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Prologue




Chicago, Saturday, March 11, 11:45 P.M. 

‘Cynthia.’ It was the barest of whispers, but still she heard.


No. Cynthia Adams clenched her eyes shut, pressed the back of her head into her pillow, its softness a mockery to the rigidity of her tensed body. Her fingers dug into the sheets, twisting until she grimaced in pain.  Not again. A sob rose in her throat, wild and desperate.  Please. I can’t do this again. ‘Go away,’ she whispered harshly. ‘Please, just go away and leave me alone.’

But she knew she was talking to no one. If she opened her eyes she’d see nothing but the darkness of her own bedroom. No one was there. But still the hideous whisper taunted, as it had for weeks. Every night she lay in bed . . . waiting. Waiting for the voice that was her worst nightmare. Some nights it spoke. Some nights she merely lay tensed, waiting. It was wind, it was shadows. It was nothing at all.

But it was real. She knew it was real.

‘Cynthia? Help me.’ It was the voice of a child calling  for comfort in the night. A scared little girl. Who was dead.


She’s dead. I know she’s dead. She placed the lilies on Melanie’s grave herself every Sunday. Melanie was dead.

But she was here. She’s come for me. Blindly she grabbed the bottle from her bedside table and dry swallowed two pills. Go away. Please, just go away.

‘Cynthia?’ It was real. So real. God, help me, please. I’m losing my mind. ‘Why did you do it?’ The whisper drifted. ‘I need to know why.’

Why? She didn’t know why. Dammit, she didn’t know why. She rolled over, burying her face in her pillow, drawing her body into the smallest possible space. She held her breath. And waited.

It was quiet. Melanie was gone. Cynthia let herself draw a breath, then sprang from the bed as the scent assaulted her senses. Lilies. ‘No.’ She backed away, unable to take her eyes from the pillow where just the tip of a single lily was visible.

‘It should have been you, Cynthia.’ The whisper was harsher now. ‘I should be putting lilies on your grave.’

Cynthia drew a breath. She made herself repeat what her psychiatrist had told her to say when she was afraid. ‘This isn’t real. This is not real.’

‘It’s real, Cynthia. I’m real.’ Melanie was no longer a child, her voice now that of an angry adult. Cynthia shuddered at the sound. Melanie deserved to be angry.  I was a coward. ‘You ran away once, Cyn. You hid. You won’t hide again. You’ll never, ever leave me alone again.’

Cynthia backed away slowly until she came up hard against her bedroom door. She closed her eyes tight as she gripped the hard, reassuringly real doorknob. ‘You aren’t real. You are not real.’

‘It should have been you. Why did you leave me? Why did you leave me with him? How could you? You said you loved me. But you left me alone. With him. You never loved me.’ A sob shook Melanie’s voice and tears burned Cynthia’s eyes.

‘It’s not true. I loved you,’ she whispered, desperately. ‘So much.’

‘You never loved me.’ Melanie was a child again. An innocent child. ‘He hurt me, Cyn. You let him. You let him hurt me . . . again and again. Why?’

Cynthia yanked the doorknob and tumbled backward into the hall where a single light burned. And stopped short. More lilies. Everywhere. She turned slowly and could only stare. They mocked her. Mocked her sanity.

‘Come to me, Cyn.’ Melanie coaxed now. ‘Come. It’s not so bad. We’ll be together. You can take care of me. Like you promised you would.’

‘No.’ She covered her ears and ran for the door. ‘No.’

‘You can’t hide, Cyn. Come to me. You know you want to.’ She was sweet now, so sweet. Melanie had been so sweet. Then. Now she was dead. It’s my fault.

Cynthia jerked open the front door. And stifled a scream. Then slowly leaned over and picked up the picture at her feet. She stared in horror at the lifeless figure hanging from the rope, and remembered the day  she’d found her. Melanie had just been . . . dangling there. Swinging . . .

‘You made me do that,’ Melanie said coldly. ‘You don’t deserve to live.’

Her hands shook as she stared. ‘I don’t,’ she whispered.

‘Then come to me, Cyn. Please.’

Cynthia backed up again, groped for the phone. ‘Call Dr Chick. Call,’ she muttered. She’ll tell me I’m not crazy. But the phone rang and startled, she dropped it. Stared at it as if it were alive. Waited for it to sprout fangs and hiss. But it just rang.

‘Answer it, Cynthia,’ Melanie said coldly. ‘Now.’

Hands shaking, Cynthia bent over and picked up the phone. ‘H-hel-hello?’

‘Cynthia, it’s Dr Ciccotelli.’

Gasping in relief at the solid, familiar, live voice, Cynthia’s shoulders sagged. ‘I hear her, Dr Chick. Melanie. She’s here. I hear her.’

‘Of course you do. She’s calling you, Cynthia. It’s what you deserve. Go to her. End it. End it now.’

‘But . . .’ Tears welled, spilled. ‘But . . .’ she whispered.

‘Do it, Cynthia. She’s dead and it’s your fault. Go to her. Do what you should have done years ago. Take care of her.’

‘Come,’ Melanie ordered, her voice again adult and full of authority. ‘Come.’

Cynthia dropped the phone, backed away, wearily now. I’m tired. So tired. ‘Let me sleep,’ she whispered. ‘Please let me sleep.’

‘Come to me,’ Melanie whispered back. ‘Then I’ll let you sleep.’

Melanie had promised it so many times. So many nights. Cynthia turned and stared at the window. Dark night was outside the glass. But what else? Sleep. Peace.


Peace.

The living room was empty. Cynthia Adams was no longer in view of the camera. The feed to the laptop no longer showed the pacing, frantic woman. She was going to do it. The excitement was building with each moment. After four weeks, Cynthia Adams was finally going to do it. After four weeks of intense effort, she’d been driven to the brink of sanity. Just a little nudge would send her flying. Hopefully quite literally.

‘She’s at the window.’ The woman seated in the passenger seat was pale as she murmured the words. Her hands trembled as she carefully set the microphone in her lap. ‘I can’t do this anymore.’

‘You’ll do it until I say otherwise.’

She flinched. ‘She’s going to jump. Let me tell her to stop.’

Stop? The girl was as crazy as Cynthia Adams. ‘Tell her to come.’ She did nothing. Temper bubbled. ‘Tell her to come or your brother dies. You should know by now I’m not bluffing. Tell her to come. Tell her you need her, you miss her, she owes you. Tell her it will all be better when you’re together. Tell her now. And do it with feeling.’ Still she sat, unmoving. ‘Now.’

She picked up the microphone, her hands shaking.  ‘Cyn,’ she whispered, ‘I need you. I’m scared.’ She was. Nothing like reality to fuel great drama. ‘Please, come.’ Her voice broke. ‘It will be better this way. Please.’ She ended on a pleading whisper.

The view of Adams’s window from the driver’s seat was superb. The plate-glass door slowly slid open and Cynthia Adams appeared, her sheer nightgown whipping in the cold March wind. She’d make an attractive corpse. Very Gloria Swanson. What a great movie that was, Sunset Boulevard. Hollywood just didn’t make them like that anymore. It would be a great way to celebrate. Popcorn and an old movie. But the celebration would never happen if Adams just stood on her balcony. Just jump, dammit.

‘Tell her to come. Make her jump. Show me your stuff, sweetheart.’

She swallowed hard at the sarcastic endearment, but nevertheless complied. ‘Cynthia, just another step. One more. I’m waiting.’

‘Do it like a child now. Like a little kid.’

‘Please, Cynthia. I’m scared.’ The girl’s command of voices was good. She could go from adult to child, from dead Melanie to psychiatrist Ciccotelli in a blink. ‘Please come.’ She drew a deep breath, shuddered it out. ‘I need you.’

And then . . . success. A horrified cry rasped from the girl’s throat as Adams came plunging down. Twenty-two floors. They could hear the thud of her body striking pavement even through the closed car windows. Maybe her corpse wouldn’t be so attractive  after all. But beauty was in the eye of the beholder and the sight of Adams sprawled dead on the pavement was . . . breathtaking. The girl in the passenger seat was crying hysterically.

‘Pull yourself together. You need to make another call.’

‘Oh, God, oh God.’ She turned her face away from the window as the car passed within feet of Adams’s body. ‘I can’t believe . . . God, I’m going to be sick.’

‘Not in my car you’re not. Take the phone. Take it.’

Shuddering, she took the phone. ‘I can’t.’

‘You will. Hit speed dial number one. It’s Ciccotelli’s home phone. When she answers, tell her that you’re a concerned neighbor of Cynthia Adams and she is standing on the ledge, threatening to jump. Do it.’

She dialed and waited. ‘She’s not answering. She’s asleep.’

‘Then call again. Keep it ringing until the princess answers her phone. And put it on speaker. I want to hear.’

The third try yielded results. ‘Hello?’

She’d been asleep. Home alone on a Saturday night. It was satisfying, knowing that aspect of Ciccotelli’s life was also well under control. A nudge to the girl had her stuttering her lines. ‘Dr Ciccotelli? Dr Tess Ciccotelli?’

‘Who is this?’

‘A . . . a neighbor of one of your patients. Cynthia Adams. Something’s wrong. She’s on the ledge. She’s threatening to jump.’ With her eyes closed the girl  ended the call and let the cell phone drop to her lap. ‘I’m finished.’

‘For tonight.’

‘But—’ She jerked around, her mouth open. ‘You said . . .’

‘I said I’d keep your brother alive if you assisted me. I still need your assistance. Keep practicing Ciccotelli’s voice. I’ll need you to do her again in a few days. For tonight, we’re done. Say one word and you and your brother die.’

Ciccotelli was coming. Let the games commence.




Chapter One




Sunday, March 12, 12:30 A.M. 


Normally a suicide drew a bigger crowd, even in a high-priced neighborhood like this one, Detective Aidan Reagan thought grimly as he slammed his car door and flinched at the bite of the cold air blowing in from the lake. But most people with any sense were inside on a night like this. Aidan couldn’t afford the luxury. Dispatch called and he and his partner were next in the barrel. For a damn suicide.

This was a distraction from the child homicide he’d spent the last two days working. He hated child homicides but he thought he might hate suicides just a little bit more. He could only hope he could get this jumper off his desk quickly so he could focus on finding who’d broken a six year old’s neck like a dry twig.

The people who watched from the curb appeared to be twenty-somethings coming home from a night on the town. They waited silently, eyes fastened to the scene with a morbid mixture of horror, fascination, and  sympathy. The horror Aidan understood. No body was a pretty sight, but a plunge twenty-two stories was a step beyond generic gruesomeness. As for the sympathy . . . Aidan would save his for the real victims. Whoever said suicide was a victimless crime had obviously never notified a family.

He had.

He wished the morbid curiosity-seekers could see that part of it. They might not find such a scene so damn fascinating after all. But they were well behaved at least, standing silently behind the yellow tape strung between two light posts by the officers first on the scene. An occasional stamp of cold feet broke the unnatural silence. One of the two uniforms stood by the yellow tape at the curb, the other on the sidewalk, facing away from the body.

Aidan approached, his shield in his hand. After four months it still felt strange, approaching the uniform, not wearing one. ‘Reagan, Homicide,’ he said crisply, then stopped short, first at the stench, then at the sight. The stomach he’d have sworn was seasoned after twelve years on the force took a nasty lurch. ‘My God.’

The uniform nodded, his jaw tight. ‘That’s what we said.’

Aidan’s eyes took a quick trip up the wall of identical balconies and back down to focus on the iron spike protruding from what had been a woman’s chest. Now her chest was ripped open, revealing shattered bone and . . . insides. For just a moment he stared,  remembering the other time he’d seen such a sight. He steeled his spine. This was nothing like the other. That other victim had been an innocent. This woman lying here . . . she was dead by her own hand. No sympathy, he told himself.

This woman had thrown herself twenty-two stories to concrete – and onto a decorative wrought-iron fence. The fence was only about a foot high, mostly inverted ‘u’s, but every four feet or so a spike jutted upward. The force of her impact on the spike had literally split her wide open, geysering blood to splatter a dirty pile of snow three feet away. ‘She hit it dead on,’ he murmured.

The uniform winced. ‘So to speak.’

Aidan dragged his gaze back to the cop’s drawn face. ‘You are?’

‘I’m Forbes and that’s my partner, DiBello, over there doing crowd control.’ Forbes grimaced. ‘I lost the toss.’

Aidan scanned the faces of the silent crowd that needed no control, but hell, a toss was a toss. He’d lost his fair share during his years in uniform. ‘Anybody see anything?’

‘Two seventeen year olds say she jumped from the twenty-second floor at about midnight.’ Forbes pointed a black-gloved finger upward. ‘It’s that balcony up there, the one with the curtains blowing in the wind, third from the left.’

‘Nobody pushed her?’

‘Kids didn’t see anybody. They said she kind of glided up to the railing.’

Aidan frowned. ‘Glided up? Like a ghost?’

Forbes shrugged. ‘That’s what they said. Kept repeating it, again and again. I put ’em in the back of the squad car until you could talk to them. They’re pretty shook up.’

‘Poor kids.’ They deserved the sympathy. This sight would haunt them for a long time. They were only seventeen, just a year older than his own sister. He shuddered at the thought of Rachel seeing such a grisly sight, then jerked a nod toward the crowd. ‘Any of them know her?’

‘DiBello asked, but nobody did.’

Aidan looked at the woman’s face, her features now loose and spongy. Blood seeped from her ears, nose, and her open mouth. The iron fence had taken the brunt of the force of her fall, but any fall from that height smashed the skull, the scalp basically containing the mess. The features kind of liquefied, giving the face a macabre, melted-wax look. ‘Nobody would recognize her now, even if they did know her. We’ll need to get into the apartment she jumped from. Is the super around?’

‘I knocked but he’s not home. A neighbor says he’s at a Bulls game.’

‘The game was over two hours ago. Where is he now?’

‘I paged him once. I’ll see if I can find out where he hangs.’

‘Thanks, man. Also, can we move this crowd to the other side of the street? And make sure nobody in  the crowd takes any pictures. Have your partner keep his eyes open for camera cell phones.’ Aidan pulled out his own cell and called in for a warrant and a medical examiner, then crouched down to take a closer look at the body. She was wrapped in black lace and silk and he wondered if she’d dressed especially for the occasion. If she had, the effect was ruined by the spike. And the guts oozing onto the concrete. He swallowed hard. It was a hell of a mess for someone to clean up. That was the problem with suicides, he thought bitterly. They wanted to go out with dramatic flair but they never thought about the consequences to anybody else. To the people they left behind. To the people who had to clean up.

Selfish. So damn avoidable. Goddammit.

He realized he’d clenched his fists and deliberately loosened them. Get a grip, Reagan. The deep breath he drew filled his senses with the metallic scent of warm blood and foul stench of busted bowel, but underneath he caught a hint of cinnamon as footsteps crunched the snow behind him. His partner was here.

‘Hell of a way to go,’ Murphy stated in his quiet way.

Aidan shot a harsh glance over his shoulder. ‘Hell of a thing to do to her family. Can’t wait to make that visit.’

‘One thing at a time, Aidan,’ Murphy said evenly, but his eyes were kind and understanding and made Aidan feel small. ‘So what do we know?’

‘Only that she jumped from the twenty-second floor. Two witnesses say she “glided” up, whatever the hell  that means. I haven’t talked to them yet. As for her, she was young. Her arms look well toned.’ He focused in on her limbs, the only body parts that remained reasonably unscathed. ‘Maybe in her late twenties or early thirties.’ He pointed at one hand that draped over the inverted ‘u’s of the decorative fence. ‘Big rock on her right hand, no sign of any rings on her left, so she’s probably unmarried. Somebody has some money. That ring costs a hell of a lot of green. Her arms and hands don’t appear to have any defensive wounds.’

Murphy crouched down next to him. ‘Snazzy colors.’

Her two-inch-long nails were painted bright bloodred. ‘I noticed. The red against the black lace does make a real statement.’

Murphy shrugged. ‘It wouldn’t be the first time a jumper wanted to leave a lasting impression. Nobody knows her?’

Aidan pushed to his feet. ‘No. I’m hoping the apartment she jumped from was hers. I called in for a warrant and the ME’s on his way. Let’s go talk to the kids who—’

‘Let me pass.’ The voice cut through the night – soft, yet ringing with authority.

‘Ma’am, you can’t go through here. Please stay behind the tape.’

Aidan looked up in time to see Officer DiBello’s arm come up to block a woman in a tan wool coat, her dark hair whipping in the wind, covering her face.

Again she spoke, her voice calm and quiet but  commanding. ‘I’m her doctor. Let me pass, Officer.’

‘Let her through,’ Murphy echoed and DiBello did, but Aidan stepped into the woman’s path, blocking her once again before she could contaminate his scene. She lifted on her toes, but still wasn’t quite tall enough to see over his shoulder. Aidan put his hand on her shoulder and gently pushed her back down. She stiffened, but cooperated.

‘Ma’am, we’re waiting for the ME. There’s nothing you can do now.’

She took a step back, going very still. ‘She jumped?’

Aidan nodded. ‘I’m sorry, ma’am. Maybe you can tell us . . .’ But the words just trailed away as she pushed her hair from her face and instant recognition sent a new wave of anger to boil his blood. ‘You’re Ciccotelli.’ Dr Tess Ciccotelli. This woman was no doctor. She was a shrink. That alone would have been bad enough, but Miz Chick had made quite a name for herself.

She wasn’t just a garden variety do-you-hate-your-mother shrink. She was a bleeding-heart shrink who’d thrown weeks of solid police work in the chipper-shredder when she’d sat on the stand and calmly testified that a known, confessed killer of three children and one cop was unfit to stand trial. Four grieving families were denied justice because a ‘doctor’ said a killer was insane.

Of course the bastard was insane. He’d confessed to brutally murdering three little girls. Babies. With his bare hands he’d strangled a seasoned cop that was trying to  take him down. That he was crazy didn’t make him an iota less guilty. Now the bastard was sitting pretty in a Chicago psychiatric hospital making pot holders all day instead of in a six-by-eight waiting for a needle in his arm. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t right. But it had happened. And this woman had allowed it to happen.

Aidan had been there, sitting in the courtroom with the other cops, hoping against hope that Ciccotelli would change her mind, hoping she’d do the right thing. He remembered how the girls’ parents had wept quietly in the courtroom, knowing they’d find no justice that day. How the cop’s wife had sat front and center, surrounded by a sea of supportive uniforms. Ciccotelli hadn’t blinked, just continued looking straight ahead with cool brown eyes.

Just like she was looking at him now. ‘And you are?’ she asked.

‘Detective Aidan Reagan. This is my partner Detective Todd Murphy.’

Her eyes narrowed slightly as she studied his face and it was all he could do to maintain his glare. From his seat in the courtroom she’d been sleek, sophisticated. Unapproachable. Up close there was a wild beauty to her features, yet she was still unapproachable. His own eyes narrowed as she turned to Murphy. ‘Todd, please ask your partner to step aside. I can at least give you a positive ID.’

Murphy grasped her arm gently. ‘Tess, you don’t want to do that. She’s . . . She’s really messed up.’

Aidan stepped aside, holding out his arm in mock  gallantry. ‘If she wants to see, by all means let the good doctor look.’

Murphy shot him a warning glare. ‘Aidan.’

‘It’s all right, Todd,’ she murmured and stepped forward without a flinch. She stood looking down at the body for a good minute before turning back to them, her face perfectly composed, her eyes still cool. ‘Her name was Cynthia Adams. She has no next of kin.’ From her coat pocket she pulled a business card and handed it to Murphy without a tremor. ‘Call me if you have questions,’ she said. ‘I’ll answer what I can.’

And with that she turned away and started walking toward a gray Mercedes parked behind Murphy’s plain Ford. Aidan’s annoyance bubbled over.

‘And that’s it?’

‘Aidan,’ Murphy cautioned. ‘Not now.’

‘If not now, when?’ He controlled his voice, conscious of the crowd camped nearby. ‘She waltzes in here and IDs the victim, cool as a damn cucumber. And then she just walks away? How about what made her jump twenty-two stories, Doctor? You should know, shouldn’t you?’ And you should care, dammit, he thought viciously. You should care about something. ‘What the hell kind of doctor are you?’ he finished on a hiss and watched her pause, her hands deep in her pockets.

She pulled a glove from her pocket and tugged it over her fingers, her back to them. ‘Call me if you need me, Todd,’ was all she said before walking away.

Murphy’s eyes flashed as he sucked in both cheeks. ‘Aidan, I told you not now.’

Aidan turned on his heel, dismissing her. ‘What does it matter? It’s not like she gives a damn anyway.’

‘You have no idea what you’re talking about. You don’t know her.’

Aidan looked over his shoulder. Murphy was watching Ciccotelli cross the street, his face one big, wholly uncharacteristic scowl. ‘And you do?’ He wouldn’t have expected it. The venerable Todd Murphy, fallen prey to the charms of a cold piece of work like Miz Chick. Well, I won’t.

Murphy blew out an angry breath that turned to vapor, a barrier hovering between them for an instant of time. Then the barrier was gone as was the scowl, leaving Murphy staring at Ciccotelli with a sadness that gave Aidan serious pause. ‘Yeah. As a matter of fact I do. Go talk to the teenagers, Aidan. I’ll be back in a minute.’

Aidan shrugged away his uncertainty. Let Murphy deal with the icicle. He had other things to do, like process a crime scene so the ME could scoop up what was left of Cynthia Adams and they could all go home. He’d take the teenagers’ statement, check her apartment for ID, and then he’d get the hell out of here.


Another minute. Just another minute. Tess Ciccotelli chanted the words in her mind, a mantra to keep her composure until she was alone. Cynthia was dead. Dear God. Lying on the street, ripped apart . . .


Don’t think about her. Don’t think about her dead and mutilated. Just run. Run fast. Just another minute. Then you can fall apart, Tess. But not yet.

She fumbled the key in the car door lock, conscious of Todd Murphy and his partner behind her, watching. Todd and his very angry partner, whoever he was. He said his name was Aidan Reagan, she remembered, finally getting the key to slide into the lock, pulling the door open. She made her mind focus on the picture of the man’s cold blue eyes. He’d been so angry. No, he’d been furious. Just another—

‘Tess?’


Dammit. She bobbled her keys, dropping them to the dark street where they skittered underneath her car. She drew a deep breath. So close. ‘I’m all right, Todd. Go and do your job.’

‘I am. Tess, you’re shaking.’

‘Todd, please.’ Her voice hitched, humiliatingly. ‘I need to get out of here.’

He took her arm and guided her into the driver’s seat. ‘You shouldn’t drive, Tess. Let me call somebody to get you home.’

‘There isn’t anyone,’ she said numbly. ‘That’s what took me so long to get here. I called my partners, my friends. I never come to a patient’s house alone. Not done. Not ethical.’ She was rambling now and couldn’t seem to stop herself. ‘Nobody was home, so I came anyway.’ She closed her eyes. Opened them again when all she saw was Cynthia . . . lying there. ‘And I was too late.’

‘This isn’t your fault, Tess,’ Murphy said gently. ‘You know this.’

A sob was building. Resolutely Tess shoved it back. ‘She’s dead, Todd.’ How stupid was that? Cynthia Adams lay gutted on the street, her head a ball of JellO, her guts hanging out for all to see. Yeah, she was dead all right.

‘I know.’ He took her hand, gave it a squeeze. ‘How did you know to come tonight, Tess? Did she call you?’

Tess shook her head. ‘No. I got an anonymous call from one of her neighbors.’

‘Why did she jump?’

His voice was calm, so gentle, battering the dam that kept her tears at bay. ‘Dammit, Todd, let me go. Please. I’ll talk to you tomorrow, I promise.’

‘I won’t let you go until I’m sure you’re all right.’ Tess drew another deep breath and let it out slowly. Gripping her steering wheel with both hands, she lifted her gaze over Murphy’s shoulder to where his partner stood next to a squad car, his hard face illuminated by its bright flashing lights. He was looking at them. Watching her. Even from this distance, she could feel the man’s piercing stare. His animosity. Those intense blue eyes were narrowed, his jaw tight. ‘You have a new partner,’ she murmured, holding her gaze steady, as did Reagan.

‘Yes. Aidan Reagan.’

Aidan Reagan. ‘He’s related to Abe?’ She knew Abe Reagan, trusted him. Trusted his wife Kristen. They were good people.

‘Aidan and Abe are brothers.’

‘That makes sense then.’ Aidan Reagan mirrored his brother’s dark good looks. They had the same dark hair, the same blue eyes, although Aidan’s were harder, starker than his brother’s. His face was sharper, his jaw a little squarer. His mouth . . . softer before he’d realized who she was. He had the capacity for compassion. Just not toward me.

‘Tess, he—’ Murphy’s voice stumbled to a halt.

‘Doesn’t like me,’ she said levelly. ‘It’s all right, Todd. Not many of them do.’

His sigh was deep and sad. ‘He was there, Tess, in the courtroom that day.’

Murphy didn’t have to say which courtroom. They both knew. Harold Green had murdered three little girls, brutally. But the homeless man hadn’t seen little six-year-old girls with blond pigtails and toothless grins. He’d seen demons with bloody fangs coming to devour him. She’d been skeptical at first, but after hours of observation and consultations with the free clinic doctors who’d treated Harold Green’s acute schizophrenia over so many years, she believed him. He was quite truly insane. And so being, according to the law was not responsible for his actions. So she’d testified, barely managing to keep her eyes cool, her voice level, despite the dozens of faces who stared at her with contempt.

They thought she was cold, all the cops who’d packed the courtroom that day. They thought she was easily duped by a killer. They thought she’d sat  unmoved while the mothers of those little girls wept so pitifully.

They’d been so very wrong.

That Detective Aidan Reagan had been among them explained a great deal. Across the road, Reagan still stood, still stared with a disdain he didn’t try to hide. Tess was the first to break eye contact, returning her gaze to Murphy’s worried face. ‘I see.’

‘No, you don’t. Not entirely. He found the third girl.’

She gripped the steering wheel tighter. She’d been the one with Green that day, the one to extricate the location of the third little girl. He’d said the child was alive. But when the police had arrived, they found she was not. She hadn’t known who found the child. She hadn’t really wanted to know. That she had been too late for that little girl had been a bitter pill to swallow.

How much more so for the man who’d found that baby’s lifeless little body? ‘Then that really does explain a great deal. He’s entitled to his anger.’

‘He’s a good man, Tess. A good cop.’

She nodded. ‘It’s all right, Todd. I really do understand.’ And she did. More than anyone realized. ‘Can you get my keys? They fell under the car.’

Murphy sighed. ‘Okay. I’ll call you tomorrow. I’m going to need access to Cynthia Adams’s file.’ He felt the pavement under her car and came up with her key ring.

Tess nodded, feeling some small measure of relief when her engine reliably roared to life. She started to  close the door, then stopped. ‘Tell your partner . . .’ Whatever she might say would make no difference. ‘Never mind. Thank you, Todd. As usual.’

Her hands trembled as she pulled from the curb. She gave herself three blocks, then pulled into a side alley, let her forehead drop to the wheel and let the tears come. Dammit, Cynthia. Why didn’t you call me? Why did you do this to yourself?


But she knew why. Just as she knew there was nothing she could have done to stop the woman. She helped the clients that wanted to be helped. The others would do what they would do. She knew this. But the knowing never stopped the grieving.

Cynthia Adams had led a life of pain and twisted guilt for events over which she’d had no control. But she’d controlled her own death. There was irony in that.

Drained and exhausted, Tess pulled away from the alley and pointed her car toward her apartment. There would be no rest tonight. Cynthia’s file was inches thick. It would take more than a few hours to pull out the relevant facts for Todd Murphy and his angry partner. It was the least she could do, for Aidan Reagan and for Cynthia Adams.

And maybe for herself.




Sunday, March 12, 1:15 A.M. 

Aidan had watched Murphy stare after Ciccotelli’s car for a long moment before he’d turned back to the job at  hand, professional once more. Murphy had dealt with the ME and the Crime Scene Unit while Aidan had interviewed the teenagers.

The kids said nothing new, just that Adams had glided up to the railing, stood for a minute then turned backward, both arms out, and fell. He’d sent the kids home with their parents, knowing they would never be the same after witnessing such a sight.

Now he and Murphy stood outside Cynthia Adams’s apartment door watching as the building super tried his drunken best to get his master key in the lock. Jim McNulty had apparently celebrated the Bulls’ win by getting totally shit faced in his favorite bar. They’d just about given up on him returning for the evening when he’d staggered up, his master key in his hand, just as the ME techs were lifting Cynthia Adams’s body onto a gurney. The MEs hadn’t been able to separate her from the spike, so they’d taken eighteen inches of wrought-iron fence with them. The super bellowed about the missing fence until his eyes dropped to Adams’s body.

He hadn’t said a single word since.

‘How long did you know Miss Adams?’ Aidan asked him and winced at the stench of the man’s sigh. It was a good thing there were no open flames around. McNulty was completely pissed. ‘Three years. She moved in three years ago.’ He pushed the door open and Aidan was immediately struck by two things. First, the apartment was ice cold, which he’d expected. The patio door had been open for over an hour. But the  second, the overpowering scent of flowers, made him blink. Cynthia Adams’s living-room floor was covered with more flowers than he’d ever seen outside a flower shop.

Murphy was frowning. ‘What the hell?’

‘Lilies.’ Aidan stepped inside Adams’s apartment and tentatively plucked one of the flowers from the floor. ‘Death flowers.’

‘My God,’ Murphy murmured, his eyes searching the living room. ‘She must have a hundred dollars worth of flowers here.’

Aidan raised a brow. ‘Try three times that.’ When Murphy gave him an inquisitive stare, Aidan shrugged. ‘I took a horticulture class when I was getting my degree.’ He picked up the top envelope of a three-inch pile of mail that littered the foyer table. ‘She’s got a stack of mail.’ He turned to the super. ‘Has she been out of town?’

The super shook his head. There was a fine sheen of sweat on his upper lip and his eyes darted from side to side. ‘No, but she was a month behind on her rent. First time she’d gotten behind in the three years she lived here. The manager had me watching her place to make sure she didn’t try to move out on the sly.’

Aidan carefully stepped around the flowers as best he could, walking out to the balcony. ‘Step stool,’ he called back to Murphy. ‘The teenagers said she glided up. She walked up a step stool.’

‘Convenient.’

The super stumbled to the glass door. ‘That wasn’t  there before. I was up here a week ago to fix a leaky faucet and this step stool wasn’t here.’

‘If you were fixing the faucet, how did you notice the balcony?’ Murphy asked mildly.

The super’s face paled. ‘I came out for a smoke.’

‘She put it there especially for the main event,’ Murphy murmured, then his voice abruptly sharpened. ‘Aidan.’

Aidan’s head whipped around. Murphy was holding a printed paper between two gloved fingers, his mouth gone grim. It was a photo, printed on glossy paper. It was of a woman, hanging from a rope, her toes a good foot off the ground. The woman’s face was grotesque, her eyes bulging, mouth open as if gasping for air.

‘Who is this?’ Murphy asked the super.

The super took a step backward, his face gone even paler. ‘I don’t know. I never seen that woman before. I need to go.’

‘In a minute, Mr McNulty.’ Aidan stepped in McNulty’s path, stopping him. ‘Please. You say you’ve been watching the place for the manager. Did you see who brought in all these flowers? Was it Miss Adams?’

‘I don’t know. Sorry,’ he mumbled.

‘It doesn’t matter. We can get the tapes from the security cameras.’ He’d noticed the camera eye pointed at the elevator exit as soon as the doors had opened.

McNulty shook his head. ‘No, you can’t. Camera’s broken.’

‘Convenient,’ Murphy muttered. ‘For how long?’

McNulty shuffled his feet. ‘A few weeks.’

Aidan looked him in the eye. ‘Weeks?’

McNulty looked away, his pale cheeks now mottled with color. ‘Okay, months.’

Aidan was sure McNulty knew a great deal more than he was saying. ‘Has anyone been here to visit Miss Adams recently?’

McNulty looked miserable. ‘She gets a lot of visitors.’

Aidan’s ears perked up. From the corner of his eye he could see Murphy had picked up on it, too. ‘What kind of visitors, sir?’

McNulty’s attempt at nonchalance fell flat. ‘Lots of people liked Cynthia.’

‘You mean lots of men?’ Aidan asked sharply.

McNulty closed his eyes, guilt clear on his face. Had he been sober, Aidan didn’t think he’d have been nearly so transparent. Or cooperative. Go Bulls. ‘Some. Yeah.’

‘Some or yeah?’

He opened his eyes, panicked. ‘Listen, if my wife finds out . . . She’ll kill me.’

Murphy blinked. ‘You mean you were having an affair with Miss Adams?’

‘No.’ McNulty shook his head hard. ‘Not an affair. Just once.’

Aidan raised a brow. ‘Once.’

McNulty took another step back. ‘Twice. Three times, tops.’

‘Did she . . . charge you, Mr McNulty?’ Murphy asked quietly.

Aidan doubted the look of sheer horror on the man’s  face could have been faked. ‘No! God, no. She was . . . appreciative. That’s all.’

This was getting interesting, Aidan thought. ‘Appreciative. For?’

‘I turned off the camera on this floor, okay? Some of her friends didn’t want to be seen. I don’t know any names. Didn’t want to know any names. She did her own thing and I looked the other way, I swear to God. Please, just let me go.’

Aidan shot a look at Murphy. ‘We done with him?’

‘For now,’ Murphy said mildly and they watched as McNulty clumsily picked his way across the strewn flowers, anxious to be as far away as possible. ‘We’ll be in touch, Mr McNulty,’ he added. McNulty gave one last shaky nod and was gone.

Aidan pushed the door closed. ‘Now I wonder what kind of friends those could be.’

‘And I wonder if any of them could have given her this.’ Murphy held up the photo of the dead woman dangling from the noose. ‘Autoerotic asphyxiation?’

Aidan grimaced. ‘I wouldn’t know. I’ve never come across it.’

‘I have,’ Murphy said, moving into the bedroom. ‘When something goes wrong, it’s not pretty. See if you can find a picture of Adams’s face so we’ll at least know what she looked like while I search in here.’

Aidan listened to Murphy opening drawers in Adams’s bedroom while he went through her purse, pulling her driver’s license from her wallet. He felt an unwelcome tug of pity for the somber face that stared  back from the license picture. This woman looked put together. Very proper. Very restrained.

Now she was lying on the sidewalk, twenty-two stories down. Very dead. Why had she done it? What had happened in the last month to make her late on her rent and ultimately so depressed she thought taking her own life was the only solution? But then, that was ultimately the problem with suicides, he thought bitterly. They didn’t stick around long enough for the people that loved them to get answers to those questions. ‘She was thirty-four, Murphy. She wore corrective lenses and she was an organ donor.’

Murphy appeared in the bedroom doorway, furry handcuffs in one hand, a small leather whip in the other. ‘She was also into some pretty kinky shit. There’s a pulley rigged in the corner. Looks like she’s hoisted herself a time or two.’

Aidan blinked at the paraphernalia in Murphy’s hands then looked again at the solemn woman on the driver’s license. ‘You wouldn’t guess it by looking at her.’

‘You can’t always. What does she have in her purse?’

Quickly Aidan sorted through the small bag. ‘Four credit cards, a cell phone, various and sundry lipsticks, and a key ring.’ He held it up. ‘One Honda key, one key to the apartment door, and one very little key.’

‘Safe-deposit box?’

Aidan bagged the keys while Murphy bagged the whip and cuffs. ‘Maybe. Was there a bank statement in all that mail?’

Murphy went back to the table, sorted through the pile. ‘Doesn’t look like she’s opened any of this mail. Here’s her bank statement. We can check it . . . Hell.’ Murphy frowned at the envelope in his hand. ‘She opened this one. No stamp, no return address.’ He pulled a picture from the envelope, his expression grim. ‘Another dead woman. This one’s in a casket.’ He passed it to Aidan. ‘Check out her hands.’

A small tingle raced down Aidan’s back. ‘She’s holding a lily. She looks like the same lady that’s dangling from the noose.’ He took half the pile of mail and began sorting. Within minutes they’d found ten such pictures, equally grisly. All the same woman. All disturbing. Not one signed with a name or return address. ‘Somebody was playing with Cynthia’s head.’

Murphy picked up a framed picture from Adams’s desk. A young girl with hair in her eyes skulked behind the glass. ‘This is the woman. Adams obviously knew her.’ He slipped the picture from the frame. ‘But there’s no name written on the back.’

‘She’s younger there than in these pictures. Maybe sixteen? Looks like a school picture to me. My sister Rachel’s pictures have that same gray background.’ He stooped and picked up a long thin box that lay under the table. It was the right size for a dozen roses. Somehow that’s not what he thought he’d find inside.

‘Open it,’ Murphy said tersely.

Carefully Aidan lifted the lid. ‘Shit.’ A rope twisted into a noose lay nestled on a bed of bright white tissue paper. A small gold gift tag dangled from the looped  end. ‘“Come to me. Find your peace”,’ he read, then looked up to meet Murphy’s grim stare. ‘Let’s get CSU up here.’

Murphy called them, then sighed as he slipped his cell phone back in his pocket. ‘I think Tess has a lot of questions to answer tomorrow.’

Aidan’s jaw tightened at the thought. ‘I think you’re right.’




Chapter Two




Sunday, March 12, 10:30 A.M. 


Joanna Carmichael watched as her photographs were methodically studied, the text she’d spent the wee hours of the morning refining, carefully read. After what seemed like an eternity, the managing editor of the Chicago Bulletin lifted his head.

‘How did you get these?’ Reese Schmidt asked, gesturing to the pictures.

‘Right place, right time.’ Joanna shrugged. Karma, she thought, but didn’t think Schmidt would appreciate the sentiment. ‘The victim lives in my apartment building. I walked around the corner toward my building just after she jumped. I heard a scream and started running, along with about three other people. Two teenagers had seen her fall.’ She laid a finger on the corner of the first picture, a stark study of a woman gutted and bleeding with two teenagers standing to one side, their shock completely captured in black and white. ‘I started snapping away.’

He looked skeptical. ‘In front of the cops?’

‘They weren’t there yet,’ she said calmly. ‘When they got there, I kept snapping, but less obtrusively.’

‘You didn’t use a flash?’

‘I have a good camera. Didn’t need one.’ She lifted a brow. ‘I like to be able to keep my pictures.’

His mouth bent in a wry smile. ‘I understand. What about the story?’

‘I wrote it.’

He shook his head. ‘That’s not what I meant. How did you get this information? “An unnamed source confirms that police found evidence indicating the victim had been coerced into jumping twenty-two stories.” Who is your unnamed source?’

When she said nothing, Schmidt’s eyes narrowed. ‘You don’t have a source. You either made the whole murder angle up or you overheard the cops. Which is it?’

Joanna sucked in one cheek in frustration. ‘The second one.’

‘I thought so.’ He sat down in his chair, his fingers lightly steepled. ‘You get me corroboration inside CPD, someone I can contact for verification, and I’ll run your story.’


Yes. The words she’d been waiting to hear for two long years. ‘Where?’

His grin was quick and slightly mocking. ‘Don’t be greedy, Miss . . . Carmichael, wasn’t it? You get me a statement I can verify and we’ll talk.’

It was fair, she decided. Not ideal, but fair. For a split second she considered using the other trump card she  carried. Her father. But that would not be fair, to Schmidt or to herself. She gathered her pictures, frowning when he put his hand on the first one, the one with the teenagers and the body taken just moments after impact.

‘I don’t want to get sued for false information,’ he said smoothly, ‘but I still can use the pictures. They don’t lie.’

Joanna gritted her teeth. ‘Neither do I. I’ll be back.’ She hit the street at a brisk walk, headed for the police station. She had no idea how she’d get corroboration. But she would. Fate had tossed a story into her front yard, so to speak. Now she had to make good on the gift.




Sunday, March 12, 12:30 P.M. 

Aidan hated the ME’s office. Even on a good day the smell was enough to turn his stomach. This was proving not to be a good day. For anyone involved.

He stopped just inside the door, his gaze resting on the body on the exam table. Least of all for Cynthia Adams. If she had committed suicide, it was assisted. They knew that now. Someone had systematically tortured this woman with pictures and gifts. Anything bearing a signature was signed ‘Melanie.’ Murphy thought she was probably the woman in the casket picture and Aidan was inclined to agree with him.

The ME hadn’t heard him come in, so engrossed was  she in her study of Cynthia Adams’s hands. Mercifully she’d covered Adams’s torso with a sheet. He cleared his throat and Julia VanderBeck looked up, her eyes covered by plastic glasses. He didn’t see how she could stand the smell, especially being so obviously pregnant. His regard for Julia climbed a notch or two. ‘You rang?’ he asked and her lips quirked up.

‘I did. Where’s Murphy?’

‘Listening to the victim’s voice mail and watching security video of the victim’s apartment lobby.’ Apparently building super McNulty’s appreciation hadn’t extended to disabling every video in the building. ‘He’s trying to find who carried up all those lilies.’

Julia nodded briskly. ‘Remind me of the lilies before you leave,’ she said, ‘but first you’ll want the tox screen.’

‘Which one was it?’ Aidan asked, reaching for the clipboard she passed over Adams’s body. They’d found seventeen different prescription bottles in the woman’s apartment. Four were prescribed by Dr Tess Ciccotelli. The other thirteen bottles bore the names of other doctors, the dates going back more than five years.

Julia stretched, supporting her lower back. ‘You’re lucky I owe Murphy a favor. I wouldn’t come in in the middle of the night for just anybody.’ She blew out a breath and lowered herself onto a stool next to the exam table. ‘Her urine tox screen didn’t show any of them. The most recent prescription was through Ciccotelli for Xanax. It’s used to treat anxiety and depression. It’s  what I should have found in her urine tox. What I actually found was high levels of PCP.’

Aidan frowned. ‘She could have been a user.’

She pushed herself to her feet. ‘Come here. I want to show you something.’

She led him out of the morgue and into the lab itself. The smell was better here. Aidan sucked in a deep breath, ignoring her wry chuckle. ‘So show me.’

She shook a few capsules from two different bottles onto a white piece of paper. One of the bottles he recognized from Adams’s apartment. The other bore the label of the hospital pharmacy. ‘Xanax from the pharmacy on the left and the pills you took from Adams’s nightstand on the right,’ she said.

Aidan frowned at the pills. ‘They look the same.’

‘That’s what somebody wanted her to think. Somebody emptied the capsules and refilled them with PCP.’

Aidan met her troubled gaze. ‘Somebody went to a hell of a lot of trouble.’

‘Somebody wanted her to be out of her mind and totally suggestible.’

Aidan thought about the pictures, the noose in the gift box. The loaded gun they’d found in a second gift box, stuffed in a closet. The step stool on the balcony that hadn’t been there the week before. The lilies. ‘Hell.’

‘Eloquently put,’ Julia said. ‘Come back to the exam room. I want to show you something else.’ He followed her and watched as she lifted Adams’s right arm. Deep, jagged vertical scars lined the inside of her wrists.

‘She’s tried to kill herself before,’ he murmured.

‘At least once before.’

‘We found a loaded gun and a noose in her apartment. Both in gift boxes, both with the same little gold gift tag. Both tags said “Come to me.”’

Julia sighed. ‘Somebody really wanted her to take her own life.’

‘So it would seem. You told me to remind you about the lilies.’

‘Yeah. She had pollen from the lilies in her nostrils.’

‘We found one of the flowers under her pillow.’

‘That makes sense then. I didn’t find any evidence of the pollen on her hands.’

‘Could she have washed it off?’

‘Perhaps, but with as many lilies as you said you found, it’s unlikely she wouldn’t have some under her nails if she’d handled all the flowers. Especially with those nails.’

Aidan stared at Adams’s long bloodred nails. ‘So she didn’t touch the lilies.’

‘Probably not.’

‘So somebody else brought them in.’ His cell rang and he pulled it from his pocket.

It was Murphy and he sounded . . . furious. ‘Where are you, Aidan?’

‘In the morgue. What’s wrong?’

‘Latent came back with an ID on the prints CSU pulled from Adams’s apartment.’

Aidan waited but Murphy said no more. ‘And? Murphy, what did Latent find?’

‘Just get up here,’ Murphy bit out. ‘Now. Dammit.’




Sunday, March 12, 12:30 P.M. 

Tess studied her reflection in the mirror next to her front door. A good bottle of concealer was worth its weight in gold, the dark circles under her eyes all but invisible. It was the second Sunday of the month, time for brunch with her friends at the Blue Lemon Bistro. After studying Cynthia Adams’s file for hours followed by a short, unrestful sleep, she was tempted to call her friends and beg off but resisted. The loss of a patient could not be allowed to derail her life. She should know this by now. It was a routine lecture from her friend Jon, a surgeon who lost patients on the table. Hopefully not too routinely.

Pushing the pendulum the other way, she’d decked herself out this morning, spending extra time on her hair, her makeup, even pulling the price tag off the red leather jacket she’d been saving for a special occasion. Amy would swallow her tongue when she saw it, Tess decided. She’d beg to borrow it and as usual Tess would relent and let her. And as the sister she’d never had, Amy would keep the jacket until Tess raided her closet on a commando hunt to retrieve her things. It had been that way since Amy had come to live with the Ciccotelli family almost twenty years before.

Tess closed her eyes. Just the thought of her family stung, especially on Sunday. They’d be gathering around the table right about now, back home in her parents’ old house in South Philly. It would be loud and noisy and wonderful, packed to bursting except for her  own chair in the corner of the dining room. In the old tradition of remembering the family dead, her chair would remain empty. Because in her father’s eyes, she was dead to the family.

Most days she could shove the hurt back. Today it seemed worse, perhaps because she’d been reminded again and again throughout the night of Cynthia Adams’s solitary existence. No family. No one significant. No one to miss her now that she was gone. It reminded Tess that with the exception of her brother Vito who’d defied their father’s decree, she had no family either. And Vito was so far away. South Philly. It reminded her that she had no one significant because Phillip, damn him to hell, was a lousy two-timing weasel.

But she did have friends. She glanced away from the mirror, to the last group picture they’d had taken at the Lemon. Amy and Jon. Robin, who owned the bistro. Jim, who’d left them recently for humanitarian work in Africa. Her heart squeezed as she studied his face, hoping he stayed healthy and safe. There was Gen and Rhonda and all the others that were probably already gathered at the Lemon wondering where the hell she was.

She straightened the picture on the wall and turned back to the mirror, quickly slashing her lips with Ravishing Red. It matched the coat and was the final touch to a look she hoped would raise a few brows. Maybe drive some interested men from the bushes. Her love life could use shaking up. Hell, her love life could  use a complete blood transfusion. Or perhaps a medium, because it was all but dead. Jon told her that, too. Routinely. She really was grateful for her friends. Sometimes she just wished they were selectively mute.

Bypassing the elevator, she took her normal skipping jog down the ten flights to the lobby where Mr Hughes stood guard at the lobby desk as he always did. Seeing him seemed to return a sense of balance to the morning. ‘Good morning, Dr Chick.’

Tess smiled at the doorman. ‘Good morning, Mr Hughes. How are you?’

The old man’s chuckle was musical. ‘Can’t complain. Well I could, but Ethel says nobody wants to hear it.’ Mr Hughes was studying her through narrowed eyes. ‘You don’t look well, Dr Chick. Are you sick again?’

She hefted her briefcase on her shoulder. It was heavier today, filled with Cynthia Adams’s file. ‘Just tired.’

‘Riggin said you came in late. That you’d been crying.’

Riggin was the night man. That they’d been discussing her was annoying. It was nobody’s damn business what time she came in or her state of mind when she did. But one gave up privacy in exchange for security. She knew that. The puff of annoyance blew away on a sigh.

‘Mr Hughes, I’m fine. Can you just flag me a cab? I’m already late.’ A cab would get her to the Lemon a lot faster than driving and looking for parking.

Mr Hughes still looked concerned. ‘Where you going  this morning, Dr Chick? No wait. It’s the second Sunday, so you’ll be going to the Blue Lemon for brunch.’

Her brows bunched as she passed through the door he opened. ‘Am I that predictable, then?’ There’d been a time when she hadn’t been.

‘I can set my watch by you,’ Hughes said cheerfully as he flagged the cab. ‘The Blue Lemon on the second Sunday, the hospital on Mondays, dinner with the doctor on Wed—’ He cut himself off abruptly, his back going stiff. With a guilty look he met her eyes. ‘I’m sorry.’

With an effort she made her lips smile. ‘It’s all right, Mr Hughes.’ Her Wednesday dinners with the doctor were a thing of the past. Because the doctor himself was a thing of the past. That thinking of Phillip could still hurt made her angry, but she shoved both the anger and hurt back down as a cab stopped at the curb. Neither emotion was healthy. Neither would undo the past.

‘The cab won’t be necessary,’ said a hard voice behind her and Tess turned on her heel only to find herself staring up into the same cold blue eyes that had held so much contempt for her the night before. Eyes that hadn’t softened in the light of day.

‘Detective Reagan,’ she said, annoyed that he’d come  here, invaded her space looking like he owned the damn world. Annoyed that in the light of day he was even more compelling. Annoyed that she’d even noticed. ‘How can I help you?’

Murphy appeared at Reagan’s side. Together the two  of them formed a wall that blocked her view of the street. ‘We need to talk to you about Cynthia Adams, Tess.’

‘I have her file right here,’ she said evenly, patting her briefcase. ‘I honestly expected you to call hours ago.’ She looked from Reagan’s stony face to Murphy’s carefully expressionless one and her annoyance rapidly slid into apprehension. Something was very wrong. Still, she kept her voice cool. ‘I’m rather busy now, gentlemen. I’m on my way to a lunch meeting. Can I call you when I’m finished?’

His jaw hard, Reagan offered her his cell phone. ‘Cancel it.’

Tess’s eyes flew to Murphy’s face. There wasn’t a whisper of familiarity or softness in his eyes. ‘What’s going on here, Todd?’

‘We need you to come with us, Tess,’ he said quietly. ‘Please.’

She tilted her head toward Murphy. ‘You gonna cuff me, Todd?’ she murmured.

Reagan opened his mouth, but Murphy gave him a sharp look and he closed it. ‘Tess, let’s just get this over with, okay? Then we can all go on with our day.’ Murphy took her elbow and led her to his beat-up old Ford. ‘Please.’

She slid in, conscious of Mr Hughes still standing at the curb, his mouth agape. Ethel would have an earful of this before they hit the next block, she knew. ‘Can I make a phone call?’ she asked acidly as Murphy pulled into traffic.

He met her eyes in the rearview mirror. ‘To who?’


To whom, she thought, but bit back what would have been a snarled correction. ‘To cancel my meeting, as Detective Reagan so hospitably requested.’

Reagan turned, pinned her with his angry eyes, even bluer in the daylight. ‘Just one call.’ He lifted a sardonic brow. ‘Thank you for your cooperation, Dr Ciccotelli.’

She closed her fingers around her cell phone, fighting the urge to throw it at him, unsettled by the flash of pure fury that left her white hot and trembling inside. ‘Anytime, Detective Reagan.’ She focused on punching numbers, wishing she weren’t visualizing punching Reagan’s stony face. Last night she’d felt sympathy for the man who’d been so obviously scarred by finding Harold Green’s last little victim. That was before he’d pulled the bad cop routine on her.  He can just go to hell and take all his issues with him. His eyes watched her as the number she’d called rang in her ear.

Thankfully Amy answered on the third ring. ‘Where are you?’ she asked without preamble. ‘You’re late.’ Tess could hear the activity of the Blue Lemon in the background as well as Jon’s worried voice asking what was wrong.

‘I’m not going to be able to join you,’ she said formally. ‘I’ve got an emergency.’

‘Tess.’ Amy stopped just short of her predictable whine. ‘We all said we’d hold this time sacred. We all have client emergencies.’

Tess met Reagan’s eyes in a stare of pure challenge.  ‘Not like this one,’ she said. ‘I’ll come by if I can, but just go on without me.’

‘Tess, wait.’ Jon had taken Amy’s phone. ‘I got your message last night but I was out and didn’t get home until after three. Are you all right?’

She’d called him to go with her, to be a witness to what she’d hoped would be a consultation with a live patient. ‘I’m fine. The issue has been resolved.’ By Cynthia Adams herself. It was only Reagan’s cold stare that enabled her to control the shudder at the memory of Cynthia’s body on the sidewalk the night before. She’d be in the morgue now, on a cold slab, a number on a toe tag, but at least she’d found some peace. At least Tess hoped so. ‘Jon, I’ve got to go. I’ll call you later, okay?’ She flipped her phone shut. ‘One call, Detective. Per your request.’

His eyes flashed at her sarcastic tone. ‘Thank you.’

‘When will you tell me what this is all about?’

‘We’ll talk downtown, Doctor.’ Reagan shifted in his seat, dismissing her.


Downtown. It had an ominous ring, just as he’d intended. The bad cop was playing mind games. He’ll find he’s met his match. She turned to the good cop. ‘Murphy?’

Murphy stared straight ahead, not meeting her eyes and for the first time she felt a twinge of alarm. ‘We need to do this officially, Tess. We’ll talk downtown.’




Sunday, March 12, 1:25 P.M. 

Aidan studied Ciccotelli through the two-way glass. She sat staring straight back at him, even though he knew she saw only her own reflection. She’d been on both sides of the glass often enough to know she was being watched. She knew what would come next, but she wasn’t flinching. Her eyes never wavered. She was a cool one, for sure. But it would take a cool one, to do what she’d done.

If she’d done it. All the evidence said she had.

It was improbable. Totally impractical. Damn near impossible.

Murphy was sure she had not. But Murphy didn’t seem to be completely objective when it came to Dr Tess Ciccotelli. It was hard to blame the man, Aidan had to admit. Sitting on the other side of the mirror was a knockout in tight, low-riding jeans, a turtleneck sweater that fit her curves like a glove, both black. Her black hair curled wildly. Today she looked like a modern day gypsy, masquerading as a ‘respected doctor.’ She’d been going to a meeting, she’d said. Ha. Nobody went to a meeting dressed like that.

Hell, nobody he knew dressed like that. Or looked like that when they tried to. He gritted his teeth, annoyed at himself for his body’s reaction to the sight of what Ciccotelli had hidden under that conservative tan coat. She was a suspect, no matter how improbable. And if she turned out not to be a suspect, she was still a cold bitch. That she was a remarkably sexy cold bitch  was just one of those little quirks of fate with which decent men had to deal.

Beside him, Murphy dragged the heels of both hands down his face. ‘She’s got circles under her eyes. Looks like she had a sleepless night.’

‘That makes three of us,’ Aidan returned evenly. He looked over his shoulder to where their lieutenant leaned against the back wall of the small observation area, a scowl bending his salt-and-pepper mustache straight down. ‘You still don’t agree.’

Lieutenant Marc Spinnelli shook his head. ‘I’ve known Tess Ciccotelli for years. She’s a good person. A good doctor. She may not always diagnose the way we’d like, but she’s not capable of driving that woman to the brink of sanity.’

‘And shoving her over,’ Murphy muttered. ‘Let’s get this over with.’

Aidan watched Murphy go in the interview room, take the seat farthest from Ciccotelli. Her gaze snapped to Murphy briefly, then returned to the glass, no longer cool. Now her dark brown eyes flashed with anger. Good. Angry was better than cool and collected any damn day. ‘He’s involved,’ Aidan murmured, his hand on the doorknob, his eyes on Murphy’s expressionless face.

‘We all are,’ Spinnelli shot back, frustration in his tone. ‘Any cop in the city would be. There aren’t many that don’t know about Harold Green but most of them don’t know Tess. Go in there and do your job, Aidan. So will Murphy.’

‘And if he doesn’t?’

Spinnelli huffed a sigh. ‘Then I’ll step in.’

With that promise, Aidan walked into the interview room. Her eyes followed him, narrowed and . . . dangerous.

‘I’m here, Detective Reagan, just as you wanted me to be. You’ve watched me for fifteen minutes. When are you going to tell me what the hell is going on here?’

He sat down next to her, at the end of the table. ‘Tell me about Cynthia Adams.’

She blinked and drew a breath, visibly fighting for control. And degree by degree achieved it, while he watched, totally fascinated. ‘Cynthia Adams was a complicated woman,’ she finally answered, looking at Aidan directly, ignoring Murphy completely. ‘But you know that if you’ve been in her apartment.’

‘Have you?’ Aidan asked. ‘Been in her apartment, that is.’

‘No. I’ve never been inside her apartment.’

The woman could lie without blinking. From the corner of his eye he could see the muscle in Murphy’s jaw twitch as his partner clenched his teeth. Aidan felt pity for Murphy, and for Spinnelli, too. They obviously cared for Ciccotelli. This was going to be difficult for them, he knew. So I’ll do it for them, he thought. ‘But you have been to her apartment, Doctor?’ he pressed. ‘Outside?’

She regarded him warily. ‘Once. She’d missed an appointment. I was concerned. I called and only got  voice mail, so my partner, Dr Ernst, and I went to check on her.’

She’d been in practice with Dr Harrison Ernst for five years. Nearing retirement age, Ernst was highly respected. This Aidan knew from his quick search on Ciccotelli before picking her up for questioning. ‘You normally do that? Make house calls?’

‘No, I don’t. Cynthia was a bit of a special case.’

‘Why?’

Her jaw cocked slightly to one side, she laced her fingers together tightly in her lap. Her expression was unreadable now. ‘I cared about her.’

‘When was this? The visit,’ he clarified and watched her jaw clench reflexively. His presentation of a question followed by a clarification annoyed her. Good.

‘About three weeks ago.’

‘Did she call you back?’

‘Eventually.’

‘And?’

‘And she set up another appointment with me.’ She was playing the game now. Admirably so. Answer only what was asked, revealing nothing more.

‘Did she show up? To the new appointment.’

‘No.’ Any caginess disappeared, replaced for a fraction of a second with a look of such acute sadness, he found himself mentally circling back around. If she was innocent, she really cared. If she was guilty, she was damn good. ‘No she didn’t,’ she murmured. ‘I called her again, left her another message, but she never called me back. I never talked to her again.’

Aidan took his pad from his pocket. ‘Why was Miss Adams seeing you, Doctor?’

The wary look was back. ‘She was depressed.’

‘About?’

Ciccotelli closed her eyes. ‘Were she alive I couldn’t tell you any of this. You understand that. It would be privileged.’

‘But she’s not alive,’ Aidan said silkily. ‘She’s lying on a slab in the morgue, eviscerated, by her own hand.’ Her eyes flew open and in them he saw shocked outrage. But she carefully banked it.

‘I began treating Cynthia about a year ago. She’d been to perhaps a dozen doctors before she came to me.’

Aidan thought about all the prescription bottles they’d found in her medicine cabinet. So many doctors. And yet Cynthia Adams was still dead. ‘You obviously helped her so much she killed herself,’ he said sharply. Her eyes flashed then calmed while Murphy shot him a warning glare.

She pulled a folder from her briefcase and set it on the table between them. ‘Cynthia suffered from severe depression stemming from abuse she suffered as a young girl. Her father molested her from the time she was ten until she ran away from home at seventeen.’ She leveled him a steady look. ‘I imagine you found evidence of . . . extreme sexual behavior in her apartment, Detective.’

‘We found cuffs and whips, yes. A few pictures.’

She continued looking at him steadily. ‘Cynthia  hated herself, hated her father for his abuse. Sometimes victims of abuse turn to the thing they hate the most. They become defined by that one hated thing. Sometimes victims of sexual abuse become addicted to sex. Cynthia was. She would have sex with as many men as she could in one night, then despise herself the next day. She’d promise to stop but it got worse.’

‘So you were treating her for her sex addiction,’ Aidan said, but she shook her head.

‘No, I was treating her for depression. I met Cynthia almost one year ago. She was in the hospital recuperating from a suicide attempt. She’d slit her wrists, the way a person does when they really want to die. You’ll find deep scars on the inside of her wrists if you haven’t already.’

He thought about the jagged scars he’d seen, ironically one of the only identifying marks to survive Adams’s jump. ‘What made her try suicide a year ago, Doctor?’

‘I told you. Self-loathing.’

‘But she’d hated herself for some time. Why did she pick then to slit her wrists?’

‘She underwent another trauma at that same time.’

He was starting to get annoyed now. ‘Which was?’

‘Her sister hanged herself and Cynthia found her.’

He controlled his sudden flare of interest. ‘Why did she hang herself? The sister.’

‘The sister was younger. When Cynthia ran away from home, her father started on the younger sister.  When she’d grown up, the sister couldn’t take the memories and hanged herself. Cynthia felt an enormous guilt for leaving her sister alone with their father. Her sister’s suicide sent her over the edge.’

‘What was her sister’s name, Doctor?’

She opened the folder, searched its contents. Most of the pages were typed, but a few were written in a neat, confident hand. She pulled out one such handwritten page and scanned it. Upside down, he read an April date from the year before on the top of the page. ‘Her sister’s name was Melanie. She killed herself . . .’ She stopped, her wide eyes fixed on the page. ‘A year ago today. Oh, God. I should have seen this coming.’ Her throat worked as she tried to swallow and for that moment Aidan was ready to believe Murphy was right.

Murphy rubbed his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘We found medication in her apartment. A lot of medication.’

She lifted her eyes to Murphy, stark and stripped of any belligerence or anger. ‘I prescribed Xanax.’

‘The ME found PCP in her tox screen, Tess.’

Taken aback, Ciccotelli shook her head hard, eyes narrowed. ‘She was using PCP? I never saw signs of illegal drug use.’

‘Only of the drugs you gave her,’ Aidan said, his tone a few shades too agreeable.

Her head whipped around to stare at him, twin flags of color riding high on her cheekbones. ‘What the hell is that supposed to mean?’

Aidan didn’t answer. Instead he began laying out the  pictures they’d found in Adams’s apartment the night before.

And watched as all the color drained from her face. ‘Oh my God,’ she whispered, hands trembling as she picked up each one and stared, horrified. When she reached the last one, the one of Melanie hanging from a noose, dead, a muffled whimper broke through her lips, now an unnatural red against her pale face. ‘Where did you find these?’ she asked in a strangled whisper.

Murphy met his eyes, his look clearly saying, I told you so. He tapped the corner of the noose picture. ‘This one I found near the sliding glass door to her balcony last night. Some of the ones of her sister in the casket came in the mail, no return address.’

Her attention was still focused on the pictures, her voice still a haunted whisper. ‘Who would do such a thing?’

Aidan raised a brow. Once again he thought if she was innocent, she really did care. If she was guilty, she was one of the best liars he’d ever met. As long as Murphy was sold on the former, he’d have to protect the possibility of the latter. ‘Some came as e-mail attachments. Do you know Cynthia’s e-mail address, Doctor?’

She turned to him, slowly, her dark eyes wary now. ‘I have it somewhere. It’s one of the questions on my new patient form.’ She turned back to Murphy. ‘Why?’

Murphy pursed his lips. ‘Play it.’

Aidan ducked from the room long enough to grab the cassette player he’d left on the floor outside. He set  the machine next to Ciccotelli, waited for her eyes to lift to his before he hit the PLAY button.

‘Cyn-thia.’ It was a childlike wail, oddly haunting. Ciccotelli flinched as the message continued. ‘You didn’t come again. You promised you wouldn’t leave me. Check your e-mail, Cynthia.’

Aidan stopped the tape and pulled a casket picture from the pile on the table. ‘That was on her voice mail. This was the attachment to the e-mail. Last night the floor of Cynthia’s living room was covered in flowers like the one the corpse is holding.’

‘Someone was forcing her to relive Melanie’s death,’ Ciccotelli said slowly, closing her eyes. ‘The PCP in her system would have made her believe it was true, that she was hearing ghosts. Who would do such a thing?’ she repeated.


Who indeed? Aidan started the tape again, watching every nuance of her expression. He didn’t have to wait long. At the first words her eyes flew open. She was . . . truly shocked. Horror had her eyes glazing over as she listened.

‘Cynthia, this is Dr Ciccotelli. I’ve missed you. Melanie’s missed you, too. It’s one year today. It’s her birthday, Cynthia. Melanie’s left you presents. Isn’t it time to give her what she wants? Isn’t it time to keep your promise? Keep your promise, Cynthia.’

Aidan stopped the tape and the interview room was suddenly silent. She said nothing, just sat looking at the tape recorder as if it were a cobra, poised to strike. He put two more pictures on the table in front of her, the  noose and the gun. ‘These were Melanie’s gifts to Cynthia,’ he said flatly.

He watched her eyes drop to the pictures.

And began to believe Murphy was indeed correct. Her total and complete shock was utterly convincing. But then again, this woman knew the human mind. She’d know exactly how to play a scene like this. Wouldn’t she?

‘Tess,’ Murphy said, his voice gone rough. ‘The security tapes of Adams’s apartment lobby show a woman with black hair and a tan coat carrying a large bag onto the elevator.’ He hesitated, then blurted the rest. ‘We found fingerprints on the boxes that held the rope and the gun. On the bottle of Xanax, too.’

Slowly she pulled her gaze up to Murphy’s face. ‘Whose?’ But the look of dread in her eyes said she knew, even before she heard the answer.

Murphy swallowed hard. ‘Yours, Tess. Your fingerprints were on the medicine and the rope and the gun. They matched your prints we lifted from the card you gave me.’

She leaned back in her chair, carefully. Then she looked up at Aidan with the same calm he’d seen the night before, after she’d turned from viewing Adams’s mangled body on the street.

‘I think I’m going to call my lawyer now, Detective. This interview is over.’




Chapter Three




Sunday, March 12, 2:43 P.M. 


It was simply unbelievable. But it was real. And it’s happening to me.

Cynthia was dead. And I am sitting on the wrong side of the glass, needing a defense attorney for the first time in my life. There had been only one choice, one lawyer Tess trusted enough to call. Her best friend Amy was a civil defense attorney, but Tess knew Amy did pro bono work in the criminal courts from time to time. So where the hell was she? The Blue Lemon was less than twenty minutes from the police station, but Tess was certain she’d been sitting here alone twice that amount of time. Waiting, as the minutes ticked by. Still, she fought the urge to look at her watch, keeping her eyes straight ahead.
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