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To Mom and Pop 
Thanks for being mine.





The woods are lovely, dark and deep.
 But I have promises to keep,
 And miles to go before I sleep,
 And miles to go before I sleep.



 



—Robert Frost





Prologue

The monster was back. The smell of him was blood. The sound of him was terror.

She had no choice but to run, and this time to run toward him.

The lush wonder of forest that had once been her haven, that had always been her sanctuary, spun into a nightmare. The towering majesty of the trees was no longer a grand testament to nature’s vigor, but a living cage that could trap her, conceal him. The luminous carpet of moss was a bubbling bog that sucked at her boots. She ripped through ferns, rending their sodden fans to slimy tatters, skidded over a rotted log and destroyed the burgeoning life it nursed.

Green shadows slipped in front of her, beside her, behind her, seemed to whisper her name.

Livvy, my love. Let me tell you a story.

Breath sobbed out of her lungs, set to grieving by fear and loss. The blood that still stained her fingertips had gone ice-cold.

Rain fell, a steady drumming against the windswept canopy, a sly trickle over lichen-draped bark. It soaked into the greedy ground until the whole world was wet and ripe and somehow hungry.

She forgot whether she was hunter or hunted, only knew through some deep primal instinct that movement was survival.

She would find him, or he would find her. And somehow it would be finished. She would not end as a coward. And if there was any light in the world, she would find the man she loved. Alive.

She curled the blood she knew was his into the palm of her hand and held it like hope.

Fog snaked around her boots, broke apart at her long, reckless strides. Her heartbeat battered her ribs, her temples, her fingertips in a feral, pulsing rhythm.

She heard the crack overhead, the thunder snap of it, and leaped aside as a branch, weighed down by water and wind and time, crashed to the forest floor.

A little death that meant fresh life.

She closed her hand over the only weapon she had and knew she would kill to live.

And through the deep green light haunted by darker shadows, she saw the monster as she remembered him in her nightmares.

Covered with blood, and watching her.




Olivia


A simple child that light draws its breath,
 And feels its life in every limb,
 What should it know of death?



 



—William Wordsworth





Chapter One

Beverly Hills, 1979

 



Olivia was four when the monster came. It shambled into dreams that were not dreams and ripped away with bloody hands the innocence monsters covet most.

On a night in high summer, when the moon was bright and full as a child’s heart and the breeze was softly perfumed with roses and jasmine, it stalked into the house to hunt, to slaughter, to leave behind the indifferent dark and the stink of blood.

Nothing was the same after the monster came. The lovely house with its many generous rooms and acres of glossy floors would forever carry the smear of his ghost and the silver-edged echo of Olivia’s lost innocence.

Her mother had told her there weren’t any monsters. They were only pretend, and her bad dreams only dreams. But the night she saw the monster, heard it, smelled it, her mother couldn’t tell her it wasn’t real.

And there was no one left to sit on the bed, to stroke  her hair and tell her pretty stories until she slipped back into sleep.

Her daddy told the best stories, wonderfully silly ones with pink giraffes and two-headed cows. But he’d gotten sick, and the sickness had made him do bad things and say bad words in a loud, fast voice that wasn’t like Daddy’s at all. He’d had to go away. Her mother had told her he’d had to go away until he wasn’t sick anymore. That’s why he could only come to see her sometimes, and Mama or Aunt Jamie or Uncle David had to stay right in the room the whole time.

Once, she’d been allowed to go to Daddy’s new house on the beach. Aunt Jamie and Uncle David had taken her, and she’d been fascinated and delighted to watch through the wide glass wall as the waves lifted and fell, to see the water stretch and stretch into forever where it bumped right into the sky.

Then Daddy wanted to take her out on the beach to play, to build sand castles, just the two of them. But her aunt had said no. It wasn’t allowed. They’d argued, at first in those low, hissing voices adults never think children could hear. But Olivia had heard and, hearing, had sat by that big window to stare harder and harder at the water. And as the voices got louder, she made herself not hear because they hurt her stomach and made her throat burn.

And she would not hear Daddy call Aunt Jamie bad names, or Uncle David say in a rough voice, Watch your step, Sam. Just watch your step. This isn’t going to help you.

Finally, Aunt Jamie had said they had to go and had carried her out to the car. She’d waved over her aunt’s shoulder, but Daddy hadn’t waved back. He’d just stared, and his hands had stayed in fists at his sides.

She hadn’t been allowed to go back to the beach house and watch the waves again.

But it had started before that. Weeks before the beach house, more weeks before the monster came.

It had all happened after the night Daddy had come into her room and awakened her. He’d paced her room, whispering to himself. It was a hard sound, but when she’d stirred in the big bed with its white lace canopy she hadn’t been afraid. Because it was Daddy. Even when the moonlight spilled through the windows onto his face, and his face looked mean and his eyes too shiny, he was still her daddy.

Love and excitement had bounced in her heart.

He’d wound up the music box on her dresser, the one with the Blue Fairy from Pinocchio that played ‘When You Wish upon a Star’.

She sat up in bed and smiled sleepily. ‘Hi, Daddy. Tell me a story.’

‘I’ll tell you a story.’ He’d turned his head and stared at his daughter, the small bundle of tousled blond hair and big brown eyes. But he’d only seen his own fury. ‘I’ll tell you a goddamn story, Livvy my love. About a beautiful whore who learns how to lie and cheat.’

‘Where did the horse live, Daddy?’

‘What horse?’

‘The beautiful one.’

He’d turned around then, and his lips had peeled back in a snarl. ‘You don’t listen! You don’t listen any more than she does. I said whore goddamn it!’

Olivia’s stomach jumped at his shout, and there was a funny metal sting in her mouth she didn’t recognize as fear. It was her first real taste of it. ‘What’s a whore?’

‘Your mother. Your fucking mother’s a whore.’ He swept his arm over the dresser, sending the music box and a dozen little treasures crashing to the floor.

In bed, Olivia curled up and began to cry.

He was shouting at her, saying he was sorry. Stop that crying right now! He’d buy her a new music box. When he’d come over to pick her up, he’d smelled funny, like a room did after a grown-up party and before Rosa cleaned.

Then Mama came rushing in. Her hair was long and loose, her nightgown glowing white in the moonlight.

‘Sam, for God’s sake, what are you doing? There, Livvy, there, baby, don’t cry. Daddy’s sorry.’

The vicious resentment all but smothered him as he looked at the two golden heads close together. The shock of realizing his fists were clenched, that they wanted,  yearned to pound, nearly snapped him back. ‘I told her I was sorry.’

But when he started forward, intending to apologize yet again, his wife’s head snapped up. In the dark, her eyes gleamed with a fierceness that bordered on hate. ‘Stay away from her.’ And the vicious threat in her mother’s voice had Olivia wailing.

‘Don’t you tell me to stay away from my own daughter. I’m sick and tired, sick and damn tired of orders from you, Julie.’

‘You’re stoned again. I won’t have you near her when you’ve been using.’

Then all Olivia could hear were the terrible shouts, more crashing, the sound of her mother crying out in pain. To escape she crawled out of bed and into her closet to bury herself among her mountain of stuffed toys.

Later, she learned that her mother had managed to lock him out of the room, to call the police on her Mickey Mouse phone. But that night, all she knew was that Mama had crawled into the closet with her, held her close and promised everything would be all right.

That’s when Daddy had gone away.

Memories of that night could sneak into her dreams. When they did, and she woke, Olivia would creep out of bed and into her mother’s room down the hall. Just to make sure she was there. Just to see if maybe Daddy had come home because he was all better again.

Sometimes they were in a hotel instead, or another house. Her mother’s work meant she had to travel. After her father got sick, Olivia always, always went with her. People said her mother was a star, and it made Olivia giggle. She knew stars were the little lights up in heaven, and her mother was right here.

Her mother made movies, and lots and lots of people came to see her pretend to be somebody else. Daddy made movies, too, and she knew the story about how they’d met when they were both pretending to be other people. They’d fallen in love and gotten married, and they’d had a baby girl.

When Olivia missed her father, she could look in the big leather book at all the pictures of the wedding when her mother had been a princess in a long white dress that sparkled and her father had been the prince in his black suit.

There was a big silver-and-white cake, and Aunt Jamie had worn a blue dress that made her look almost as pretty as Mama. Olivia imagined herself into the pictures. She would wear a pink dress and flowers in her hair, and she would hold her parents’ hands and smile. In the pictures, everyone smiled and was happy.

Over that spring and summer, Olivia often looked at the big leather book.

The night the monster came, Olivia heard the shouting in her sleep. It made her whimper and twist. Don’t hurt her, she thought. Don’t hurt my mama. Please, please, please, Daddy.

She woke with a scream in her head, with the echo of it on the air. And wanted her mother.

She climbed out of bed, her little feet silent on the carpet. Rubbing her eyes, she wandered down the hallway where the light burned low.

But the room with its big blue bed and pretty white flowers was empty. Her mother’s scent was there, a comfort. All the magic bottles and pots stood on the vanity. Olivia amused herself for a little while by playing with them and pretending she was putting on the colors and smells the way her mother did.

One day she’d be beautiful, too. Like Mama. Everyone said so. She sang to herself while she preened and posed in the tall mirror, giggling as she imagined herself wearing a long white dress, like a princess.

She tired of that and, feeling sleepy again, shuffled out to find her mother.

As she approached the stairs, she saw the lights were on downstairs. The front door was open, and the late-summer breeze fluttered her nightgown.

She thought there might be company, and maybe there would be cake. Quiet as a mouse, she crept down the stairs, holding her fingers to her lips to stop a giggle.

And heard the soaring music of her mother’s favorite,  Sleeping Beauty.

The living room spilled from the central hall, flowing out with high arched ceilings, oceans of glass that opened the room to the gardens her mother loved. There was a big fireplace of deep blue lapis and floors of sheer white marble. Flowers speared and spilled from crystal vases, and silver urns and lamps had shades the colors of precious jewels.

But tonight, the vases were broken, shattered on the tiles with their elegant and exotic flowers trampled and  dying. The glossy ivory walls were splattered with red, and tables the cheerful maid Rosa kept polished to a gleam were overturned.

There was a terrible smell, one that seemed to paint the inside of Olivia’s throat with something vile and had her stomach rippling.

The music crescendoed, a climactic sweep of sobbing strings.

She saw glass winking on the floor like scattered diamonds and streaks of red smearing the white floor. Whimpering for her mother, she stepped in. And she saw.

Behind the corner of the big sofa, her mother lay sprawled on her side, one hand flung out, fingers spread wide. Her warm blond hair was wet with blood. So much blood. The white robe she’d worn was red with it, and ripped to ribbons.

She couldn’t scream, couldn’t scream. Her eyes rounded and bulged in her head, her heart bumped painfully against her ribs, and a trickle of urine slipped down her legs. But she couldn’t scream.

Then the monster that crouched over her mother, the monster with hands red to the wrists, with wet red streaks over his face, over his clothes, looked up. His eyes were wild, shiny as the glass that sparkled on the floor.

‘Livvy,’ her father said. ‘God, Livvy.’

And as he stumbled to his feet, she saw the silver-and-red gleam of bloody scissors in his hand.

Still she didn’t scream. But now she ran. The monster was real, the monster was coming, and she had to hide. She heard a long, wailing call, like the howl of a dying animal in the woods.

She went straight to her closet, burrowed among the stuffed toys. There her mind hid as well. She stared blindly  at the door, sucked quietly on her thumb and barely heard the monster as he howled and called and searched for her.

Doors slammed like gunshots. The monster sobbed and screamed, crashing through the house as it called her name. A wild bull with blood on his horns.

Olivia, a doll among dolls, curled up tight and waited for her mother to come and wake her from a bad dream.

 



That’s where Frank Brady found her. He might have overlooked her huddled in with all the bears and dogs and pretty dolls. She didn’t move, didn’t make a sound. Her hair was a golden blond, shiny as rain to her shoulders; her face a colorless oval, dominated by huge amber eyes under brows as dark as mink pelt.

Her mother’s eyes, he thought with grim pity. Eyes he’d looked into dozens of times on the movie screen. Eyes he’d studied less than an hour ago and found filmed and lifeless.

The eyes of the child looked at him, looked through him. Recognizing shock, he crouched down, resting his hands on his knees rather than reaching for her.

‘I’m Frank.’ He spoke quietly, kept his eyes on hers. ‘I’m not going to hurt you.’ Part of him wanted to call out for his partner, or one of the crime scene team, but he thought a shout might spook her. ‘I’m a policeman.’ Very slowly, he lifted a hand to tap the badge that hung from his breast pocket. ‘Do you know what a policeman does, honey?’

She continued to stare, but he thought he caught a flicker in her eyes. Awareness, he told himself. She hears me. ‘We help people. I’m here to take care of you. Are these all your dolls?’ He smiled at her and picked up a squashy Kermit the Frog. ‘I know this guy. He’s on Sesame  Street. Do you watch that on TV? My boss is just like Oscar the Grouch. But don’t tell him I said so.’

When she didn’t respond, he pulled out every Sesame Street character he could remember, making comments, letting Kermit hop on his knee. The way she watched him, eyes wide and terrifyingly blank, ripped at his heart.

‘You want to come out now? You and Kermit?’ He held out a hand, waited.

Hers lifted, like a puppet’s on a string. Then, when the contact was made, she tumbled into his arms, shivering now with her face buried against his shoulder.

He’d been a cop for ten years, and still his heart ripped.

‘There now, baby. You’re okay. You’ll be all right.’ He stroked a hand down her hair, rocking for a moment.

‘The monster’s here.’ She whispered it.

Frank checked his motion then, cradling her, got to his feet. ‘He’s gone now.’

‘Did you chase him away?’

‘He’s gone.’ He glanced around the room, found a blanket and tucked it around her.

‘I had to hide. He was looking for me. He had Mama’s scissors. I want Mama.’

God. Dear God, was all he could think.

At the sound of feet coming down the hall, Olivia let out a low keening sound and tightened her grip around Frank’s neck. He murmured to her, patting her back as he moved toward the door.

‘Frank, there’s - you found her.’ Detective Tracy Harmon studied the little girl wrapped around his partner and raked a hand through his hair. ‘The neighbor said there’s a sister. Jamie Melbourne. Husband’s David Melbourne, some kind of music agent. They only live about a mile from here.’

‘Better notify them. Honey, you want to go see your Aunt Jamie?’

‘Is my mama there?’

‘No. But I think she’d want you to go.’

‘I’m sleepy.’

‘You go on to sleep, baby. Just close your eyes.’

‘She see anything?’ Tracy murmured.

‘Yeah.’ Frank stroked her hair as her eyelids drooped. ‘Yeah, I think she saw too damn much. We can thank Christ the bastard was too blitzed to find her. Call the sister. Let’s get the kid over there before the press gets wind of this.’

 



He came back. The monster came back. She could see him creeping through the house with her father’s face and her mother’s scissors. Blood slid down the snapping blades like thin, glossy ribbons. In her father’s voice he whispered her name, over and over again.


Livvy, Livvy love. Come out. Come out and I’ll tell you a story.

And the long sharp blades in his hands hissed open and closed as he shambled toward the closet.

‘No, Daddy! No, no, no!’

‘Livvy. Oh honey, it’s all right. I’m here. Aunt Jamie’s right here.’

‘Don’t let him come. Don’t let him find me.’ Wailing, Livvy burrowed into Jamie’s arms.

‘I won’t. I won’t. I promise.’ Devastated, Jamie pressed her face into the fragile curve of her niece’s neck. She rocked both of them in the delicate half-light of the bedside lamp until Olivia’s shivers stopped. ‘I’ll keep you safe.’

She rested her cheek on the top of Olivia’s head and let the tears come. She didn’t allow herself to sob, though  hot, bitter sobs welled and pressed into her throat. The tears were silent, sliding down her cheeks to dampen the child’s hair.

Julie. Oh God, oh God, Julie.

She wanted to scream out her sister’s name. To rave it. But there was the child, now going limp with sleep in her arms, to consider.

Julie would have wanted her daughter protected. God knew, she had tried to protect her baby.

And now Julie was dead.

Jamie continued to rock, to soothe herself now as Olivia slept in her arms. That beautiful, bright woman with the wickedly husky laugh, the giving heart and boundless talent, dead at the age of thirty-two. Killed, the two grim-faced detectives had told her, by the man who had professed to love her to the point of madness.

Well, Sam Tanner was mad, Jamie thought as her hands curled into brutal fists. Mad with jealousy, with drugs, with desperation. Now he’d destroyed the object of his obsession.

But he would never, never touch the child.

Gently, Jamie laid Olivia back in bed, smoothed the blankets over her, let her fingertips rest for a moment on the blond hair. She remembered the night Olivia had been born, the way Julie had laughed between contractions.

Only Julie MacBride, Jamie thought, could make a joke out of labor. The way Sam had looked, impossibly handsome and nervous, his blue eyes brilliant with excitement and fear, his black hair tousled so that she’d smoothed it with her own fingers to soothe him.

Then he’d brought that beautiful little girl up to the viewing glass, and there’d been tears of love and wonder in his eyes.

Yes, she remembered that, and remembered thinking as she smiled at him through that glass that they were perfect. The three of them, perfect together. Perfect for one another.

It had seemed so.

She walked to the window, stared out at nothing. Julie’s star had been on the rise, and Sam’s already riding high. They’d met on the set of a movie, fell wildly in love and were married within four months while the press raved and simpered over them.

She’d worried, Jamie admitted. It was all so fast, so Hollywood. But Julie had always known exactly what she wanted, and she’d wanted Sam Tanner. For a while, it had seemed as happy-ever-after as the stories Julie told her daughter at bedtime.

But this fairy tale had ended in a nightmare - blocks away, only blocks away while she’d slept, Jamie thought, squeezing her eyes shut as a sob clawed at her throat.

The sudden flash of lights had her jumping back, her heart pumping fast. David, she realized, and turned quickly to the bed to be certain Olivia slept peacefully. Leaving the light on low, she hurried out. She was coming down the stairs as the door opened and her husband walked in.

He stood there for a long moment, a tall man with broad shoulders. His hair of deep brown was mussed, his eyes, a quiet mix of gray and green, full of fatigue and horror. Strength was what she’d always found in him. Strength and stability. Now he looked sick and shaken, his usual dusky complexion pasty, a muscle jumping in his firm, square jaw.

‘God, Jamie. Oh, sweet God.’ His voice broke, and somehow that made it worse. ‘I need a drink.’ He turned away, walked unsteadily into the front salon.

She had to grip the railing for balance before she could order her legs to move, to follow him. ‘David?’

‘I need a minute.’ His hands shook visibly as he took a decanter of whisky from the breakfront, poured it into a short glass. He braced one hand on the wood, lifted the glass with the other and drank it down like medicine. ‘Jesus, God, what he did to her.’

‘Oh, David.’ She broke. The control she’d managed to cling to since the police had come to the door shattered. She simply sank to the floor in a spasm of sobs and shudders.

‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry.’ He rushed to her and gathered her against him. ‘Oh, Jamie, I’m so sorry.’

They stayed there, on the floor in the lovely room, as the light turned pearly with dawn. She wept in harsh, racking gasps until he wondered that her bones didn’t shatter from the power of it.

The gasps turned to moans that were her sister’s name, then the moans to silence.

‘I’ll take you upstairs. You need to lie down.’

‘No, no, no.’ The tears had helped. Jamie told herself they’d helped though they left her feeling hollowed-out and achy. ‘Livvy might wake up. She’ll need me. I’ll be all right. I have to be all right.’

She sat back, scrubbing her hands over her face to dry it. Her head throbbed like an open wound, her stomach was a mass of cramps. But she got to her feet. ‘I need you to tell me. I need you to tell me everything.’ When he shook his head, her chin came up. ‘I have to know, David.’

He hesitated. She looked so tired, so pale and so fragile. Where Julie had been long and willowy, Jamie was small and fine-boned. Both had carried a look of delicacy that he knew was deceptive. He’d often joked that the  MacBride sisters were tough broads, bred to climb mountains and tramp through woods.

‘Let’s get some coffee. I’ll tell you everything I know.’

Like her sister, Jamie had refused live-in staff. It was her house, by God, and she wouldn’t sacrifice her privacy. The day maid wouldn’t be in for another two hours, so she brewed the coffee herself while David sat at the counter and stared out the window.

They didn’t speak. In her head she ran over the tasks she would have to face that day. The call to her parents would be the worst, and she was already bracing for it. Funeral arrangements would have to be made - carefully, to ensure as much dignity and privacy as possible. The press would be salivating. She would make sure the television remained off as long as Olivia was in the house.

She set two cups of coffee on the counter, sat. ‘Tell me.’

‘There isn’t much more than Detective Brady already told us,’ David began. ‘There wasn’t any forced entry. She let him in. She was, ah, dressed for bed, but hadn’t been to bed. It looked as though she’d been in the living room working on clippings. You know how she liked to send your folks clippings.’

He rubbed both hands over his face, then picked up his coffee. ‘They must have argued. There were signs of a fight. He used the scissors on her.’ Horror bloomed in his eyes. ‘Jamie, he must have lost his mind.’

His gaze came to hers, held. When he reached for her hand, she curled her fingers around his tightly. ‘Did he - was it quick?’

‘I don’t - I’ve never seen - he went wild.’ He closed his eyes a moment. She would hear, in any case. There would be leaks, there would be media full of truth and lies. ‘Jamie, she was ... he stabbed her repeatedly, and slashed her throat.’

The color drained from her face, but her hand stayed firm in his. ‘She fought back. She must have fought him. Hurt him.’

‘I don’t know. They have to do an autopsy. We’ll know more after that. They think Olivia saw some of it, saw something, then hid from him.’ He drank coffee in the faint hope it would settle his jittery stomach. ‘They want to talk to her.’

‘She can’t be put through that.’ This time she jerked back, yanking her hand free. ‘She’s a baby, David. I won’t have them put her through that. They know he did it,’ she said with a fierce and vicious bitterness. ‘I won’t have my sister’s child questioned by the police.’

David let out a long breath. ‘He’s claiming he found Julie that way. That he came in and found her already dead.’

‘Liar.’ Her eyes fired, and color flooded back into her face, harsh and passionate. ‘Murdering bastard. I want him dead. I want to kill him myself. He made her life a misery this past year, and now he’s killed her. Burning in hell isn’t enough.’

She whirled away, wanting to pound something, tear something to pieces. Then stopped short when she saw Olivia staring at her from the doorway with wide eyes.

‘Livvy.’

‘Where’s Mama?’ Her bottom lip trembled. ‘I want my mama.’

‘Livvy.’ As temper drained into grief, and grief into helplessness, Jamie bent down and picked her up.

‘The monster came and hurt Mama. Is she all right now?’

Over the child’s head, Jamie’s desperate eyes met her husband’s. He held out a hand, and she walked over so the three of them stood wrapped together.

‘Your mother had to go away, Livvy.’ Jamie closed her eyes as she pressed a kiss to Olivia’s head. ‘She didn’t want to, but she had to.’

‘Is she coming back soon?’

There was a ripple in Jamie’s chest, like a wave breaking on rock. ‘No, honey. She’s not coming back.’

‘She always comes back.’

‘This time she can’t. She had to go to heaven and be an angel.’

Olivia knuckled her eyes. ‘Like a movie?’

As her legs began to tremble, Jamie sat, cradling her sister’s child. ‘No, baby, not like a movie this time.’

‘The monster hurt her and I ran away. So she won’t come back. She’s mad at me.’

‘No, no, Livvy.’ Praying for wisdom, Jamie eased back, cupped Olivia’s face in her hands. ‘She wanted you to run away. She wanted you to be a smart girl, and run away and hide. To be safe. That was what she wanted most of all. If you hadn’t, she’d have been very sad.’

‘Then she’ll come back tomorrow.’ Tomorrow was a concept she knew only as later, another time, soon.

‘Livvy.’ With a nod to his wife, David slid the child onto his lap, relieved when she laid her head against his chest and sighed. ‘She can’t come back, but she’ll be watching you from up in heaven.’

‘I don’t want her to be in heaven.’ She began to cry now, soft, sniffling sobs. ‘I want to go home and see Mama.’

When Jamie reached for her, David shook his head. ‘Let her cry it out,’ he murmured.

Jamie pressed her lips together, nodded. Then she rose to go up to her bedroom and call her parents.




Chapter Two

The press stalked, a pack of rabid wolves scenting heart blood. At least that was how Jamie thought of them as she barricaded her family behind closed doors. To be fair, a great many of the reporters were shocked and grieving and broadcast the story with as much delicacy as the circumstances allowed.

Julie MacBride had been well loved - desired, admired and envied - but loved all the same.

But Jamie wasn’t feeling particularly fair. Not when Olivia sat like a doll in the guest room or wandered downstairs as thin and pale as a ghost. Wasn’t it enough that the child had lost her mother in the most horrible of ways? Wasn’t it enough that she, herself, had lost her sister, her twin, her closest friend?

But she had lived in the glittery world of Hollywood with its seductive shadows for eight years now. And she knew it was never enough.

Julie MacBride had been a public figure, a symbol of beauty, talent, sex with the girl-next-door spin, a country  girl turned glamorous movie princess who’d married the reigning prince and lived with him in their polished castle in Beverly Hills.

Those who paid their money at the box office, who devoured glossy articles in People or absurdities in the tabloids, considered her theirs. Julie MacBride of the quick and brilliant smile and smoky voice.

But they didn’t know her. Oh, they thought they did, with their exposés, their interviews and glossy articles. Julie had certainly been open and honest in most of them. That was her way, and she’d never taken her success for granted. It had always thrilled and delighted her. But no matter how much print and tape and film they’d run on the actress, they’d never really understood the woman herself: her sense of fun and foolishness, her love of the forest and mountains of Washington State where she’d grown up, her absolute loyalty to family, her unshakable love and devotion to her daughter.

And her tragic and undying love for the man who’d killed her.

That was what Jamie found hardest to accept. She’d let him in, was all she could think. In the end, she’d gone with her heart and had opened the door to the man she loved, even knowing he’d stopped being that man.

Would she have done the same? They’d shared a great deal, more than sisters, more than friends. Part of it came from being twins, certainly, but added to that was their shared childhood in the deep woods. The hours, the days, the evenings they’d spent exploring together. Learning, loving the scents and sounds and secrets of the forest. Following tracks, sleeping under the stars. Sharing their dreams as naturally as they had once shared the womb.

Now it was as if something in Jamie had died as well. The kindest part, she thought. The freshest and most  vulnerable part. She doubted she would ever be whole again. Knew she would never be the same again.

Strong, she could be strong. Would have to be. Olivia depended on her; David would need her. She knew he’d loved Julie, too, had thought of her as his own sister. And her parents as his own.

She stopped pacing to glance up the stairs. They were here now, up with Olivia in her room. They would need her, too. However sturdy they were, they would need their remaining child to help them get through the next weeks.

When the doorbell rang, she jumped, then closed her eyes. She who had once considered herself fearless was shaking at shadows and whispers. She drew a breath in, let it out slowly.

David had arranged for guards, and the reporters were ordered not to come onto the property. But over that long, terrible day one slipped through now and then. She wanted to ignore the bell. To let it ring and ring and ring. But that would disturb Olivia, upset her parents.

She marched toward the door intending to rip off the reporter’s skin, then through the etched-glass panels beside the wood she recognized the detectives who had come in the dark of the morning to tell her Julie was dead.

‘Mrs. Melbourne. I’m sorry to disturb you.’

It was Frank Brady who spoke, and he whom Jamie focused on. ‘Detective Brady, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, may we come in?’

‘Of course.’ She stepped back. Frank noted that she had enough control to keep behind the door, not to give the camera crews a shot at her. It had been her control he’d noted, and admired, the night before.

She’d rushed out of the house, he recalled, even before they’d fully braked at the entrance. But the minute she’d  seen the girl in his arms, she’d seemed to snap back, to steady. She’d taken charge of her niece, bundling her close, carrying her upstairs.

He studied her again as she led them into the salon.

He knew now that she and Julie MacBride had been twins, with Jamie the elder by seven minutes. Yet there wasn’t as much resemblance as he might have expected. Julie MacBride had owned a blazing beauty - despite delicate features and that golden coloring, it had flamed out and all but burned the onlooker.

The sister had quieter looks, hair more brown than blond that was cut in a chin-length swing and worn sleek, eyes more chocolate than gold and lacking that sensuous heavy-lidded shape. She was about five-three, Frank calculated, probably about a hundred and ten pounds on slender bones where her sister had been a long-stemmed five-ten.

He wondered if she’d been envious of her sister, of that perfection of looks and the excess of fame.

‘Can I get you anything? Coffee?’

It was Tracy who answered, judging that she needed to do something normal before getting down to business. ‘I wouldn’t mind some coffee, Mrs. Melbourne. If it’s not too much trouble.’

‘No ... we seem to have pots going day and night. I’ll see to it. Please sit down.’

‘She’s holding up,’ Tracy commented when he was alone with his partner.

‘She’s got a way to go.’ Frank flicked open the curtains a slit to study the mob of press at the edge of the property. ‘This one’s going to be a zoo, a long-running one. It’s not every day America’s princess gets cut to ribbons inside her own castle.’

‘By the prince,’ Tracy added. He tapped his pocket where he kept his cigarettes - then thought better of it.  ‘We’ll get maybe one more shot at him before he pulls it together and calls for a lawyer.’

‘Then we’d better make it a bull’s-eye.’ Frank let the curtain close and turned as Jamie came back into the room with a tray of coffee.

He sat when she did. He didn’t smile. Her eyes told him she didn’t require or want pleasantries and masks. ‘We appreciate this, Mrs. Melbourne. We know this is a bad time for you.’

‘Right now it seems it’ll never be anything else.’ She waited while Tracy added two heaping spoonfuls of sugar to his mug. ‘You want to talk to me about Julie.’

‘Yes, ma’am. Were you aware that your sister placed a nine-one-one call due to a domestic disturbance three months ago?’

‘Yes.’ Her hands were steady as she lifted her own mug. ‘Sam came home in an abusive state of mind. Physically abusive this time.’

‘This time?’

‘He’d been verbally, emotionally abusive before.’ Her voice was brisk and clear. She refused to let it quaver. ‘Over the last year and a half that I know of.’

‘Is it your opinion Mr. Tanner has a problem with drugs?’

‘You know very well Sam has a habit.’ Her eyes stayed level on Frank’s. ‘If you haven’t figured that out, you’re in the wrong business.’

‘Sorry, Mrs. Melbourne. Detective Brady and I are just trying to touch all the bases. We have to figure you’d know your sister’s husband, his routines. Maybe she talked to you about their personal problems.’

‘She did, of course. Julie and I were very close. We could talk about anything.’ For a moment, Jamie looked away, struggling to keep it all steady. Voice, hands, eyes.  ‘I think it started a couple of years ago, social cocaine.’ She smiled, but it was thin and hard. ‘Julie hated it. They argued about it. They began to argue over a great many things. His last two movies didn’t do as well as expected, critically or financially. Actors can be a tender species. Julie was worried because Sam became edgy, argumentative. But as much as she tried to smooth things over, her own career was soaring. He resented that, began to resent her.’

‘He was jealous of her,’ Frank prompted.

‘Yes, when he should have been proud. They began to go out more, parties, clubs. He felt he needed to be seen. Julie supported him in that, but she was a home-body. I know it’s difficult to equate the image, the beauty, glamour, with a woman who was happiest at home, in her garden, with her daughter, but that was Julie.’

Her voice cracked. She cleared it, sipped more coffee and continued. ‘She was working on the feature with Lucas Manning, Smoke and Shadows. It was a demanding, difficult role. Very physical. Julie couldn’t afford to work twelve or fourteen hours, come home, then polish herself up for night after night on the town. She wanted time to relax, time with Olivia. So Sam started going out on his own.’

‘There were some rumors about your sister and Manning.’

Jamie shifted her gaze to Tracy, nodded. ‘Yes, there usually are when two very attractive people fire up the screen. People romanticize, and they enjoy gossip. Sam hounded her about other men, and Lucas in particular most recently. The rumors were groundless. Julie considered Lucas a friend and a marvelous leading man.’

‘How did Sam take it?’ Frank asked her.

She sighed now and set down her mug, but didn’t rub at the ache behind her eyes. ‘If it had been three or four  years ago, he’d have laughed it off, teased her about it. Instead he hounded her, sniped at her. He accused her of trying to run his life, of encouraging other men, then of being with other men. Lucas was his prime target. It hurt Julie very much.’

‘Some women would turn to a friend, to another man under that kind of pressure.’ Frank watched her steadily as her eyes flared, her mouth tightened.

‘Julie took her marriage seriously. She loved her husband. Enough, as it turned out, to stick by him until he killed her. And if you want to turn this around and make her seem cheap and ordinary—’

‘Mrs. Melbourne.’ Frank lifted a hand. ‘If we want to close this case, to get justice for your sister, we need to ask. We need all the pieces.’

She ordered herself to breathe, slowly in, slowly out, and poured more coffee she didn’t want. ‘The pieces are simple. Her career was moving up, and his was shaky. The shakier it got, the more he did drugs and the more he turned the blame on her. She called the police that night last spring because he attacked her in their daughter’s room and she was afraid for Livvy. She was afraid for all of them.’

‘She filed for divorce.’

‘That was a difficult decision for her. She wanted Sam to get help, to go into counseling, and she used the separation as a hammer. Most of all, she wanted to protect her daughter. Sam had become unstable. She wouldn’t risk her child.’

‘Yet it appears she opened the door to him on the night of her death.’

‘Yes.’ Jamie’s hand shook now. Once. She set the coffee down and folded both hands in her lap. ‘She loved him. Despite everything, she loved him and believed if he  could beat the drugs they’d get back together. She wanted more children. She wanted her husband back. She was careful to keep the separation out of the press. Beyond the family, the only people who knew of it were the lawyers. She’d hoped to keep it that way as long as possible.’

‘Would she have opened the door to him when he was under the influence of drugs?’

‘That’s what happened, isn’t it?’

‘I’m just trying to get a picture,’ Frank told her.

‘She must have. She wanted to help him, and she believed she could handle him. If it hadn’t been for Livvy, I don’t think she’d have filed papers.’

But her daughter had been in the house that night, Frank thought. In the house, and at risk. ‘You knew them both very well.’

‘Yes.’

‘In your opinion, is Sam Tanner capable of killing your sister?’

‘The Sam Tanner Julie married would have thrown himself in front of a train to protect her.’ Jamie picked up her coffee again, but it didn’t wash away the bitterness that coated her throat. ‘The one you have in custody is capable of anything. He killed my sister. He mutilated her, ripping her apart like an animal. I want him to die for it.’

She spoke coolly, but her eyes were ripe and hot with hate. Frank met that violent gaze, nodded. ‘I understand your feelings, Mrs. Melbourne.’

‘No, no, detective. You couldn’t possibly.’

Frank let it go as Tracy shifted in his chair. ‘Mrs. Melbourne,’ Frank began. ‘It would be very helpful if we were able to speak with Olivia.’

‘She’s four years old.’

‘I realize that. But the fact is, she’s a witness. We need to know what she saw, what she heard.’ Reading both denial  and hesitation on her face, he pressed. ‘Mrs. Melbourne, I don’t want to cause you or your family any more pain, and I don’t want to upset the child. But she’s part of this. A key part.’

‘How can you ask me to put her through that, to make her talk about it?’

‘It’s in her head. Whatever she saw or heard is already there. We need to ask her what that was. She knows me from that night. She felt safe with me. I’ll be careful with her.’

‘God.’ Jamie lifted her hands, pressed her fingers to her eyes and tried to think clearly. ‘I have to be there. I have to stay with her, and you’ll stop if I say she’s had enough.’

‘That’s fine. She’ll be more comfortable with you there. You have my word, I’ll make it as easy as I can. I have a kid of my own.’

‘I doubt he’s ever witnessed a murder.’

‘No, ma’am, but his father’s a cop.’ Frank sighed a little as he rose. ‘They know more than you want them to.’

‘Maybe they do.’ She wouldn’t know, she thought as she led them out and up the stairs. David hadn’t wanted children, and since she hadn’t been sure she did either, she’d been content to play doting aunt to her sister’s daughter.

Now she would have to learn. They would all have to learn.

At the door to the bedroom, she motioned the two detectives back. She opened it a crack, saw that her parents were sitting on the floor with Olivia, putting a child’s puzzle together.

‘Mom. Could you come here a minute?’

The woman who stepped out had Jamie’s small build, but seemed tougher, more athletic. The tan and the sun-bleached tips of her brown hair told Frank she liked the  outdoors. He gauged her at early fifties and imagined she passed for younger when her face wasn’t drawn and etched with grief. Her soft blue eyes, bloodshot and bruised-looking, skimmed over Frank’s face, then his partner’s.

‘This is my mother, Valerie MacBride. Mom, these are the detectives who ... They’re in charge,’ Jamie finished. ‘They need to talk to Livvy.’

‘No.’ Val’s body went on alert as she pulled the door closed behind her. ‘That’s impossible. She’s just a baby. I won’t have it. I won’t have anyone reminding her of what happened.’

‘Mrs. MacBride—’ But even as Frank spoke, she was turning on him.

‘Why didn’t you protect her? Why didn’t you keep that murdering bastard away from her? My baby’s dead.’ She covered her face with her hands and wept silently.

‘Please wait here,’ Jamie murmured and put her arms around her mother. ‘Come lie down, Mom. Come on now.’

When Jamie came back, her face was pale and showed signs of weeping. But her eyes were dry now. ‘Let’s get this over with.’ She squared her shoulders, opened the door.

The man who looked up had folded his long legs Indian style. His hair was a beautiful mix of gold and silver around a narrow face that was tanned and handsome. The eyes of deep amber he’d passed to his younger daughter, and to her daughter, were fanned with lines and widely set under dark brows.

His hand, long and wide-palmed, reached out to lie on Olivia’s shoulder in an instinctive gesture of protection as he studied the men behind Jamie.

‘Dad.’ Jamie forced her lips into a smile. ‘This is Detective Brady and Detective Harmon. My father, Rob MacBride.’

Rob rose, and though he offered his hand to each detective in turn, he kept himself between them and his granddaughter. ‘What’s this about, Jamie?’

‘They need to talk to Livvy.’ She pitched her voice low and gripped his hand before he could protest. ‘They need to,’ she repeated, squeezing. ‘Please, Dad, Mom’s upset. She’s lying down in your room. I’m going to stay here. I’ll be right here with Livvy the whole time. Go talk to Mom. Please ...’ Because her voice threatened to break, she took a moment. ‘Please, we have to get through this. For Julie.’

He bent, rested his brow against hers. Just stood that way for a moment, his body bowed, his hand in hers. ‘I’ll talk to your mother.’

‘Where are you going, Grandpop? We haven’t finished the puzzle.’

He glanced back, fighting the tears that wanted to swim into his eyes. ‘I’ll be back, Livvy love. Don’t grow up while I’m gone.’

She giggled at that, but her thumb had found its way into her mouth as she stared up at Frank.

She knew who he was - the policeman with long arms and green eyes. His face looked tired and sad. But she remembered he had a nice voice and gentle hands.

‘Hi, Livvy.’ Frank crouched down. ‘Do you remember me?’

She nodded and spoke around her thumb. ‘You’re Frank the policeman. You chased the monster away. Is it coming back?’

‘No.’

‘Can you find my mama? She had to go to heaven and she must be lost. Can you go find her?’

‘I wish I could.’ Frank sat on the floor, folded his legs as her grandfather had.

Tears welled into her eyes, trembled on her lashes and cut at Frank’s heart like tiny blades. ‘Is it because she’s a star? Stars have to be in heaven.’

He heard Jamie’s low sound of despair behind him, quickly controlled as she stepped forward. But he needed the child’s trust now, so he laid a hand on her cheek and went with instinct. ‘Sometimes, when we’re really lucky, very special stars get to stay with us for a while. When they have to go back, it makes us sad. It’s all right to be sad. Did you know the stars are there, even in the daytime?’

‘You can’t see them.’

‘No, but they’re there, and they can see us. Your mother’s always going to be there, looking out for you.’

‘I want her to come home. We’re going to have a party in the garden with my dolls.’

‘Do your dolls like parties?’

‘Everybody likes parties.’ She picked up the Kermit she’d brought with her from home. ‘He eats bugs.’

‘That’s a frog for you. Does he like them plain or with chocolate syrup?’

Her eyes brightened at that. ‘I like everything with chocolate syrup. Do you have a little girl?’

‘No, but I have a little boy, and he used to eat bugs.’

Now she laughed and her thumb popped back out of her mouth. ‘He did not.’

‘Oh yes. I was afraid he’d turn green and start hopping.’ Idly, Frank picked up a puzzle piece, fit it into place. ‘I like puzzles. That’s why I became a policeman. We work on puzzles all the time.’

‘This is Cinderella at the ball. She has a be-u-tiful dress and a pumpkin.’

‘Sometimes I work on puzzles in my head, but I need help with the pieces to make the picture in there. Do you  think you can help me, Livvy, by telling me about the night I met you?’

‘You came to my closet. I thought you were the monster, but you weren’t.’

‘That’s right. Can you tell me what happened before I came and found you?’

‘I hid there for a long, long time, and he didn’t know where I was.’

‘It’s a good hiding place. Did you play with Kermit that day, or with puzzles?’

‘I played with lots of things. Mama didn’t have to work and we went swimming in the pool. I can hold my breath under the water for an ever, because I’m like a fish.’

He tugged her hair, peeked at her neck. ‘Yep, there are the gills.’

Her eyes went huge. ‘Mama says she can see them, too! But I can’t.’

‘You like to swim?’

‘It’s the most fun of anything. I have to stay in the little end, and I can’t go in the water unless Mama or Rosa or a big person’s there. But one day I can.’

‘Did you have friends over that day, to play?’

‘Not that day. Sometimes I do.’ She pursed her lips and industriously fit another piece of her puzzle into place. ‘Sometimes Billy or Cherry or Tiffy come, but that day Mama and me played, and we took a nap and we had some cookies Rosa made. And Mama read her script and she laughed and she talked on the phone: “Lou, I love it!”’ Livvy recited in such a smooth and adult tone, Frank blinked at her. ‘“I am Carly. It’s about damn time I got my teeth into a romantic comedy with wit. Make the deal.”’

‘Ah ...’ Frank struggled between surprise and admiration while Livvy tried to set another piece of her puzzle in place. ‘That’s really good. You have a good memory.’

‘Daddy says I’d be a parrot if I had wings. I ’member lots of things.’

‘I bet you do. Do you know what time you went to bed?’

‘I’m ’posed to go to bed at eight o’clock. Chickens go broody at eight. Mama told me the story about the lady with long, long hair who lived in the tower.’

‘Later you woke up. Were you thirsty?’

‘No.’ She lifted her thumb to her mouth again. ‘I had a bad dream.’

‘My Noah has bad dreams, too. When he tells me about them, he feels better.’

‘Is Noah your little boy? How old is he?’

‘He’s ten now. Do you want to see his picture?’

‘Uh-huh.’ She scooted closer as Frank took out his wallet and flipped through. Cocking her head, she studied the school photo of a boy with untidy brown hair and a wide grin. ‘He’s pretty. Maybe he can come over to play.’

‘Maybe. Sometimes he has bad dreams about space aliens.’

Forgive me, Noah, Frank thought with some amusement as he replaced his wallet, for sharing your darkest secret. ‘When he tells me about them, he feels better. You want to tell me about your bad dream?’

‘People are yelling. I don’t like when Mama and Daddy fight. He’s sick and he has to get well, and we have to keep wishing really, really hard for him to get all better so he can come home.’

‘In your dream you heard your mother and father yelling?’

‘People are yelling, but I can’t hear what they say. I don’t want to. I want them to stop. I want my mama to come. Somebody screams, like in the movies that Rosa  watches. They scream and scream, and I wake up. I don’t hear anything, ’cause it was just a dream. I want Mama.’

‘Did you go to find her?’

‘She wasn’t in bed. I wanted to get in bed with her. She doesn’t mind. Then I ...’

She broke off and gave a great deal of attention to her puzzle.

‘It’s all right, Livvy. You can tell me what happened next.’

‘I’m not supposed to touch the magic bottles. I didn’t break any.’

‘Where are the magic bottles?’

‘On Mama’s little table with the mirror. I can have some when I get bigger, but they’re toys for big girls. I just played with them for a minute.’

She sent Frank such an earnest look, he had to smile. ‘That’s all right then. What did you do next?’

‘I went downstairs. The lights were on, and the door was open. It was warm outside. Maybe somebody came to see us, maybe we can have cake.’ Tears began to stream down her cheeks. ‘I don’t want to say now.’

‘It’s okay, Livvy. You can tell me. It’s okay to tell me.’

And it was. She could look into his green eyes and it was all right to say. ‘It smells bad, and things are broken, and they’re red and wet and nasty. The flowers are on the floor and there’s glass. You don’t walk near glass in your bare feet ’cause it hurts. I don’t want to step in it. I see Mama, and she’s lying down on the floor, and the red and the wet is all over her. The monster’s with her. He has her scissors in his hand.’

She held up her own, fingers curled tight and a glazed look in her eye. ‘“Livvy. God, Livvy,”’ she said in a horrible mimic of her father’s voice. ‘I ran away, and he kept calling. He was breaking things and looking for me and  crying. I hid in the closet.’ Another tear trembled and fell. ‘I wet my pants.’

‘That’s all right, honey. That doesn’t matter.’

‘Big girls don’t.’

‘You’re a very big girl. And very brave and smart.’ When she gave him a watery smile, he prayed he wouldn’t have to put her through that night again.

He drew her attention back to her puzzle, made some foolish comment about talking pumpkins that had her giggling. He didn’t want her parting thought of him to be of fear and blood and madness.

Still, when he turned at the door to glance back, Olivia’s eyes were on him, quietly pleading, and holding that terrifyingly adult expression only the very young can manage.

As he started downstairs, he found his thoughts running with Jamie Melbourne’s. He wanted Sam Tanner’s blood.

‘You were very good with her.’ Jamie’s control had almost reached the end of its strength. She wanted to curl up and weep as her mother was. To mire herself in chores and duties as her husband was. Anything, anything but reliving this over again as she had through Olivia’s words.

‘She’s a remarkable girl.’

‘Takes after her mother.’

He stopped then, turned and looked at Jamie squarely. ‘I’d say she’s got some of her aunt in her.’

There was a flicker of surprise over her face, then a sigh. ‘She had nightmares last night, and I’ll catch her just staring off into space with that - that vacant look in her eyes. Sucking her thumb. She stopped sucking her thumb before she was a year old.’

‘Whatever comforts. Mrs. Melbourne, you’ve got a lot on your mind, and a lot more to deal with. You’re going  to want to think about counseling, not just for Olivia, but for all of you.’

‘Yes, I’ll think about it. Right now, I just have to get through the moment. I want to see Sam.’

‘That’s not a good idea.’

‘I want to see the man who murdered my sister. I want to look him in the eye. That’s my therapy, Detective Brady.’

‘I’ll see what I can do. I appreciate your time and co - operation. And again, we’re sorry for your loss.’

‘See that he pays.’ She opened the door, braced herself against the calls and shouts of the press, of the curious, crowded in the street.

‘We’ll be in touch’ was all Frank said.

Jamie closed the door, leaned heavily against it. She lost track of how long she stood there, eyes closed, head bent, but she jerked straight when a hand fell on her shoulder.

‘Jamie, you need some rest.’ David turned her into his arms. ‘I want you to take a pill and lie down.’

‘No, no pills. I’m not having my mind or my feelings clouded.’ But she laid her head on his shoulder and some of the pressure eased out of her chest. ‘The two detectives were just here.’

‘You should have called me.’

‘They wanted to talk to me, and to Livvy.’

‘Livvy?’ He pulled her back to stare at her. ‘For God’s sake, Jamie, you didn’t let them interrogate that child?’

‘It wasn’t like that, David.’ Resentment wanted to surface, but she was too tired for it. ‘Detective Brady was very gentle with her, and I stayed the whole time. They needed to know what she’d seen. She’s the only witness.’

‘The hell with that. They have him cold. He was there, he had the weapon. He was fucking stoned as he’s been half the time the last year.’

At Jamie’s quick warning look toward the stairs, he sucked in a breath, let it out slowly. Calm, he reminded himself. They all had to stay calm to get through this. ‘They have all the evidence they need to put him away for the rest of his miserable life,’ he finished.

‘Now they have Livvy’s statement that she saw him, she heard him.’ She lifted a hand to her head. ‘I don’t know how it works, I don’t know what happens next. I can’t think about it.’

‘I’m sorry.’ He gathered her close again. ‘I just don’t want you or Livvy, or any of us, to suffer more than we have to. I want you to call me before you let them talk to her again. I think we need to consult a child psychologist to make sure it isn’t damaging to her.’

‘Maybe you’re right. She likes Detective Brady, though. You can tell she feels safe with him. I upset my mother.’ For a moment, she burrowed against David’s throat. ‘I need to go up to her.’

‘All right. Jamie.’ He slid his hands down her arms, linked fingers with her. ‘They’re going to release Julie’s body day after tomorrow. We can hold the memorial service the following day, if you’re ready for it. I’ve started making the arrangements.’

‘Oh, David.’ Pathetically grateful, she shuddered back a sob. ‘You didn’t have to do that. I was going to make calls later today.’

‘I know what you want for her. Let me take care of this for all of us, Jamie. I loved her, too.’ He brought her hands to his lips, pressed a kiss to her fingers.

‘I know.’

‘I have to do something. Details are what I do best. I, ah, I’ve been working on a press release. There has to be one.’ He ran his hands up her arms again, back down in a gesture of comfort. ‘It’s more your area than mine, but I  figured simple was best. I’ll run it by you before it’s confirmed. But as for the rest ... just let me take care of it.’

‘I don’t know what I’d do without you, David. I don’t know what I’d do.’

‘You’ll never have to find out.’ He kissed her, softly.

‘Go up to your mother, and promise me you’ll try to get some rest.’

‘Yes, I will.’

He waited until she walked upstairs, then went to the door, stared out the glass panels at the figures sweltering outside in the high summer heat.

And thought of vultures over fresh kill.




Chapter Three

She didn’t want to take a nap. She wasn’t sleepy. But Olivia tried, because Aunt Jamie had asked her to, and lay in the bed that wasn’t hers.

It was a pretty room with little violets climbing up the walls and white curtains with tiny white dots on them that made everything soft and filmy when you looked through them. She always slept in this room when she came to visit.

But it wasn’t home.

She’d told Grandma she wanted to go home, that she could come, too. They could have a tea party in the garden until Mama got home.

But Grandma’s eyes had gotten bright and wet, and she’d hugged Olivia so hard it almost hurt.

So she hadn’t said anything more about going home.

When she heard the murmur of voices down the hall, behind the door of the room where her grandparents were staying. Olivia climbed out of bed and tiptoed from the room. Aunt Jamie had said, when Olivia asked, that  Grandma and Grandpop were taking naps, too. But if they were awake, maybe they could go out and play. Grandma and Grandpop liked to be outside best of all. They could play ball or go swimming or climb a tree.

Grandpop said there were trees that reached right up and brushed the sky in Washington. Olivia had been there to visit when she was a tiny baby and again when she’d been two, so she couldn’t remember very well. She thought Grandpop could find a sky-brushing tree for her so she could climb all the way up and call her mother. Mama would hear if she could just get closer to heaven.

When she opened the door, she saw her grandmother crying, her aunt sitting beside her holding her hands. It made her stomach hurt to see Grandma cry, and it made her afraid when she saw her grandpop’s face. It was so tight and his eyes were too dark and mean. His voice, when he spoke, was quiet but hard, as if he were trying to break the words instead of say them. It made Olivia cringe back to make herself small.

‘It doesn’t matter why he did it. He’s crazy, crazy with jealousy and drugs. What matters is he killed her, he took her away from us. He’ll pay for it, every day of his miserable life, he’ll pay. It’ll never be enough.’

‘We should’ve made her come home.’ Tears continued to slide down Grandma’s cheeks. ‘When she told us she and Sam were having trouble, we should have told her to bring Livvy and come home for a while. To get her bearings.’

‘We didn’t know he’d gotten violent, didn’t know he’d hurt her.’ Grandpa’s fists balled at his sides. ‘If I’d known, I’d have come down here and dealt with the son of a bitch myself.’

‘We can’t go back, Dad.’ Jamie spoke wearily, for some of that responsibility was hers. She had known and said  nothing. Julie had asked her to say nothing. ‘If we could, I know I’d be able to see a hundred different things I could do to change it, to stop it. But I can’t, and we have to face the now. The press—’

‘Fuck the press.’

From her peep through the doorway, Olivia widened her eyes. Grandpop never said the bad word. She could only goggle as her aunt nodded calmly.

‘Well, Dad, before much longer they might look to fuck us. That’s the way of it. They’ll canonize Julie, or make her a whore. Or they’ll do both. We have to, for Livvy’s sake, take as much control as we can. There’ll be speculation and stories about her marriage and relationship with Sam - speculation about other men. Particularly Lucas Manning.’

‘Julie was not a cheat.’ Grandma’s voice rose, snapped.

‘I know that, Mom. But that’s the kind of game that’s played.’

‘She’s dead,’ Grandpop said flatly. ‘Julie’s dead. How much worse can it get?’

Slowly, Olivia backed up from the door. She knew what dead meant. Flowers got dead when they were all brown and stiff and you had to throw them away. Tiffy’s old dog, Casey, had died and they’d dug a hole in the yard and put him inside, covered him up with dirt and grass.

Dead meant you couldn’t come back.

She kept moving away from the door while the breath got hot and thick in her chest, while flashes of blood and broken glass, of monsters and snapping scissors raced through her head.

Then that breath burst out, burning over her heart as she started to run. And she started to scream.

‘Mama’s not dead. Mama’s not dead and in a hole in the yard. She’s coming back. She’s coming back soon.’

She kept running, away from the shouts of her name, down the steps, down the hall. At the front door, she fought with the knob while tears flooded her cheeks. She had to get outside. She had to find a tree, a sky-brushing tree, so she could climb up and call Mama home.

She fought it open and raced out. There were crowds of people, and she didn’t know where to go. Everyone was shouting, at once, like a big wave of sound crashing over her head, hurting her ears. She pressed her hands to them, crying, calling for her mother.

A dozen cameras greedily captured the shot. Ate the moment and her grief and her fear.

Someone shouted for them to leave her alone, she’s just a baby. But the reporters surged forward, caught in the frenzy. Sun shot off lenses, blinded her. She saw shadows and shapes, a blur of strange faces. Voices boomed out questions, commands.



Look this way, Olivia! Over here.  
Did your father try to hurt you?  
Did you hear them fighting?  
Look at me, Olivia. Look at the camera.




She froze like a fawn in the crosshairs, eyes dazed and wild. Then she was being scooped up from behind, her face pressed into the scent and shape of her aunt.

‘I want Mama, I want Mama.’ She could only whisper it while Aunt Jamie held her tight.

‘She’s just a child.’ Unable to stop herself, Jamie lifted her voice to a shout. ‘Damn you, God damn every one of you, she’s only a child.’

She turned back toward the house and shook her head fiercely before her husband and her parents could step  out. ‘No, stay inside. Don’t give them any more. Don’t give them another thing.’

‘I’ll take her upstairs.’ Grandma’s eyes were dry now. Dry and cold and calm. ‘You’re right, Jamie. We deal with them now.’ She pressed her lips to Olivia’s hair as she started upstairs. For her, Olivia was the now.

 



This time Olivia slept, deep in the exhaustion of terror and misery, while her grandmother watched over her. That, Val decided, was her job now.

In less soothing surroundings, Frank Brady thought of the child he’d seen that morning. He kept the image of her, those wide brown eyes holding trustingly to his, while he did his job.

Sam Tanner was the now for Frank.

Despite the hours in prison and the fact that his system was jumping for a hit, Sam’s looks had suffered little. It appeared as though he’d been prepped for the role of the afflicted lover, shocked and innocent and suffering, but still handsome enough to make the female portion of the audience long to save him.

His hair was dark, thick and untidy. His eyes, a brilliant Viking blue, were shadowed. His love affair with cocaine had cost him some weight, but that only added a romantic, hollowed-out look to his face.

His lips tended to tremble. His hands were never still.

They’d taken away his bloody clothes and given him a washed-out gray shirt and slacks that bagged on him. They’d kept his belt and his shoelaces. He was on suicide watch, but had only begun to notice the lack of privacy. The full scope of his situation was still buried under the fog of shock and withdrawal from his drug of choice.

The interrogation room had plain beige walls and the wide expanse of two-way glass. There was a single table,  three chairs. His tended to wobble if he tried to lean back. A water fountain in the corner dispensed stingy triangular cups of lukewarm water, and the air was stuffy.

Frank sat across from him, saying nothing. Tracy leaned against the wall and examined his own fingernails. The silence and overheated room had sweat sliding greasily down Sam’s back.

‘I don’t remember any more than I told you before.’ Unable to stand the quiet, Sam let the words tumble out. He’d been so sure when they’d finished talking to him the first time, they’d let him go. Let him go so he could find out what they’d done with Julie, with Olivia.

Oh God, Julie. Every time he thought of her, he saw blood, oceans of blood.

Frank only nodded, his eyes patient. ‘Why don’t you tell me what you told me before? From the beginning.’

‘I keep telling you. I went home—’

‘You weren’t living there anymore, were you, Mr. Tanner?’ This from Tracy, and just a little aggressive.

‘It’s still my home. The separation was just temporary, just until we worked some problems out.’

‘Right.’ Tracy kept studying his fingernails. ‘That’s why your wife filed papers, got sole custody of the kid, why you had limited visitation and bought that palace on the beach.’

‘It was just formality.’ Color washed in and out of Sam’s face. He was desperate for a hit, just one quick hit to clear his head, sharpen his focus. Why didn’t people understand how hard it was to think, for Christ’s sake. ‘And I bought the Malibu house as an investment.’

When Tracy snorted, Frank lifted a hand. They’d been partners for six years and had their rhythm down as intimately as lovers. ‘Give the guy a chance to tell it, Tracy. You keep interrupting, you’ll throw him off. We’re just trying to get all the details, Mr. Tanner.’

‘Okay, okay. I went home.’ He rubbed his hands on his thighs, hating the rough feel of the bagging trousers. He was used to good material, expertly cut. By God, he thought as he continued to pick and pluck at his pant legs, he’d earned the best.

‘Why did you go home?’

‘What?’ He blinked, shook his head. ‘Why? I wanted to talk to Julie. I needed to see her. We just needed to straighten things out.’

‘Were you high, Mr. Tanner?’ Frank asked it gently, almost friend to friend. ‘It’d be better if you were up-front about that kind of thing. Recreational use ...’ He let his shoulders lift and fall. ‘We’re not going to push you on that, we just need to know your state of mind.’

He’d denied it before, denied it right along. It was the kind of thing that could ruin you with the public. People in the business, well, they understood how things were. But cocaine didn’t play well at the box office.

But a little coke between friends? Hell, that wasn’t a big deal. Not a big fucking deal, as he was forever telling Julie when she nagged him. If she’d just ...

Julie, he thought again, and pressed his fingers to his eyes. Was she really dead?

‘Mr. Tanner?’

‘What?’ The eyes that had women all over the world sighing blinked. They were bloodshot, bruised and blank.

‘Were you using when you went to see your wife?’ Before he could deny it again, Frank leaned forward. ‘Before you answer, I’m going to tell you that we searched your car and found your stash. Now we’re not going to give you grief about possession. As long as you’re up-front.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ He scrubbed the back of his hand over his mouth. ‘Anybody could have put that there. You could’ve planted it, for all I know.’

‘You saying we planted evidence?’ Tracy moved fast, a lightning strike of movement. He had Sam by the collar and half out of the chair. ‘Is that what you’re saying?’

‘Easy, take it easy. Come on now.’ Frank lifted both hands. ‘Mr. Tanner’s just confused. He’s upset. You didn’t mean to say we’d planted drugs in your car, did you?’

‘No, I—’

‘Because that’s serious business, Mr. Tanner. A very serious accusation. It won’t look good for you, especially since we have a number of people who’ll testify you like a little nose candy now and then. Just a social thing,’ Frank continued as Tracy let out a snort of disgust and went back to leaning on the wall. ‘We don’t have to make a big deal out of that. Unless you do. Unless you try saying we planted that coke when we know it was yours. When I can look at you right now and see you could use a little just to smooth the edges a bit.’

Face earnest, Frank leaned forward. ‘You’re in a hell of a fix here, Sam. A hell of a fix. I admire your work, I’m a big fan. I’d like to cut you a break, but you’re not helping me or yourself by lying about the drugs. Just makes it worse.’

Sam worried his wedding ring, turning it around and around on his finger. ‘Look, maybe I had a couple of hits, but I was in control. I was in control.’ He was desperate to believe it. ‘I’m not an addict or anything, I just took a couple of hits to clear my head before I went home.’

‘To talk to your wife,’ Frank prompted. ‘To straighten things out.’

‘Yeah, that’s right. I needed to make her understand we should get back together, get rid of the lawyers and fix things. I missed her and Livvy. I wanted our life back. Goddamn it, I just wanted our life back.’

‘I don’t blame you for that. Beautiful wife and daughter. A man would be crazy to give it all up easy. You wanted  to straighten out your troubles, so you went over there, and talked to her.’

‘That’s right, I - no, I went over and I found her. I found her. Oh, Jesus Christ.’ He closed his eyes then, covered his face. ‘Oh God, Julie. There was blood, blood everywhere, broken glass, the lamp I bought her for her birthday. She was lying there in the blood and the glass. I tried to pick her up. The scissors were in her back. I pulled them out.’

Hadn’t he? He thought he’d pulled them out, but couldn’t quite remember. They’d been in his hand, hot and slick with blood.

‘I saw Livvy, standing there. She started running away.’

‘You went after her,’ Frank said quietly.

‘I think - I must have. I think I went a little crazy. Trying to find her, trying to find who’d done that to Julie. I don’t remember. I called the police.’ He looked back at Frank. ‘I called the police as soon as I could.’

‘How long?’ Tracy pushed away from the wall, stuck his face close to Sam’s. ‘How long did you go through the house looking for that little girl, with scissors in your hand, before you broke down and called the cops?’

‘I don’t know. I’m not sure. A few minutes, maybe. Ten, fifteen.’

‘Lying bastard!’

‘Tracy—’

‘He’s a fucking lying bastard, Frank. He’d’ve found that kid, she’d be in the morgue next to her mother.’

‘No. No.’ Horror spiked in his voice. ‘I’d never hurt Livvy.’

‘That’s not what your wife thought, is it, Tanner?’ Tracy jabbed a finger into Sam’s chest. ‘She put it in writing that she was afraid for you to be alone with the kid. You’re a cokehead, and a sorry son of a bitch, and I’ll tell you just how it went down. You thought about her in that  big house, locking you out, keeping you away from her and your kid because she couldn’t stand the sight of you. Maybe you figure she’s spreading her legs for another man. Woman who looks like that, there’s going to be other men. And you got yourself all coked up and drove over there to show her who was boss.’

‘No, I was just going to talk to her.’

‘But she didn’t want to talk to you, did she, Tanner? She told you to get out, didn’t she? Told you to go to hell. Maybe you knocked her around a little first, like you did the other time.’

‘It was an accident. I never meant to hurt her. We were arguing.’

‘So you picked up the scissors.’

‘No.’ He tried to draw back, tried to clear the images blurring in his head. ‘We were in Livvy’s room. Julie wouldn’t have scissors in Livvy’s room.’

‘You were downstairs and you saw them on the table, sitting there, shiny, sharp. You grabbed them and you cut her to pieces because she was done with you. If you couldn’t have her, no one was going to have her. That’s what you thought, isn’t it, Tanner? The bitch deserved to die.’

‘No, no, no, I couldn’t have done that. I couldn’t have.’ But he remembered the feel of the scissors in his hands, the way his fingers had wrapped around them, the way blood had dripped down the blade. ‘I loved her. I loved her.’

‘You didn’t mean to do it, did you, Sam?’ Frank picked up the ball, sliding back into the seat, his voice gentle, his eyes level. ‘I know how it is. Sometimes you love a woman so much it makes you crazy. When they don’t listen, don’t hear what you’re saying, don’t understand what you need, you have to find a way to make them.  That’s all it was, wasn’t it? You were trying to find a way to make her listen, and she wouldn’t. You lost your temper. The drugs, they played a part in that. You just didn’t have control of yourself. You argued, and the scissors were just there. Maybe she came at you. Then it just happened, before you could stop it. Like the other time when you didn’t mean to hurt her. It was a kind of accident.’

‘I don’t know.’ Tears were starting to swim in his eyes. ‘I had the scissors, but it was after. It had to be after. I pulled them out of her.’

‘Livvy saw you.’

Sam’s face went blank as he stared at Frank. ‘What?’

‘She saw you. She heard you, Sam. That’s why she came downstairs. Your four-year-old daughter’s a witness. The murder weapon has your prints all over it. Your bloody footprints are all over the house. In the living room, the hall, going up the stairs. There are bloody fingerprints on the doorjamb of your little girl’s bedroom. They’re yours. There was no one else there, Sam, no burglar like you tried to tell us yesterday. No intruder. There was no sign of a break-in, nothing was stolen, your wife wasn’t raped. There were three people in the house that night. Julie, Livvy and you.’

‘There had to be someone else.’

‘No, Sam. No one else.’

‘My God, my God, my God.’ Shaking, he laid his head on the table and sobbed like a child.

When he had finished sobbing, he confessed.

 



Frank read the signed statement for the third time, got up, walked around the tiny coffee room and settled for the nasty dregs in the pot. With the cup half full of what even the desperate would call sludge, he sat at the table and read the confession again.

When his partner came in, Frank spoke without looking up. ‘This thing’s got holes, Tracy. It’s got holes you could drive that old Caddy you love so much through without scraping the paint.’

‘I know it.’ Disgusted, Tracy set a fresh pot on to brew, then went to the scarred refrigerator to steal someone’s nicely ripened Bartlett pear. He bit in, grunted with satisfaction, then sat. ‘But the guy’s whacked, Frank. Jonesing, jittery. And he was flying that night. He’s never going to remember it step-by-step.’

He swiped at pear juice dribbling down his chin. ‘We know he did it. We got the physical evidence, motive, opportunity. We place him at the scene. Hell, we got a witness. Now we got a confession. We did our job, Frank.’
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