wiped down the tiles one last time.


  A flash of memory sizzled through her brain.


  Caitlyn froze.


  Papers. Legal papers—a lawsuit—tucked in a corner of Josh’s desk. And blood . . . thick red blood oozing from him as he stared up at her with those condemning, sightless eyes.


  ‘‘Jesus!’’ she whispered, shaking. It was the dream. Last night’s horrid dream. She hurried downstairs, stuffed the mop and pail into a closet off the garage, then in the bath off her office washed her hands for the dozenth time and checked the cuts that she’d dressed with surgical glue and butterfly bandages. The cuts hadn’t been deep, just quick little slices. God, why couldn’t she remember the self-mutilation?


  That’s what it is, isn’t it? Some deep psychosis. Probably self-inflicted to assuage the guilt for Jamie. Isn’t that what Dr. Wade would say?


  If only she could speak to Dr. Wade. Tell her about last night. She would understand. She would try to help. She would ...


  But she’s gone. She left you. Took off on a sabbatical and left you high and dry. To fight your ghosts and demons yourself.


  ‘‘No!’’ she yelled, pounding her fist against the wall. From the garage, Oscar let out a sharp, worried bark.


  Don’t do this. Be strong. For God’s sake, don’t lose it now or you’ll end up back in the psych ward for sure.


  She took several deep breaths, then slowly, refusing to get upset, she applied lotion to her hands and stared at her reflection in the mirror mounted over the sink. She was pale. Her freckles showed up more distinctly on her skin. Her auburn hair was starting to curl with the sweat she’d worked up. She felt the pressure building in her head, the remainder of her migraine pounding behind her eye, and fought the same panicky feeling that was never far from her. She couldn’t allow the anxiety that lurked just under the surface of her equanimity, couldn’t let in the fear that she could be losing her mind. Hadn’t she assured Dr. Wade she was able to face the world herself?


  ‘‘Are you certain?’’ the psychologist had asked in their last session. A petite woman with thick red hair cropped short, she hadn’t been able to cloud the doubt in her eyes. ‘‘I could call someone. I have several colleagues who would be glad to help you. Let me give you the number of a couple.’’


  ‘‘I’ll be fine. I really think it’s time I handled my own life,’’ Caitlyn had replied, and Dr. Wade had tried and failed to hide her skepticism.


  ‘‘We all need help from time to time,’’ she’d assured Caitlyn. ‘‘Even shrinks like me.’’


  ‘‘Maybe I should go into psychology, give up graphic design and websites,’’ Caitlyn had responded as Dr. Wade handed her a short list of names which Caitlyn had subsequently lost. And now she could use one of those damned head doctors. Badly.


  Her mind wandered back to the night before.


  How could she have lost track of time last night?


  Why had she blacked out?


  What had she done?


  Where the hell was Kelly? Even if she was out of town, surely she would have called home to pick up her messages . . . right? Why hadn’t she called back?


  Because she doesn’t want to talk to you. Figure it out, okay? Your sister’s avoiding you. And do you blame her? Every time you call it’s always a problem, always some new crisis, you’re always in trouble.


  The voice in her head seemed to scream at her from every corner of the bathroom. Don’t you get it? She’s sick to death of hearing about all the things that are wrong in your life, sick of being your support, sick of you!


  No, that wasn’t right. Kelly was her twin; her identical twin. They were closer than anyone in the world. Kelly was just busy, that was it . . . Sweating, ignoring the frantic beating of her heart, Caitlyn splashed cool water over her face.


  ‘‘Get a grip,’’ she said to her reflection as she blotted a towel to her cheeks and forehead. ‘‘Pull yourself together.


  Right now. You don’t have the luxury of falling apart.’’


  Oscar whined and scratched in the garage.


  ‘‘I’m coming,’’ she called, tossing the towel aside and taking deep breaths as she made her way to the door. She had to get some help. Had to. Before she cracked up. She opened the garage door and Oscar shot in, turning in tight circles at her feet. ‘‘Come on, I’ll take you for a walk, okay?’’ she said to the whirling dervish as he yipped and made a fool of himself. ‘‘Calm down a sec.’’ She ruffled the hair on the back of his neck. ‘‘I’ve got a couple of things I’ve got to take care of. You can help.’’


  With Oscar trotting behind, she hurried up the stairs to her office, flipped on her computer, located the phone number for Dr. Rebecca Wade and dialed quickly. On the desperate and off chance that her shrink had returned. Or had left a forwarding number. Or a recording referring patients to one of the colleagues.


  Caitlyn’s palms began to sweat as the phone rang. Be there, she silently prayed as a disembodied recorded voice advised her that the phone number had been disconnected and there was no new number. ‘‘Great.’’ She set the cordless in its cradle and chewed on a fingernail. How long had Dr. Wade said she’d be gone? Three months? Six? Indefinitely? Wasn’t the doctor heading west to L.A.? Or was it San Francisco? Why couldn’t she remember?


  She glanced at her calendar and frowned. When had she had her last appointment? None in June. She flipped back the page to May . . . no . . . or had she neglected to write the appointment down? Cradling her head in her hands, she tried to think. What were the names of the other shrinks Dr. Wade had given her, or even other doctors in the old house that had become an office building where Rebecca Wade had practiced? Wasn’t there a Dr. Nash or Nichols or Newell, something like that, some other doctor she could call? But as she stared at the telephone, Caitlyn knew she couldn’t just pick a name out of the air or run her finger down the Yellow Pages. She needed to meet and make eye contact with any potential psychologist or psychiatrist. She had to trust whoever it was completely before she told them about her life. Her weird life.


  Oscar let out a soft yip, and she glanced out the window. Through the leafy branches of a sassafras tree, she spied a police cruiser turning into the alley next to her property. Her heart dropped. Now what? She hurried across the hallway to her room with its stripped bed, wet carpet and missing curtains. Oscar trotted after her and cocked his head as she peeked through the French doors to the verandah, where she watched the police car roll to a stop near her trash bins at the back of the house. This didn’t bode well . . . not at all. Again she glanced at her bedroom. Would they want to see it? Had she destroyed evidence?


  Of what?


  She swallowed hard. Two officers climbed out of the vehicle. From the passenger side, a tall, lanky man with dark hair and an even darker expression emerged. The driver opened her door and stepped into the shaded parking strip, and for a second Caitlyn thought she knew the slim woman with spiked platinum hair and wraparound sunglasses. But that was nuts.


  As the woman officer scanned the house, Caitlyn ducked behind the wall, not wanting to be caught staring. Just like a criminal in an old film noir. She was acting paranoid. As if she really did have something to hide. Get over it.


  But she couldn’t stop the hammering of her heart, and she noticed that she’d missed a smudge of blood on the door casing surrounding the closet. Great. Just . . . great. Oscar was growling and as Caitlyn reached down to pick him up, she noticed the bandages on her wrists with their hint of red soaking through the strips of gauze. Self-consciously she tugged at the long sleeves of her T-shirt, hiding her wounds, knowing instinctively that she didn’t want the prying eyes of some cop to see the red marks or the tape at her wrists.


  Not that she had anything to hide.


  Except for the pints of blood that were smeared all over your bedroom.


  So she’d bled a little. Or a lot. Suffered a nosebleed. Even tried to slice her wrists. So what? It wasn’t a crime and this was her house, her private spot in the world.


  Yeah, then why are you so paranoid?


  Because of all the blood . . . so much . . . how did she do that and not know? Too much alcohol? Another one of her blackouts where time slipped past way too fast? Please, God, no. Not that. Whatever had happened. It was creepy. Damned creepy. And the possibility of self-mutilation was terrifying.


  The officers had rounded the house, and as Caitlyn moved to her office she saw they were at the gate to her front courtyard. So much for hoping they were paying a visit to the neighbors.


  You know better, don’t you? They’re here because of the mess in your bedroom. They’re here because of something you did. Somehow they know what happened. And you don’t.


  Clenching her jaw and refusing to listen to her self-doubts, she slipped into a pair of flip-flops and hurried down the stairs. The doorbell chimed. Oscar, barking wildly, bounded to the entry hall. ‘‘Be good,’’ Caitlyn warned, taking a deep breath and yanking the door open.


  The officers were on the front porch, all right. The tall, rugged-looking man with his craggy face was holding up his badge. His partner, the tiny whip-thin woman with the near-white hair and shades, stood at his side. Grim-faced, she, too, was holding a wallet displaying her police ID.


  Bad news. Bad, bad news.


  ‘‘Mrs. Bandeaux?’’ the man asked.


  ‘‘Yes.’’ She nodded, her heart sinking, her broken fingernails digging into the edge of the door she was holding open. ‘‘I’m Caitlyn Bandeaux.’’


  He offered a smile that didn’t touch his eyes. ‘‘I’m Detective Reed, this is my partner, Detective Morrisette. Would you mind if we came in for a few minutes?’’


  The badges looked legit, the photographs unflattering but recognizable. She hesitated. Thought of the mess upstairs. The blood still on the closet. Somehow, she managed to pull herself together and open the door wider and had the distinct impression that the woman was sizing her up. ‘‘What’s this about?’’ Caitlyn asked, but knew, deep in the marrow of her bones, that they were the bearers of horrible news.


  She stood aside, allowing them to enter, and even though a blast of heat from the outside followed them in, she was so cold she nearly shivered.


  ‘‘I’m afraid we have some bad news, Mrs. Bandeaux,’’ the man said, motioning to a chair as Caitlyn, her legs numb, propped herself on the chair back.


  ‘‘What?’’


  ‘‘It’s about your husband.’’


  ‘‘Josh?’’ she whispered and felt as if someone had wrapped ice-cold fingers around her neck, cutting off her oxygen. A sudden roar in her head, like the sea trapped inside a cave, was nearly deafening. She had a quick image of Josh lying pale and still upon his desk. ‘‘What about him?’’ She swallowed against a mouth that was as dry as the Sahara. Knew what was coming.


  ‘‘I’m afraid he’s dead,’’ Detective Reed said as the roar increased and her knees weakened.


  ‘‘But how . . .?’’


  ‘‘We’re not sure what happened yet. We’re exploring all possibilities and waiting for the coroner’s report to come in.’’


  ‘‘No!’’ She shook her head vehemently. ‘‘I don’t believe it.’’ But she did. She’d known. Somehow she’d known.


  ‘‘I’m sorry,’’ Reed said and the woman whispered some kind of condolences as well, but Caitlyn’s brain wasn’t processing their words. Her fingers curled around the upholstered back of the chair, but her legs were shaking so badly she could barely stand.


  ‘‘I know this is hard,’’ the woman was saying as if from a distance. Caitlyn barely heard. In her mind’s eye a kaleidoscope of images flashed. Josh as a young man at the helm of his sailboat, in Naples where he’d proposed, at Jamie’s birth, trying to hide his disappointment that the baby wasn’t a boy, sneaking in late at night, claiming he was working, angry when his investment turned down, white-faced and shaken at their daughter’s funeral.


  ‘‘Did your husband have any enemies?’’ the female officer—what-was-her-name?—asked, and Caitlyn snapped to the present.


  ‘‘I don’t know . . . yes, I suppose so.’’ But she couldn’t think.


  ‘‘I’ll need their names.’’


  ‘‘Of course ... but ... he ... he was a businessman in town. Some of his deals went sour.’’ Caitlyn’s head was pounding painfully, as if her brain was suddenly too big for her skull.


  ‘‘Was he depressed?’’


  ‘‘Josh? Depressed? I don’t know. We . . . we were separated, oh . . . you must know that already since you’re here. We’ve . . . we’ve been living apart for about three years.’’ Numb from the inside out, Caitlyn tried to keep her wits about her. Impossible. She suddenly felt faint . . . sensed blackness picking at the corners of her consciousness.


  ‘‘She needs to sit down. Mrs. Bandeaux?’’ a woman asked from far away, and she felt arms around her, steadying her, leading her into the living room. Her legs were like jelly.


  ‘‘My husband . . . he, um, he was filing for divorce.’’ If she could just hang on until the police left her alone, gave her time to sort this out. She felt herself being lowered onto the couch.


  ‘‘And you?’’ the man asked.


  ‘‘What about me?’’


  ‘‘Did you want the divorce?’’


  ‘‘I don’t think she can answer right now,’’ the female cop said quietly.


  But Caitlyn wanted to answer. To get the interview over with. Now.


  ‘‘I, um, I had thought we could get back together, but ...’’ She felt the first tear slide from her eyes. Josh. Dead? Healthy, vibrant, take-life-by-the-balls Josh? No . . . she couldn’t believe it. Josh couldn’t be dead. The tears began in earnest and her shoulders shook. Someone, the woman, she thought, handed her a tissue and she held back her sobs, but the tears flowed wildly, streaming down her face.


  ‘‘Was he having financial problems?’’


  ‘‘Not that I know of. Nothing specific.’’ But he was always short on money. Always dealing with a ‘‘temporary cash flow problem,’’ always borrowing from you.


  ‘‘Was he involved with anyone else?’’


  She’d known this was coming and somehow the reminder of her husband’s infidelity gave her strength and cleared her head. ‘‘Yes,’’ she admitted and the pain still hurt. It was one thing for Josh to want a divorce, another to be flaunting another woman in her face. ‘‘Her name is Naomi Crisman.’’


  ‘‘How did he know her?’’


  ‘‘I’m not sure, but I think they met at some kind of fund-raiser.’’ She was pulling together now, the threatening blackness receding. ‘‘ Josh is . . . was . . . involved in a lot of philanthropic causes.’’ She caught the look between the two detectives and suddenly it struck her that they weren’t just here to deliver the bad news, but that they were digging for information.


  ‘‘Do you know her?’’


  ‘‘She was dating my husband, Detective,’’ she said and sniffed back her tears for a husband who hadn’t loved her. ‘‘That doesn’t make for a buddy-buddy situation.’’ Swiping at her eyes and feeling the bandages hidden beneath her sleeves, she added, ‘‘Thank you for coming by to tell me about my husband . . . I’ll want to see him if that’s possible . . . but you’re asking me a lot of questions and you said this might be a homicide, right?’’


  ‘‘We’re not certain yet.’’


  ‘‘Am I a suspect?’’ The idea was unthinkable but as she stared at the unmoving expressions of the two cops, she knew that she was considered a possible killer. Which was ridiculous. Absurd. ‘‘How did my husband die?’’


  There was a slight hesitation.


  ‘‘He was still my husband,’’ she pointed out, angry and wanting to lash out at someone. Anyone. These people intruding into her home, giving her the horrid news, were as good a scapegoat as anyone. ‘‘I think I have the right to know.’’


  Detective Morrisette nodded. ‘‘It’s possible your husband took his own life, but, as I said, we still have a lot of unanswered questions about what happened to him. We found him in his den. His wrists had been slit.’’


  She cringed. Saw the vision of him slumped over his desk in her mind’s eye. How could she have known? ‘‘Suicide,’’ Caitlyn whispered, disbelieving, then thinking of the cuts along the insides of her own arms. ‘‘No way. He wouldn’t do that.’’ She was shaking her head, trying to dispel the image of her husband bleeding to death. ‘‘He . . . he’d use his rifle, or fire up his Mercedes and let it idle in the garage or ...’’ Her voice faded as she realized she had their rapt attention.


  ‘‘Or what?’’ Reed asked.


  ‘‘I don’t know.’’


  He didn’t prod, but the look in his sober eyes said, Sure you do. You lived with the man. You knew what made him tick. And you just might have killed him. He was divorcing you. He was after your money. He had another woman. He was threatening to sue you for the wrongful death of your child. And then there was all the blood in your bedroom. But the detectives don’t know about that. At least not yet. ‘‘Look, if you’re finished, I think . . . I think I’d like to lie down.’’


  ‘‘If you can bear with us, we only have a few more questions,’’ Detective Morrisette insisted with the hint of a kind smile that Caitlyn was certain she practiced. ‘‘Then we’ll get out of your hair.’’ And she was true to her word. They asked some general questions about Josh, his family and business dealings, of which Caitlyn knew little, and then stood as if they were finally ready to leave.


  ‘‘Just one more thing,’’ Reed said. ‘‘Where were you last night?’’


  Every muscle in Caitlyn’s body froze. ‘‘I was out.’’


  He made a note. ‘‘All night?’’


  Oh, dear God. ‘‘I went out around eight-thirty or nine and was home sometime after midnight. I’m not sure of the exact time,’’ she admitted, feeling Reed’sunflinching gaze bore deep, searching for a lie.


  ‘‘Did you visit your husband last night?’’


  She nearly wilted. ‘‘No. As I said, we were separated,’’ she said, telling herself that what she’d seen was a dream, that was all. Then why did it seem so real? Why are you getting flashes of Josh at his desk, his wrists covered in blood? ‘‘Do I need a lawyer, Detective?’’ she demanded, suddenly stronger.


  ‘‘I’m just trying to figure out what went on last night.’’


  Me, too! ‘‘When you do, would you fill me in?’’ she said, feeling heat climb up the back of her neck.


  ‘‘Of course,’’ the woman, Morrisette, cut in. She shot her partner a warning glance. ‘‘Now, I would feel better if there was someone here with you,’’ she said, touching her on the arm gently, inadvertently putting pressure on the wounds.


  Caitlyn gritted her teeth against the pain. The last thing she wanted was to deal with anyone. Except Kelly. ‘‘I can call one of my sisters or my brother.’’


  ‘‘Promise?’’


  ‘‘Yes. Please. I’ll be fine.’’ Liar! You’ll never be fine!


  Reed looked skeptical, but the woman cop bristled, sending him a silent message that warned him to hold back whatever protest he was about to voice.


  Frowning hard, Reed snapped his notebook closed. ‘‘We could phone someone for you. One of the siblings you mentioned.’’ He scratched his chin, seemed lost in thought as he glanced out the window to a spot where a bird feeder turned slowly as it hung from a limb of her magnolia tree. A cardinal balanced on a small perch and was busily pecking at the tiny seeds. ‘‘You’ll need someone with you. Some reporters were already showing up at your husband’s house as we left.’’


  Her heart nearly stopped beating. ‘‘Reporters?’’


  ‘‘It won’t be long before they put two and two together and show up here,’’ he said matter-of-factly.


  ‘‘Wonderful.’’ Dealing with the police was tough enough; she couldn’t imagine taking on the press. Not now.


  ‘‘I wouldn’t talk to them if I were you.’’


  Don’t worry.


  Detective Morrisette nodded her agreement as she slid her dark glasses onto the bridge of her nose. ‘‘They can be nasty. Please let us call someone. A friend or a family member. You shouldn’t be alone right now.’’


  ‘‘No—I’ll be all right . . .’’ A ridiculous statement. She would never be all right. Maybe never had been. Now Josh was dead and there was so much blood in her own bedroom and her dream . . . was it a dream? If only she could get through to Kelly and find out what the hell had happened last night. She forced a calm, humorless smile. ‘‘I’ll call my brother, Troy. He works downtown at the bank.’’ Both officers appeared skeptical as she walked them to the back door.


  ‘‘It’s Saturday,’’ Reed pointed out. ‘‘Aren’t the banks closed?’’


  ‘‘Not Montgomery Bank and Trust,’’ she said, glancing at the clock. The bank was open a few hours in the middle of the day, an innovation her grandfather had incorporated years before. ‘‘I don’t need anyone to call my brother. I’ll be fine,’’ she insisted, knowing that she was lying. ‘‘Just give me some time alone to pull myself together.’’


  Reed looked as though he was about to say more but caught a quick shake of his partner’s head and held his tongue. Caitlyn watched as they walked through her front yard. The old gate creaked as they passed through and Oscar, spying a neighbor’s cat lurking in the branches of the sassafras tree, started barking insanely.


  Before he could race outside, Caitlyn closed the door, and as it latched she leaned against the cool panels. Somehow, some way, she had to figure out what had happened last night.


  Josh was dead. Dead.


  Probably murdered.


  And she couldn’t even swear that she hadn’t killed him.


  Four


  This morning the spirits were still restless.


  Angry.


  Hissing as they darted through the shadows.


  Mocking.


  As they had been all night long.


  Their movements had kept Lucille from sleep, haunting her, touching her mind if she dared drop off even for a second. They’d started around midnight, sighing through the branches of the live oaks, causing the Spanish moss to sway. The wraiths grumbled by the old waterwheel that creaked as it turned in the stream flowing past the orchard, and they hid in the rafters of the third story of this grand old decaying manor where Lucille had tried and failed to sleep. She’d thought they would disappear into the shadows with the morning light. But she’d been wrong. They were still annoying her as she swept the wide porch of Oak Hill, the Montgomery plantation, poking her broom at a cottonlike nest of spiders in the corner.


  ‘‘You all, jest git. Go away, leave me be,’’ she muttered, her lips flattening over her teeth as she spied the gardener’s boy clipping dying blooms off the roses. He didn’t look up from beneath the bill of his cap, but she knew he’d heard her. She’d have to be careful.
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