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				About the Book

				Heart-racing suspense and irresistable characters from the bestselling author of TOUCH & GO, CATCH ME, LOVE YOU MORE and many others.

				My name is Dr Adeline Glen. Due to a genetic condition I can’t feel pain.

				All Boston Detective D.D. Warren remembers is walking the crime scene. Next, a creaking floorboard, a voice in her ear . . . Now D.D. is seriously injured and unable to return to work.

				My sister is Shana Day, a notorious child murderer. She has killed more people in prison than as a free woman.

				Then a second victim is found with the same calling cards left at the scene: champagne and a single red rose. Only D.D. may have seen the killer, but she recalls nothing from the night that may have cost her everything.

				Our father was Harry Day, an infamous serial killer dead for over forty years. The Rose Killer knows things about my father he shouldn’t. All I know is my family still has the power to hurt me.

				Now D.D. is back on the hunt. Because the Rose Killer isn’t just targeting one women, he is targeting D.D. And D.D. knows there is only one way to take him down:

				Fear nothing.
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				Prologue

				Rockabye, baby, on the treetop . . .

				The body was gone, but not the smell. As Boston homicide detective D.D. Warren knew from experience, this kind of scene could hold the stench of blood for weeks, even months to come. The crime scene techs had removed the bedding, but still, blood had a life of its own. Seeping into drywall. Slipping behind wooden trim. Pooling between floorboards. Twenty-eight-year-old Christine Ryan used to have approximately 4.7 liters of blood pumping through her veins. Now most of it saturated the bare mattress occupying center stage of this grim, gray space.

				When the wind blows, the cradle will rock . . .

				The call had come in shortly after 9:00 a.m. Good friend Midge Roberts had grown concerned when Christine hadn’t answered the knocks on her front door or the texts to her cell phone. Christine was the responsible kind. Didn’t oversleep, didn’t run off with a cute bartender, didn’t come down with the flu without providing a heads-up to her best bud, who picked her up promptly at seven thirty each weekday morning for their joint commute to a local accounting firm.

				Midge had contacted a few more friends. All agreed no one had heard from Christine since dinner the night before. Midge gave in to instinct and summoned the landlord, who finally agreed to open the door.

				Then vomited all over the upstairs hall upon making the find.

				Midge hadn’t come up the stairs. Midge had stood in the foyer of the narrow duplex, and, as she’d reported to D.D.’s squad mate Phil, she’d known. Just known. Probably, even from that distance, she’d caught the first unmistakable whiff of drying blood.

				Rockabye, baby . . .

				Upon her arrival, the scene had immediately struck D.D. with its marked contrasts. The young female victim, sprawled spread-eagle on her own bed, staring up at the ceiling with sightless blue eyes. Pretty features appearing nearly peaceful as her shoulder-length brown hair pooled softly upon a stark white pillow.

				Except then, from the neck down . . .

				Skin, peeled off in thin, curling ribbons. D.D. had heard of such things. At eleven this morning, she got to see them firsthand. A young woman, flayed in her own bed. With a bottle of champagne on her nightstand and a single red rose placed across her bloody abdomen.

				Next to the bottle of champagne, Phil had discovered a pair of handcuffs. The kind purchased in high-end sex shops and fur lined for comfort. Taking in the cuffs, the sparkling wine, the red rose . . .

				Lovers’ tryst gone awry, Phil had theorized. Or, given the level of violence, a jilted boyfriend’s final act of vengeance. Christine had broken up with some sorry sucker, and last night, the sorry sucker had returned to prove once and for all who was in charge.

				But D.D. wasn’t on board. Yes, there were handcuffs, but not on the victim’s wrists. Yes, there was uncorked champagne, but none poured into waiting flutes for drinking. Finally, sure, there was the rose, but not in a florist’s wrap for gifting.

				The scene felt too . . . deliberate to her. Not a crime of passion or a falling-out between consenting adults. But a carefully staged production that involved months, years, perhaps even a lifetime of careful planning and consideration.

				In D.D.’s opinion, they weren’t looking at just a crime scene. They were looking at a killer’s deepest, darkest fantasy.

				And while this might be the first scene they were investigating, a homicide this heavily ritualized was probably not the last.

				When the wind blows . . .

				D.D.’s squad, the crime scene techs, the ME’s office, not to mention a plethora of other investigators, had spent six hours working the space. They’d documented, dusted, diagramed and discussed until the sun had set, the dinner commute was on and tempers were flaring. As lead detective, D.D. had finally sent everyone home with orders to refresh, then regroup. Tomorrow was another day, when they could search federal databases for other murders matching this description, while building the profiles of their victim and killer. Plenty to do, many angles to investigate. Now get some rest.

				Everyone had listened. Except, of course, D.D.

				It was nearly 10:00 p.m. She should be returning home. Kissing her husband hello. Checking in on her three-year-old son, already tucked into bed at this late hour. Working on her own good night’s sleep, versus hanging out at a darkened crime scene with her toddler’s current favorite nursery rhyme running through her head.

				But she couldn’t do it. Some instinct – insight? – had driven her back to this too-quiet town house. For most of the day, she and her fellow detectives had stood here and debated what they saw. Now she stood with the lights out, in the middle of a blood-scented room, and waited for what she could feel.

				Rockabye, baby . . .

				Christine Ryan had already been dead before the killer had made his first cut. That much they could tell from the lack of anguish stamped into her pale face. The victim had died relatively easily. Then, most likely as her heart emitted a final few pumps, the killer had delivered his first downward slash across her right flank.

				Meaning the murder hadn’t been about the victim’s pain, but about . . .

				Presentation? Staging? The ritual itself? A killer with a compulsion to skin. Maybe as a kid, he’d started with small animals or family pets, then, when the fantasy had refused to abate . . .

				The ME would check for hesitation marks, if determining jagged edges was even possible given the mounds of thin, curling skin, as well as test for evidence of sexual assault.

				But once again, D.D. suffered a nagging sense of discomfort. Those elements were the things a criminal investigator could see. And deep inside, D.D. already suspected that was the wrong track. Indulging, in fact, in exactly what the killer wanted them to focus on.

				Why stage things just so, if not to manipulate your audience into seeing exactly what you wanted them to see?

				Then it came to her. The thought she’d had in the back of her head. The first and foremost question worth pursuing and the reason she now stood in the dark, her vision deliberately obscured: Why set a scene?

				A sound. In the distance. The town house’s front door, easing carefully open? A creak of the stair riser as a heavy foot found the first step? The groan of a floorboard just down the hall?

				A sound. Once distant, now closer, and that quickly, Sergeant Detective D.D. Warren realized something she should’ve figured out fifteen minutes ago. Jack’s favorite lullaby, the children’s song she’d been humming under her breath . . . That tune wasn’t coming from solely inside her head.

				Someone else was singing it, too. Softly. Outside the bedroom. From elsewhere in the dead woman’s apartment.

				Rockabye, baby, on the treetop . . .

				D.D.’s hand shot to her sidearm, unsnapping the shoulder holster, drawing her Sig Sauer. She whirled, dropping into a crouch as her gaze scanned the corners for signs of an intruder. No shifts in the blackness, no shadows settling into the shape of a human form.

				But then she heard it. A creaking floorboard elsewhere in the apartment.

				When the wind blows, the cradle will rock . . .

				Quickly, she crept from the bedroom into the darkened hall, leading with her weapon. The narrow corridor didn’t offer any overhead lights. Just more shadows from the glow of neighbors’ apartments casting through the uncovered windows. A wash of lighter and darker shades of gray dancing across the hardwood floor.

				But she knew this house, D.D. reminded herself. She’d already trod this hall, judiciously avoiding the pools of vomit, while noticing every pertinent detail.

				She reached the top of the stairs, still looking from side to side, then peering down into the inky pool that marked the landing below. The humming had disappeared. Worse than the singing was the total silence.

				Then, from out of the darkness, low and lilting: ‘Rockabye, baby, on the treetop . . .’

				D.D. halted. Her gaze ping-ponged reflexively, trying to determine the location of the intruder as the singing continued, slow and mocking: ‘When the wind blows, the cradle will rock . . .’

				She got it then. Felt her own blood turn to ice as the full implication sank in. Why do you stage a scene? Because you’re looking for an audience. Or maybe one audience member in particular. Say, a hardworking detective stupid enough to be found after dark at a crime scene all alone.

				She reached belatedly for her cell.

				Just as a fresh noise registered directly behind her.

				She spun. Eyes widening.

				As a figure darted out of the shadows, heading straight for her.

				‘And when the bough breaks, the cradle will fall . . .’

				Instinctively, D.D. stepped back. Except she’d forgotten about the top of the staircase. Her left foot, searching for traction, found only open space.

				No! Her phone, clattering down. Her Sig Sauer, coming up. Trying belatedly to lean forward, regain her balance.

				Then . . . the shadow reaching out. Herself falling back.

				Down, down, down.

				At the last second, D.D. squeezed the trigger. An instinctive act of self-preservation. Boom, boom, boom. Though she knew it was too little, too late.

				Her head connected with the hardwood landing. A crack. A shooting pain. The final lyric, whispering through the dark:

				‘And down will come baby, cradle and all . . .’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				1

				My older sister discovered my condition when I was three years old. Our foster mother walked in on her wielding the scissors, while I stood there, bare arms obediently held out, blood dripping from my wrists onto the olive-green shag carpet.

				My six-year-old sister said, ‘Check it out, she doesn’t even care.’ And slashed the scissors across my forearm. Fresh blood welled.

				The woman screamed, then fainted.

				I peered down at her, wondering what had happened.

				After that, my sister went away. And I was taken to the hospital. There, doctors spent weeks running various tests that should’ve hurt more than my sister’s sharp-edged ministrations, except that turned out to be the point: Due to an extremely rare mutation of my SCN9A gene, I don’t feel pain. I can feel pressure. The scissors, pressing down against my skin. I can feel texture. The smoothness of the freshly sharpened blades.

				But the actual sensation of my skin splitting, blood beading . . .

				I don’t feel what you feel. I never have. And I never will.

				After Shana carved up my arms with sewing shears, I didn’t see her for another twenty years. My sister spent most of that time in various institutions, gaining the distinction of being one of Massachusetts’s youngest kids ever placed on antipsychotic meds. She attempted her first murder at eleven, then succeeded at fourteen. Our own peculiar family legacy.

				If she became another casualty of the system, however, then I became the state’s poster child for success.

				Given my diagnosis, the doctors were not convinced foster care could adequately meet my needs. After all, babies born with the same genetic mutation had been known to chew off their tongues while teething. Then there were the toddlers who suffered third-degree burns by placing their hands on red-hot burners and leaving them there; not to mention the seven-, eight-, nine-year-olds who ran for days on shattered ankles or keeled over from burst appendixes they never knew were inflamed.

				Pain is very useful. It warns you of danger, teaches you of hazards and provides consequences for your actions. Without it, jumping off the roof can sound like a great idea. Same with plunging your hand into a vat of boiling oil to grab the first fry. Or taking a pair of pliers and ripping out your own fingernails. Most kids with congenital insensitivity to pain report that they’re acting on impulse. It’s not a matter of why, but of why not?

				Others, however, will tell you, a note of longing in their voices, that they did it to see if it would hurt. Because to not feel something known by so many can turn it into the Holy Grail of your entire life. A singular driving force. A relentless obsession. The pleasure of finally feeling pain.

				Children who suffer from pain sensory disorders have a high mortality rate; few of us live to adulthood. Most require round-the-clock care. In my case, one of the geneticists, an older man with no wife and kids, pulled some strings and brought me home, where I became his beloved adopted daughter as well as his favorite case study.

				My father was a good man. He hired only the best caretakers to monitor me 24/7, while dedicating his weekends to helping me manage my condition.

				For example, if you cannot feel pain, then you must find other ways to register potential threats to your physical well-being. As a small child, I learned boiling water equaled danger. Same with red-hot burners on stoves. I would feel an item first for texture. Anything that registered as sharp, I was to leave alone. No scissors for me. Or hard-edged furniture. Or kittens or puppies or any life-form with sharp claws. Walking only. No jumping, no sliding, no skipping, no dancing.

				If I went outside, I wore a helmet and appropriate padding at all times. Then, upon my re-entry, my armor would be removed and my body inspected for signs of damage. Including the time my caretaker went to remove my shoe and my foot twisted around a full one-eighty. Apparently, I had ripped out all the tendons walking down to the gardens. Or another time when I arrived covered in bee stings. I had stumbled upon a hornet’s nest and, with a five-year-old’s naivety, assumed they were dancing with me.

				With age, I learned to conduct my own physicals. Daily temperature checks, so I can judge if I have a fever, which might indicate my body is suffering from some kind of infection. Nightly inspections, standing naked before a full-length mirror, where I study every inch of my skin for bruises and lacerations, then inspect my joints for signs of swelling or stress. Next, on to my eyes: A red eyeball is an angry eyeball. Checking my ears: Blood in the ear cavity could indicate a ruptured eardrum and/or possible head injury. Then my nasal passageways, the inside of my mouth, teeth, tongue and gums.

				My body is a vessel, a useful item, to be inspected, managed and tended. I have to take extra care of it because the lack of molecular channels to direct electrical impulses from pain-sensing nerves to my brain means my body can’t take care of itself. Someone with my condition can’t afford to trust what I feel. Instead, I need to go by what I can see, hear, taste and smell.

				Mind over matter, my geneticist father would tell me time and time again. Just a simple exercise of mind over matter.

				When I made it to thirteen without succumbing to heatstroke, internal infection or basic carelessness, my father took his research one step further. If there were a couple hundred kids in the world born with this condition, then there were about forty still alive to contemplate adulthood. Studying these cases revealed further weaknesses of a life spent never experiencing physical discomfort. For example, many subjects reported difficulty empathizing with others, stunted emotional growth and limited social skills.

				My adoptive father immediately ordered up a full psychological assessment. Could I sense pain in others? Recognize signs of distress on a stranger’s face? Respond appropriately to the suffering of my fellow human beings?

				After all, if you never cry over a paper cut, will you weep when your sixteen-year-old best friend suddenly severs all ties, calling you a freak? If you can walk miles on a shattered knee, will your heart constrict when at twenty-three your birth sister finds you again, and the letter is postmarked from the Department of Corrections?

				If you’ve never experienced one second of genuine agony, can you honestly comprehend your adoptive father’s last dying breath, as he clutches your hand and gasps:

				‘Adeline. This. Is. Pain.’

				Standing alone at his funeral, I thought I understood.

				But being my father’s daughter, I also realized I could never truly be certain. So I did as he trained me to do. I enrolled in a top-notch doctorate program where I studied, I tested, I researched.

				I made pain my business.

				A useful specialty for more reasons than one.

				By the time I arrived at the Massachusetts Correctional Institute, my sister was waiting. I signed in, stuffed my purse in an available locker, then waited my turn to pass through security. Chris and Bob, two of the longtime corrections officers, greeted me by name. Bob passed his wand over my medical bracelet, same test he did the first Monday of each month. Then Maria, a third corrections officer, escorted me to the enclosed privacy room, where my sister sat with her cuffed hands on her lap.

				Officer Maria nodded her consent and I entered the room. The eight-by-eight space contained two orange plastic chairs and one Formica wood table. Shana already sat on the far side of the table, back protected by the cinder-block wall, front taking in the view of the corridor through the single window. The gunslinger’s seat.

				I claimed the chair opposite her, my own back exposed through the window to the passing masses. I took my time, pulling out the plastic chair, positioning my body just so. A minute passed. Then two.

				My sister spoke first: ‘Take off the jacket.’ Her tone was already agitated. Something had set her off, probably well before my visit, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t be the one to pay the price.

				‘Why?’ In contrast to her edgy command, I kept my own voice deliberately calm.

				‘You shouldn’t wear black. How many times do I have to tell you that? Black washes you out.’

				This from a woman clad in drab blue scrubs, her shoulder-length brown hair hanging down in greasy hanks. My sister might have been pretty once, but years of harsh living conditions and fluorescent lighting had taken their toll. Not to mention the hard look in her eyes.

				Now I removed my fitted Ann Taylor blazer and hung it over the back of my chair. Beneath it, I wore a long-sleeved gray knit top. My sister glared at my covered arms. Brown eyes boring into mine, she took a few experimental sniffs.

				‘Don’t smell any blood,’ she said at last.

				‘You don’t have to sound disappointed.’

				‘Please. I spend twenty-three hours a day staring at the same ass-white cinder-block walls. Least you could do is bring me a paper cut.’

				My sister claimed she could smell the pain I couldn’t feel. There was no scientific basis for this, just sisterly superiority. And yet on three separate occasions, within hours of leaving her, I’d discovered injuries she’d already warned me about.

				‘You should wear fuchsia,’ Shana continued. ‘You’re the one living on the outside. So live a little, Adeline. Then maybe you can bring me some real stories. No more job, patients, pain practice, blah, blah, blah. Tell me about some hard-bodied guy ripping a fuchsia bra from your bony chest. Then I might actually enjoy these monthly meetings. Can you even have sex?’

				I didn’t answer. She’d asked this question many times before.

				‘That’s right; you can feel the good stuff, just not the bad. Guess that means no S and M for my little sister. Bummer, dude.’

				Shana delivered the words tonelessly. Nothing personal. She attacked because it was what she did. And no amount of imprisonment, medication or even sisterly attention had ever been able to change that. Shana was a born predator, our father’s daughter. Murdering a young boy when she was only fourteen had landed her behind bars. Killing a fellow inmate as well as two corrections officers now kept her here.

				Could you love a person such as my sister? Professionally speaking, she was a fascinating study of antisocial personality disorder. Completely narcissistic, totally devoid of empathy and highly manipulative. Personally speaking, she was the only family I had left.

				‘I heard you signed up for a new program,’ I offered. ‘Superintendent McKinnon says your first few paintings show a good eye for detail.’

				Shana shrugged, not one for compliments.

				She sniffed the air again. ‘No perfume, but your outfit looks professional. Means you’re working today. Going from here to your office. Will you mist yourself in the car? Hope it’s strong enough to cover Eau d’Institution.’

				‘I thought you didn’t want to talk about my job.’

				‘I know there’s nothing else to talk about.’

				‘The weather.’

				‘Ah fuck it. Just because it’s Monday shouldn’t mean I have to waste an hour serving as your pity project.’

				I didn’t say anything.

				‘I’m tired of it, Adeline. You. Me. These monthly meetings where you show off your bad taste in clothes and I have no choice but to sit here and take it. You have enough patients you should be able to leave me alone. So get out. Toodle right along. I mean it!’

				A knock on the door. Officer Maria, who could see everything through the shatterproof window, checking on us. I ignored her, keeping my gaze upon my sister instead.

				Her outburst didn’t bother me; I was well accustomed to such displays by now. Rage was Shana’s preferred emotion, serving for both offense and defense. Plus, my sister had reason enough to hate me. And not just because of my rare genetic condition, or because I’d found my very own Daddy Warbucks. But because after I was born, my mother chose to hide me in the closet, and there hadn’t been room enough for two.

				Shana cursed me, her eyes a flat display of dull anger and deeper depression, and mostly, I wondered once again what had happened this morning to put my battle-hardened sister in such a mood.

				‘Why do you care?’ I asked her suddenly.

				‘What?’

				‘The color fuchsia. Why do you care? About my clothes, what color I wear, whether or not it makes others find me attractive? Why do you care?’

				Shana frowned at me, clearly perplexed by such a question. ‘You,’ she said at last, ‘are a fucking retard.’

				‘And that,’ I observed, ‘is the most sisterly thing you’ve ever said to me.’

				A winning barb. Shana rolled her eyes but finally, grudgingly smiled. The tension in the room eased at last, and both of us could breathe again.

				Shana might talk a good game, but according to the prison superintendent, my sister seemed to genuinely look forward to these monthly meetings. Enough so that during extreme episodes of disorderly conduct, the threat of losing my upcoming visit was often the only punishment severe enough to bring her round. Hence, we continued our monthly dance, which had been going on now for nearly a decade.

				Perhaps as close to a true relationship as one got with a born psychopath.

				‘How are you sleeping?’ I asked.

				‘Like a baby.’

				‘Read anything good?’

				‘Oh yeah. Complete works of Shakespeare. Never know when iambic pentameter might come in handy.’

				‘Et tu, Brute?’

				Another faint smile. Shana relaxing further into her chair. And so we went, another thirty minutes of conversation both pointed and pointless, as we did the first Monday of each month. Until Officer Maria rapped on the window, and just like that, our time was up. I rose to standing. My sister, who wasn’t going anywhere, chose to remain in her seat.

				‘Fuchsia,’ she recommended again, as I undraped my black jacket.

				‘Maybe you should follow your own advice,’ I said, ‘and introduce some color into your artwork.’

				‘And give the shrinks more to study?’ She smirked. ‘I think not.’

				‘Do you dream in black and white?’

				‘Do you?’

				‘I’m not sure I dream.’

				‘Maybe that’s a perk of your condition. I dream plenty. Mostly blood-red. Only difference is sometimes I’m the one with the knife and sometimes it’s dear old Dad.’

				She stared at me, eyes suddenly flat, like a shark’s, but I knew better than to take the bait.

				‘You should keep a journal of your dreams,’ I advised.

				‘What the fuck do you think my artwork is?’

				‘A disturbing explosion of deep-seated violence.’

				She laughed, and on that note, I headed out the door, leaving her behind.

				‘She okay?’ I asked a minute later, following Officer Maria down the corridor. There were no visiting hours for the general population on Monday, so the halls were relatively quiet.

				‘Not sure. You know it’s nearly the thirtieth anniversary.’

				I gazed at the CO blankly.

				‘Shana’s first victim,’ Officer Maria filled in. ‘The twelve-year-old neighbor, Donnie Johnson? Shana killed him thirty years ago next week. Some local reporter has been calling for an interview.’

				I blinked. Somehow, I’d managed not to connect those dots. As both a therapist and a woman dedicated to self-management, later I’d have to ask myself why. What pain was I trying to avoid? A moment of ironic self-reflection.

				‘She won’t answer any questions, though,’ Maria was saying. ‘Good, if you ask me. I mean, that boy can’t very well talk now. Why should his killer?’

				‘Keep me posted.’

				‘No problem.’

				At the front, I collected my purse, signed out and headed for my car, parked in the vast lot hundreds of yards from the sprawling brick-and-barbed-wire compound that served as my sister’s permanent home.

				In the passenger’s seat lay the rich purply-pink cardigan I’d been wearing when I arrived. Except I’d changed tops while still sitting in my car, removing my jewelry, per visitation rules, and opting for a more subdued look given the environment.

				I’d set aside my new sweater, purchased just two weeks ago, and I swear, the only fuchsia-colored item that I owned.

				Now I looked up at the brick corrections facility. There were windows everywhere, of course. Even a narrow slit in my sister’s segregation cell. But from this distance, myself hunched awkwardly behind the steering wheel, further obscured by my SUV’s tinted windows . . .

				I could never explain everything about my sister. But then, I suspected she often thought the same about me.

				Putting my Acura into gear, I drove toward downtown Boston, where I had a busy afternoon ahead of me, filled with patients seeking relief from their various afflictions, including a new patient, a Boston detective recently injured on the job.

				I loved my job. I looked forward to the challenge, as I greeted each patient, then said, as befitting a woman with my condition, ‘Please, tell me about your pain.’
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				In her heart, D.D. knew she was a lucky person. Her head just couldn’t seem to accept that fact yet.

				She woke late. After ten, which confused her. If someone had ever told her she was capable of sleeping till ten on a Monday morning, she would’ve called him a liar. Mornings were for getting up and heading out. Guzzling black coffee, catching up with her squad and possibly attending a fresh homicide.

				She liked black coffee, her fellow detectives and interesting homicides.

				She didn’t like yet another restless night of fitful sleep interspersed with even more disquieting dreams. Where shadows sang and sometimes grew arms and legs before giving chase.

				And she fell down. Each and every time. In her nightmares, the great Sergeant Detective D.D. Warren plunged to her doom. Because her heart knew she was a lucky person. But her brain just couldn’t accept it yet.

				The child monitor remained on the nightstand next to her. On, but quiet. Alex had most likely delivered Jack to day care. Then Alex could head to work at the police academy while D.D. . .

				D.D. dedicated her day to getting out of bed.

				She moved gingerly. Any movement of her left arm and shoulder still led to instantaneous shooting pains, so during the past few weeks, she’d perfected the art of rolling onto her right side. From there, she could swing her feet down to the floor, which helped heave her torso into the vertical position. Having achieved sitting up, she would then spend the next couple of minutes regaining her labored breath.

				Because what happened next really, truly hurt, and heaven help her, but six weeks later she was growing more averse to the pain, instead of simply resigned to it.

				Strained muscles. Inflamed tendons. Overstretched nerves. And the winning injury, an avulsion fracture. The ripping away of a piece of bone in her left humerus. In a matter of seconds, D.D. had sustained enough damage to her forty-four-year-old body that she now moved like the Tin Man, unable to turn her head, lift her left arm or rotate her torso. No surgical options, she’d been told. Just time, fortitude and physical therapy. Which she did. Twice-weekly appointments followed by daily homework assignments that made her scream in agony.

				Because forget ever holding a gun again. Right now, D.D. couldn’t even pick up her own child.

				Deep breath. Counting to three. Then she stood. The movement was abrupt, nearly impossible to perfectly balance. Meaning she instinctively countered with a shoulder shrug here and a neck rotation there, as her teeth gritted and her right hand clenched and she used the worst, most vile words she could think of, which after twenty years as a Boston cop included curses that would make a long-haul trucker with a kidney stone blush, and even then, she nearly vomited from the pain.

				But she was standing. Sweating. Swaying slightly. But fully vertical.

				And she thought, not for the first time, what the hell had she been doing at that crime scene at that hour of the night? Because six weeks later, she still couldn’t remember a thing. She’d suffered the worst injury of her life, put her career in jeopardy and her family in crisis and she still didn’t have a clue.

				One day, six weeks ago, she’d shown up for work. And life had been a mystery ever since.

				Another thirty minutes while she managed to brush her teeth, comb her hair. Showering required Alex’s help. He’d been gracious about it. Saying he’d do anything as long as she was naked. But his deep blue eyes maintained a watchful look. As if she were suddenly spun from glass and needed to be handled delicately at all times.

				The first day home, she’d caught him staring at the dark bruises welting her back, and the look on his face . . .

				Stricken. Horrified. Appalled.

				She hadn’t said a word. After a moment, he’d resumed rinsing the shampoo from her short blond curls. Later that night, he’d reached for her, very carefully, but she’d hissed reflexively in pain and he’d snatched his hand back as if slapped, and that was the way it had been ever since.

				He helped her with the day-to-day tasks of life. And in return, she felt herself slowly but surely turn into a shadow of herself, a second child for her incredibly patient spouse to tend.

				In her heart, she knew she was lucky. But her brain just couldn’t accept that fact yet.

				Time for clothes. She couldn’t move her left arm enough to pull on a shirt. Instead, she stole one of Alex’s oversize flannel shirts, slipping her right arm into the sleeve but leaving her left arm tucked against her ribs. She couldn’t manage all the snaps but enough to get her through breakfast.

				Walking wasn’t so bad. Once she’d achieved vertical, as long as she kept her shoulders square and her torso straight, her neck and shoulder didn’t mind so much. She took the stairs carefully, right hand glued to the railing. Last time she’d dealt with stairs, they’d clearly won, and she couldn’t bring herself to trust them again.

				Rockabye, baby, on the treetop . . .

				Excellent. Another morning, same old creepy lullaby still stuck in her head.

				Upon arriving in the living room, D.D. became aware of voices coming from her kitchen. Two men, hushed tones. Maybe her father-in-law, over for a cup of coffee? Alex’s parents had moved to Boston six months ago in order to spend more time with their only grandson. D.D. had been nervous at first, preferring her own parents’ living arrangements in Florida. But Alex’s parents, Bob and Edith, had quickly proved to be as easygoing as their son. Not to mention that little Jack clearly adored them, and given her and Alex’s work schedules, a couple of grandparents on speed dial was never a bad thing. Of course, she’d liked it better when they’d been helping out with Jack because of her job, not because she was a complete and total invalid who couldn’t even dress herself anymore. Details, details.

				Both men were clearly making an effort not to wake her. She took that as an invitation to enter.

				‘Morning.’

				Alex immediately looked up from his seat at the round kitchen table. Not his father, but her squad mate Phil, was slower to follow. Alex’s features were already politely composed. Clearly he’d been up for hours, having showered, shaved and taken care of their three-year-old. Now he was dressed for work, a navy blue academy shirt tucked into his dress khakis. The shirt emphasized his dark eyes, salt-and-pepper hair. A good-looking man, she thought, not for the first time. Handsome, intelligent, dedicated to their son, sensitive to her needs.

				Across from Alex sat D.D.’s oldest partner, Phil, thinning brown hair, married forever to his high school sweetheart, Betsy, father of four kids, who once claimed he’d joined Boston homicide to escape the gore.

				Already she was suspicious.

				‘Cuppa joe?’ Phil asked brightly. He wouldn’t meet her gaze, pushing back his chair, heading straight for the coffeepot.

				‘You don’t golf,’ D.D. said.

				A small smile lifted the corners of Alex’s mouth.

				‘What?’ Phil, still diligently focused on how to best pour coffee into an oversize mug.

				‘Neither of you gamble. Nor do you have best buds in common for a bachelor party. In fact, your only connection is me.’

				Phil finished pouring the coffee. Carefully eased the carafe back in place. Slowly picked up the steaming mug. Deliberately turned toward her.

				D.D. pulled out a chair and sat abruptly, wincing as she did so. Suddenly she wasn’t sure she wanted to know.

				Alex wasn’t smiling anymore. Instead, he reached across the table and gently touched the back of her right hand.

				‘Get any sleep?’ he asked.

				‘Sure. All sorts. Never been so rested. Just wish I could fall down the stairs again so I could lie around in bed even more.’

				D.D. kept her attention on Phil. He was the weak link. Whatever was going on here, he’d be the one who’d cave.

				‘FDIT?’ she guessed softly, when Phil remained standing before her, still holding the coffee mug between his cupped hands.

				In copspeak, FDIT stood for Firearms Discharge Investigation Team. Anytime an officer discharged her weapon, including in a darkened crime scene at no identifiable target, FDIT had the responsibility to investigate the event and determine if the officer acted appropriately or with negligence.

				By the time D.D. had regained consciousness at the hospital, the FDIT team had already taken possession of her firearm, and the future of her policing career rested on the report they would eventually deliver to the Bureau of Professional Standards.

				Her fellow detectives had told her not to worry. Most likely, her weapon had discharged during her tumble down the stairs. Except Sig Sauers didn’t simply fall out of snapped shoulder holsters. Nor did an officer’s right index finger generally land on the trigger while cascading backward through open space, then fire off three consecutive shots.

				D.D. had deliberately pulled the trigger of her department-issued weapon. At something, or someone.

				Even she could figure out that much.

				But at what or whom and with or without probable cause? Because her fellow cops never found anyone else at the scene. Just her unconscious form in the foyer of Christine Ryan’s apartment and three bullet holes in the wall. One of the slugs had passed through into the adjacent unit. Thank God it hadn’t hit anyone. But the neighbor hadn’t taken it well, and why was some cop shooting up the place next door, and . . .

				Reports to the Bureau of Professional Standards inevitably included not just what an officer did, but how those actions made the entire department look.

				D.D. was vulnerable, and she knew it. Only reason things hadn’t come to a head sooner was that the extent of her injuries had earned her immediate medical leave. No need for the department to rule too quickly about her return to work. Her doctor already said it wouldn’t be happening anytime soon.

				‘No word,’ Phil said.

				‘Oh.’

				‘Which is probably good news,’ he continued briskly. ‘If there was obvious proof of misconduct, the administration wouldn’t hesitate to strike. No news is good news, and all that.’

				D.D. eyed her longtime partner, thinking if only his words matched the expression on his face.

				‘Shoulder?’ Phil asked.

				‘Ask me in another three months.’

				‘That long?’

				‘More like I’m that old. But I’m doing my PT. And practicing patience.’

				Phil gave her a dubious look; he’d worked with D.D. long enough to know the extent of her patience.

				‘Exactly,’ she agreed with him.

				‘Pain?’

				‘Only most of the time.’

				‘They didn’t give you anything for it?’

				‘Hell, they gave me all sorts of meds for it. But you know me, Phil. Why ease my pain, when I can share it with everyone else instead?’

				Phil nodded in agreement. Alex stroked the back of her right hand.

				‘I see a new doc today,’ she continued with an awkward, one-shouldered shrug. ‘Some therapist who specializes in mental techniques for pain management. Mind over matter, that kind of crap. Who knows, maybe I’ll learn something.’

				‘Good.’ Phil finally handed over the mug of coffee, placing it carefully on the table where she could reach it with her one good hand. Mission accomplished, he didn’t seem to know what to do with himself.

				‘If you weren’t here to talk about the discharge investigation report,’ D.D. asked quietly, ‘why’d you come?’

				Then, when Phil still wouldn’t look up, and Alex once more rubbed the back of her hand, she closed her eyes and let herself know what she’d been suspecting all along.

				‘There’s been another murder.’

				‘Yeah.’

				‘Same flayed skin, rose across her abdomen, bottle of champagne on the nightstand.’

				‘Yeah.’

				‘You need me to remember.’ Then, on the heels of that thought: ‘You’re not here as my partner, are you, Phil? This isn’t cop to cop. You need to know what I saw that night, detective to witness.’

				He didn’t say a word. Alex continued to run the ball of his thumb across the ridge of her knuckles.

				She stared at her coffee mug.

				‘It’s okay,’ she whispered. ‘I totally understand. And of course I’ll help. I’d do anything to help.’

				Former detective D.D. Warren, she thought. And tried to remind herself that in her heart, she knew she was lucky, even if her brain couldn’t accept it yet.
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				One p.m. Monday, I confronted my newest patient and knew immediately that Sergeant Detective D.D. Warren was a born skeptic.

				It didn’t surprise me. I’d been in the pain management business long enough to have assisted numerous first responders – police officers, EMTs, firefighters. People drawn to jobs that demanded the most of them, physically as well as mentally. People who thrived on being in the thick of things, calling the shots, running the action, controlling the plays.

				In other words, people who didn’t do well sitting on the sidelines, while a therapist in a thousand-dollar suit explained how the first step to managing her pain was to get in touch with it. Give it a name. Develop an ongoing relationship.

				‘Seriously?’ Detective D.D. Warren asked me now. She sat rigidly, perched in a simple wooden chair versus the low-slung sofa that was also available. Without even examining her medical charts, I could tell she suffered from acute neck and shoulder pain. It was written in her stiff posture, how she rotated her entire body to take in the room, versus simply turning her head. Not to mention the tight way she held her left arm tucked against her side, as if still protecting herself from an incoming blow.

				I suspected the blonde detective was rarely described as a soft-looking woman.  But  now,  with  her  dark-rimmed  eyes,  grim-set mouth and thinly drawn cheeks, she appeared harsh, a woman well beyond her forty-four years.

				‘The basis of my practice is the Internal Family Systems model,’ I explained patiently.

				She arched a brow, didn’t say a word.

				‘One of the basic assumptions of IFS is that the mind can be sub-divided into a number of distinct parts. First and foremost of those parts is the Self, which should serve as leader of all the parts. When your Self is clearly differentiated and elevated from the other members of the system, then you are in the best position to understand, manage and control your own pain.’

				‘I fell down the stairs,’ D.D. said flatly. ‘If my self was supposed to manage that, it’s a little late now.’

				‘Let me ask you a different question: Are you in pain?’

				‘You mean, like, right now?’

				‘Like, right now.’

				‘Well, yeah. According to the docs, my own tendons ripped away a chunk of bone in my left arm. It hurts.’

				‘On a scale of one to ten, one being slight discomfort, ten being the worst agony you can imagine . . .’

				The detective pursed her lips. ‘Six.’

				‘So slightly above average.’

				‘Sure. I want to build in some room. Tonight is shower night, which will bring me to a seven, followed by attempting to sleep, which I’d place at an eight, because I can’t seem to stop rolling onto my left side; then, of course, there’s getting out of bed tomorrow morning, which is an easy nine.’

				‘What would you consider a ten?’

				‘I don’t know yet,’ she said tersely. ‘I’m still new at this walking-wounded business, but from what I can tell, that’s what physical therapists were put on earth to find out.’

				I smiled. ‘Many of my patients would agree with you.’

				‘I know about the scale,’ D.D. said. ‘Russ Ilg, my personal torturer, already walked me through it. Don’t think of pain as a single point, but as an entire spectrum. Where are you on the spectrum right now, this afternoon, for the whole day, for the week? Then, instead of just being in pain, you can experience the full rainbow of physical agony. Or something like that.’

				‘He has you rate your level of discomfort when he is working with you?’

				‘Yeah. He raises my left arm. I yelp. He tells me to breathe through my mouth. I yelp some more. He asks me if I’m at an eight yet. I say no, he raises my arm an inch higher.’ D.D. wasn’t looking at me anymore. Her gaze had gone beyond my right shoulder, to a spot on the wall, while her right leg began to bounce restlessly.

				I had scanned her medical reports. The avulsion fracture she’d suffered in her left shoulder was a particularly rare and painful injury that called for an even more agonizing remedy – physical therapy. Lots of extremely excruciating exercises designed to keep her left shoulder from locking up, while minimizing scar tissue during the healing process.

				According to the detective’s charts, she worked with a physical therapist twice a week. Most likely, she ended those sessions with tears running down her cheeks.

				I wondered, already, how that must feel to a woman accustomed to operating under complete control.

				‘So you take the time to consider and rate your pain?’ I asked now.

				She made a motion that may or may not have been a nod.

				‘How often?’ I pressed.

				‘Well, you know, when Russ asks me.’

				‘So during physical therapy?’

				‘Yes.’

				‘What about at home? Say you wake up in the middle of the night and you’re uncomfortable. What do you do then?’

				She didn’t answer right away.

				I took my time, waiting quietly.

				‘I tell myself to go back to sleep,’ she said at last.

				‘Does that work?’

				That motion again, the nod that was not a nod.

				‘Do you want to be here?’ I asked abruptly.

				She seemed startled. ‘What do you mean?’

				‘Today. Right now. Do you want to be in my office, talking to me?’

				The detective stopped staring at my wall, met my eyes instead. Her gaze was mutinous. It didn’t surprise me. Some people internalized their pain. Others externalized it, lashing out. Not too hard to judge which camp D.D. Warren fell into.

				‘No,’ she said bluntly.

				‘Then why did you come?’

				‘I want to return to work. I like my job.’ Her tone turned less hostile, more defensive.

				‘You’re a homicide detective, yes?’

				‘Yes.’

				‘And you enjoy your job?’

				‘I love my job.’

				‘I see. So your injury, not being able to work right now, that must be difficult.’

				‘I’m on medical leave,’ the detective stated briskly. ‘Might sound clear enough: You’re hurt, you stay home. You get fixed, you return to work. But like any good bureaucracy, the department likes to make it complicated. Because maybe my shoulder gets better, but what about my head? Am I still the cool, calm detective I was before? Maybe I regain my physical ability to charge into a crisis situation. But will I? Or will I hang back, unnerved by the thought of jostling my left side, straining my shoulder? The department doesn’t want my body to return to work but my head to stay at home. I understand their point, but still . . .’

				‘You’re here to humor your bosses.’

				‘Let’s put it this way: The deputy superintendent of homicide personally handed me your business card. I took the hint.’

				‘So what’s your plan?’ I asked, leaning forward, genuinely interested now. ‘You’ll have to attend more than a single session with me – no one will believe you took pain therapy seriously with only one visit. Six is maybe a bit much. I’m pegging you at three. You’ll see me three times; then the “rescheduling” will begin.’

				For the first time, the detective appeared impressed. ‘I was thinking three would be a good number.’

				‘Fair enough. Three sessions it is. But you have to take your visits with me seriously; that’s my condition. You don’t have to believe in everything I say. But as long as we have three appointments together, you might as well listen. And do your homework.’

				‘Homework?’

				‘Absolutely. Your first assignment is to name your pain.’

				‘What?’ I had the good detective’s full attention again, most likely because she thought I was nuts.

				‘Give your pain a name. And next time you wake up in the middle of the night, instead of telling yourself to go back to sleep, I want you to address your pain by name. Talk to it. Then listen for what it might have to say.’

				‘You mean, like, “Give me Percocet”?’ D.D. muttered.

				I smiled. ‘Speaking of which, are you taking anything?’

				‘No.’

				‘Why not?’

				That seminod, or maybe it was a half shrug. ‘Just say no to drugs, yada, yada, yada. Prescription, nonprescription, it’s a fine line out there with narcotics, and I’d prefer not to cross it.’

				‘Are you afraid of drugs?’

				‘Say what?’

				‘Some people are. They’re afraid of how the drugs may make them feel; they’re afraid of becoming addicted. I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with that. I’m just asking.’

				‘I don’t like meds. Plain and simple. They’re not for me.’

				‘You consider yourself tougher than that?’

				‘You’re stereotyping me.’

				‘And you’re avoiding my question.’

				‘Is it true you can’t feel pain?’

				I smiled, sat back fully and glanced at the clock. ‘Twenty-two minutes,’ I said.

				The detective wasn’t dumb. She glanced at the wall clock hanging beside my desk, then scowled.

				‘You’re a detective,’ I continued. ‘Of course you ran a background on me. And since the Boston Herald, not to mention numerous science publications, have found my condition fascinating, you learned quite a bit. Then it was simply a matter of waiting until you needed to distract, evade. The best defense is a good offense, yes?’ I kept my voice even. ‘For the record, Detective, I can’t feel any physical pain. Which means I have nothing better to do than focus on yours. And you still haven’t answered my question. Do you consider yourself tough?’

				‘Yes,’ she bit out.

				‘So tough, your back, your shoulder, shouldn’t be slowing you down like this?’

				‘I can’t wash my hair!’

				I waited.

				‘I can’t lift my son. My three-year-old son. And last night, he went to hug me and I stepped away because I knew it would hurt. I couldn’t take the pain!’

				I waited.

				‘And the docs all say it’ll get better. Do this, take that, but in the meantime, I can’t sleep, I can’t move and I can’t even enjoy lounging around in bed, because I fucking hate my bed. It hurts too much to get in and out of it. I’m old, I’m broken and I’m basically unemployed. Shit!’

				Then: ‘Goddamn, shit on a stick, bite me, fuckety fuck fuck. Shit!’

				‘Melvin,’ I said.

				‘What?’ D.D. looked up, a semiferal gleam in her eye. A look I’d seen many times in my practice; the gaze of an animal in pain.

				‘Melvin,’ I repeated calmly. ‘I think you should name your pain Melvin. Shit on a stick, fuckety fuck fuck Melvin. And every time he bothers you, yell at him. Curse him out. Why not? You might actually feel better. Discover that putting your Self in charge of Melvin makes him smaller and your Self more powerful. And isn’t that really what you miss? Feeling powerful?’

				‘Melvin,’ D.D. said.

				‘Just a suggestion. Obviously, you want a name that resonates for you.’

				‘How much do you charge an hour again?’

				‘Well, I am a doctor. Have initials after my name and everything.’

				‘Melvin. Good God, my pain is called Melvin.’

				‘The Internal Family Systems model subdivides the mind into four main parts. At the core is your Self, the natural leader of the system. Then there is the section called the Exiles, which include pain and trauma you’re not ready to process yet so you have cast aside. Unfortunately, the Exiles need to share their stories. They will continue to act out, in the form of rage, terror, grief and shame, until they are heard.

				‘When the Exiles act up, the next group, the Firefighters, kick into gear. Classic firefighting techniques include drug or alcohol abuse, binge eating, other short-term cover-ups for long-term pain. Finally there are the Managers. This section also tries to keep the Exiles at bay through hypercontrolling every situation. Striving, judging, self-criticizing, all come from the Managers. Basically your exiled pain/trauma causes emotional distress, which in turn goads the Firefighters into various self-destructive acts and the Managers into various repressive acts. And around and around you go, whirling through the dysfunctional cycles of life, caused by the core Self not being the one in charge.’

				‘I fell down the stairs,’ D.D. said.

				‘Yes.’

				‘I don’t get what that has to do with Exiles and Firefighters and Managers. Oh, and my true Self.’

				‘The fall is trauma. It caused pain but also created fear, powerlessness and impotence.’

				The detective hunched her shoulders slightly, wincing.

				‘Those emotions are your Exiles,’ I supplied gently. ‘They’re screaming to be heard. The Firefighters in the system might respond with a compulsion to drink or abuse of prescription medication—’

				‘I’m not taking anything!’

				‘Or the Managers might rise to the forefront,’ I continued, ‘micromanaging the entire system by controlling and judging your response to the pain. Demanding, in fact, that you be tough enough.’

				D.D.’s eyes widened slightly. She stared at me a full minute. Then her gaze narrowed.

				‘The Exiles must be heard,’ she murmured. ‘That’s why you want me to talk to my pain.’

				‘Melvin. Generally speaking, it’s easier to carry on a conversation when the other party has a name.’

				‘And Melvin will say what? Hey, I’m hurt. I’m powerless. I hate stairs. And I’ll say, okay, and then my pain will go away?’

				‘And then your pain might feel more manageable. The rest of the system can ease while your core Self rises to the front. For the record, there have been numerous studies on physical pain. One of the most interesting findings: Everyone has pain, but only some people are bothered by it. Meaning, colloquially speaking, attitude is everything.’

				‘I think,’ the detective said slowly, ‘that’s the biggest bunch of BS I’ve ever heard.’

				‘And yet, here we are. One session down, two more to go.’

				D.D. gave her awkward half shrug, rose slowly to standing. ‘Fucking Melvin,’ she murmured under her breath. Then, ‘I kinda like cursing him.’

				‘Detective,’ I asked as she started for the door, ‘given that we have only two more appointments, what goal would be most valuable to you? What do you want most right now so that we can pursue it?’

				‘I want to remember,’ she said immediately.

				‘Remember . . . ?’

				‘The fall.’ She looked at me quizzically. ‘I have physician-patient privilege, right?’

				‘Of course.’

				‘My injury – I fell down the stairs at a crime scene. Discharged my weapon. Except I don’t remember why I was there, or who I was firing at.’

				‘Interesting. Concussion from the fall?’

				‘Possibly. Which according to the docs can cause memory loss.’

				‘What’s the last thing you do remember?’

				She fell silent for so long, I thought she hadn’t heard my question. Then, ‘The scent of blood,’ she whispered. ‘The sensation of falling. Down will come baby, cradle and all.’

				‘Detective Warren?’

				‘Yes.’

				‘In the middle of the night, when you’re done cursing out Melvin, I want you to ask him a question. I want you to ask him why he doesn’t want to remember.’

				‘Seriously?’

				‘Seriously. Then I want you to tell him it’s okay. You’re safe, and you can handle it now.’

				‘The memory of what happened?’

				‘Yes. Then prepare yourself, Detective Warren. Melvin may have a very good reason for wanting you to forget.’
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				‘My pain is named Melvin.’

				‘Better than Wilson,’ D.D.’s husband, Alex Wilson, observed. ‘Or, say, Horgan.’ Deputy Superintendent of Homicide Cal Horgan was D.D.’s boss.

				‘Please, you two are minor pains in the ass, while Melvin is a major pain in the neck.’

				D.D. continued walking toward her husband, who already stood on the front porch of the modest redbrick town house. It was dusk. Sun sinking, evening air sharp with early winter bite. She’d parked three blocks back. Maybe a local, arriving home from a day’s work. Or an injured detective, who just happened to be in the neighborhood of a recent homicide, out for an evening stroll.

				She shouldn’t be here. Had no right to be here, in fact.

				And yet, leaving her new doctor’s office, she’d known the most recent murder scene was exactly where she’d go. As she’d eased herself into the driver’s seat, carefully reached across her body for the strap Alex had jury-rigged to the inside of the driver’s door, then used the strap to awkwardly pull the door shut without overjostling her left arm. The process was slow, uncomfortable, laborious.

				Meaning she’d had plenty of time to change her mind.

				Putting the key in the ignition. Shifting the vehicle from park into reverse.

				Suddenly experiencing a strong sense of déjà vu. That she’d done this before. Told herself to go home, while heading toward a crime scene instead.

				Of course. She’d repeated this pattern most of her adult life.

				The only difference was that this time, her husband was already standing before the murdered woman’s home, and he didn’t appear surprised to see his wife approach.

				‘Doctor’s appointment okay?’ Alex asked, lifting the bright-yellow tape so she could pass beneath it, onto the covered porch.

				‘I’m supposed to talk to my pain. What the hell do you think?’

				‘Does your pain speak back?’

				‘Apparently, that’s the nature of pain.’

				‘Interesting,’ he said.

				‘Bullshit,’ she declared.

				She came to a halt beside him. Alex’s gaze was as calm as always, his face inscrutable. She felt her own heart race unsteadily, her breathing shallow. The pain, she told herself. Her own physical healing that depleted so much energy, even climbing up three damn steps required massive effort.

				‘They call you out?’ she asked finally. ‘Require your expertise?’ Alex spent most of his time teaching crime scene analysis at the police academy. He also served as a private consultant. And on occasion, to keep his skills current, he liked to work in the field, which was how they had met, so many years ago. At another townhome, not unlike this one, except there, it had appeared that a man had killed his entire family before turning the gun on himself.

				D.D. still remembered walking that scene, following the trails of blood as Alex recited the story he saw written in each pool and spatter, of a wife, spinal column brutally severed from behind, an athletic teenage son, ambushed with a single thrust of a blade between the ribs, then the two younger kids, making their last stand in a back bedroom. The one who never made it out of that room. And the unluckier one who did.

				‘I knew you would come,’ Alex said simply.

				‘Gonna wave me off? Put me back in my car where I belong?’

				Her husband merely smiled. He reached out and tucked an errant blond curl behind her ear. ‘Might as well tell the wind not to blow. Come on, D.D. As it turns out, Boston PD would like some help on this one. As long as I’m here, why don’t we both take a tour?’

				‘This is why I didn’t name my pain Wilson,’ she told him honestly.

				Alex’s expression, however, had already turned somber. ‘Oh, I wouldn’t thank me just yet.’

				Stepping into the shadowed foyer, D.D. was struck first by the smell. Which set off another bout of déjà vu. She could picture herself entering Christine Ryan’s apartment, inhaling this same pungent scent, and knowing, before ever laying eyes on the body, that this would be a bad one. Then, that first, shuddering moment when she realized she was staring down at the remains of a young woman, skin peeled in long, curling ribbons and mounded next to her body.

				Alex was studying her. Not the floor, the walls or the rising staircase, all valid elements for a criminalist’s analysis. He stared at her, and that, as much as anything, forced her to pull it together.

				She took a deep breath, through her mouth this time, and got her game face on.

				Alex pointed to a bin next to the wall. It contained shoe booties and hairnets for all attending investigators, an extra precaution generally taken when a crime scene was deemed especially involved, or the evidence particularly vulnerable.

				Different protocol from the first murder victim, then. That scene had been horrific but mostly contained to the victim’s blood-soaked mattress. This one . . .

				D.D. pulled the blue booties over her low-heeled boots. The booties were large and elastic, not too hard to manage with one hand. The hair covering proved more challenging. She couldn’t figure out how to pull it into place, while simultaneously gathering up her wayward curls. Alex had to help, his fingers skimming along her hairline, corralling her blond ringlets and tucking them in. She held still, letting him work his magic, as his breath whispered across her cheek. Outside of him assisting her in the shower, it was the most they’d touched each other in weeks.

				‘Look,’ Alex murmured, and pointed to the wall adjacent to the staircase.

				She followed his finger and immediately spotted it, just above the lowest riser, a dark smudge against the lighter paint. The first smear of blood.

				‘And again.’ He indicated a spot on the floor now, six inches from her left foot. In the dimming light, it was hard to see, but this mark was larger, more distinct.

				D.D. dropped down for closer examination, while Alex snapped on his high-intensity light. He illuminated the mark, and D.D. couldn’t help the small gasp that escaped.

				‘Paw print.’

				‘Victim owned a small dog named Lily. A fluffy small dog, by the look of the stair riser.’

				Upon closer inspection, D.D. saw what he meant. The bloodstain there had formed a distinct smear pattern, featuring dozens of thin red lines, such as what happened when blood-soaked hair brushed along a floor or slid down a wall.

				‘Straight hair, not curly,’ D.D. murmured. ‘But yes, Lily is one fluffy dog.’

				The reason behind the booties, D.D. realized now. Because the dog, however innocently, had already contaminated the scene, and the detectives couldn’t afford any more distractions.

				Alex headed straight for the staircase, but D.D. stopped him. She wanted another minute to get her bearings, form an initial impression of this house and the woman who’d lived here.

				A modest foyer, she noted now, with a floral cushion-topped bench surrounded above and below with a clutter of shoes. She saw boots, clogs and several pairs of heels. Practical shoes, in neutral tones of brown and black with modest heels. All women’s, size eight.

				From the foyer, the space opened up to a small sitting room, with a slightly threadbare, overstuffed sage green sofa and matching ottoman. A fleecy throw blanket was piled on one corner of the love seat, while a dog blanket covered the ottoman. Piles of clothes decorated what was probably the extra chair – the to-be-folded pile? – while the sofa faced a medium-size flat-screen TV.

				From the family room, D.D. passed into a vintage-1970s kitchen, complete with aging gold linoleum and an ancient olive-green oven. In contrast to the well-used sitting room and foyer, this space was nearly sterile. One Keurig coffeemaker, one tiny microwave on the counter. A single plate, fork, knife and glass in the sink. Definitely the kind of kitchen used by people partial to takeout. D.D. knew because before she’d married Alex, her kitchen had appeared almost exactly like this.

				She and Alex returned to the foyer. ‘I’m going to guess nurse,’ she mused out loud. ‘Makes a decent living, enough to purchase the condo, but not enough to update the cabinets or splurge on Pottery Barn. Spends most of her job on her feet, hence the sensible shoes. Single, or just beginning a relationship. But if so, they go to his place, as this is her domain and she’s not ready to share it yet.’

				Alex arched a brow. ‘Close. Regina Barnes. Forty-two years old, recently divorced occupational therapist who worked at a nearby senior-care facility. Don’t know about any new boyfriends, but no witnesses and no sign of forced entry.’

				‘Maybe she met someone recently. Or an online relationship. She let him in.’

				Alex didn’t say anything. The tech geeks would mine the victim’s computer and other devices for records of online activities. Alex’s domain was the bloody paw prints and the intermittent pattern of smears leading up the stairs.

				‘No sign of forced entry at Christine Ryan’s house,’ D.D. considered. ‘And her friends swore they would’ve known if there was a new guy, virtual or otherwise. Neighbors hear anything?’

				‘No.’

				She reached over, knocked on the internal wall experimentally. Generally speaking, town houses in this kind of neighborhood weren’t known for their solid soundproofing. A life-or-death struggle, screaming, shouldn’t have gone completely unnoticed.

				‘Neighborhood cameras, home security system?’

				‘Nada.’

				‘Time of death?’

				‘Between midnight and two.’

				‘Maybe he ambushes his victims while they’re asleep. That’s why there’s no sign of a struggle.’

				‘But how does he get in?’

				‘Picks the lock?’ D.D. turned around, inspected the front door’s locking mechanism. As befitting a single woman living in a city, Regina had taken home security seriously. D.D. noted a steel bolt lock in relatively new condition. Christine Ryan, the first victim, had been equally diligent.

				Alex waited quietly as she arrived at the answer he already knew.

				‘Could be done,’ D.D. murmured. ‘But not easily.’

				‘Probably not.’

				‘But if she let him in . . . one plate, one cup in the kitchen sink. It wasn’t social. Say, inviting a special friend over for a nightcap. Any evidence recovered from the family room or kitchen? Footprint, hair and fiber?’

				‘No footprints. Still processing hair and fiber.’

				She nodded, looking down at the paw print on the floor, as Alex leaned once more toward the stairs.

				She was stalling. Her feet remaining in place versus taking that overdue step forward, up the stairs, into the master bedroom, arriving at the heart of the matter. Was she dreading the scene she would find in the bedroom so much? Or was it worse than that? Was she dreading the stairs?

				Alex finally did the honors. He climbed the first few risers. D.D. had no choice but to follow.

				With his high-intensity beam, Alex illuminated more blood evidence along the way. Paw prints, some full, some partial, as the small dog had gone up and down the stairs. Then, at the top of the stairs, a significantly larger streak, as if someone had found a large pool of blood and tried to mop it up.

				‘We’ll have to conduct some experiments to see if we can reproduce the pattern,’ Alex was saying, ‘but I believe this smear pattern is from the dog as well. She was agitated, spending time next to the body, then running back and forth in the hallway. Here, at the top of the stairs, I think she lay down for a while. Maybe waiting for help to arrive.’
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