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  I know I’ve bent the rules and played around with the police de­partment procedure just to keep my story moving; this book in no way reflects the actual police departments of Los Angeles, California, or New Orleans, Louisiana, or their procedures.


  PROLOGUE


  Culver City, a Suburb of Los Angeles Twelve Years Earlier


  “So you’re not coming home tonight, is that what you’re getting at?” Jennifer Bentz sat on the edge of the bed, phone pressed to her ear, as she tried to ignore that all-too-familiar guilty noose of monogamy that was strangling her even as it frayed.


  “Probably not.”


  Ever the great communicator, her ex wasn’t about to commit.


  Not that she really blamed him. Theirs was a tenuous, if some­times passionate, relationship. And she was forever “the bad one,” as she thought of herself, “the adulteress.” Even now, the scent of re­cent sex teased her nostrils in the too-warm bedroom, reminding her of her sins. Two half-full martini glasses stood next to a sweating shaker on the bedside table, evidence that she hadn’t been alone. “When, then?” she asked. “When will you show up?”


  “Tomorrow. Maybe.” Rick was on his cell in a squad car. She heard the sounds of traffic in the background, knew he was being evasive and tight-lipped because his partner was driving and could overhear at least one side of the stilted conversation.


  Great.


  She tried again. Lowered her voice. “Would it help if I said I miss you?”


  No response. Of course. God, she hated this. Being the pathetic, whining woman, begging for him to see her. It just wasn’t her style.


  Not her style at all. Men were the ones who usually begged, and she got off on it.


  Somewhere in the back of her consciousness she heard a soft click.


  “RJ?”


  “I heard you.”


  Her cheeks burned and she glanced at the bedsheets twisted and turned, falling into a pool of pastel, wrinkled cotton at the foot of the bed.


  Oh, God. He knows. The metallic taste of betrayal was on her lips, but she had to play the game, feign innocence. Surely he wouldn’t suspect that she’d been with another man, not so close on the heels of the last time. Jeez, she’d even surprised herself.


  There was a chance he was bluffing.


  And yet . . .


  She shuddered as she imagined his rage. She played her trump card. “Kristi will wonder why you’re not home. She’s already asking questions.”


  “And what do you tell her? The truth?” That her mother can’t keep her legs closed? He didn’t say it, but the condemnation was there, hanging between them. Hell, she hated this. If it weren’t for her daughter, their daughter . . .


  “I’m not sure how long the stakeout will be.”


  A convenient lie. Her blood began a slow, steady boil. “You and I both know that the department doesn’t work its detectives around the clock.”


  “You and I both know a lot of things.”


  In her mind’s eye she saw him as he had been in the bedroom doorway, his face twisted in silent accusation as she lay in their bed. Sweaty, naked, she was in the arms of another man, the same man with whom she’d had an affair earlier. Kristi’s biological father. Rick had reached for his gun, the pistol strapped in his shoulder holster, and for a second Jennifer had known real fear. Icy, cold terror.


  “Get out,” he’d ordered, staring with deadly calm at the two of them. “Jesus H. Christ, get the hell out of my house and don’t come back. Both of you.”


  He’d turned then, walked down the stairs, and left without so much as slamming the door. But his rage had been real. Palpable. Jennifer had escaped with her life, but she hadn’t gone. She couldn’t.


  Rick hadn’t returned. They hadn’t even fought about it again. He’d just left.


  Refused to answer her calls.


  Until today.


  By then it had been too late.


  She’d already met her lover again. As much out of retribution as desire. Fuck it. No one was going to run her life, not even Rick-effin’-Bentz, superhero cop. So she’d met the man who was forever in her blood.


  Slut!


  Whore!


  The words were her own. She closed her eyes and hung her head, feeling lost. Confused. Never had she planned to cheat on Rick. Never. But she’d been weak, temptation strong. She shook her head and felt black to the bottom of her soul. Who was she so intent on punishing? Him? Or herself? Hadn’t one of her shrinks told her she didn’t think she deserved him? That she was self-destructive?


  What a load of crap. “I just don’t know what you want,” she whis­pered weakly.


  “Neither do I. Not anymore.”


  She saw an inch of liquid remaining in one martini glass and drank it down. The noose tightened a notch, even as it unraveled. God, why couldn’t it be easy with him? Why couldn’t she remain faithful? “I’m trying, Rick,” she whispered, gritting her teeth. It wasn’t a lie. The problem was that she was trying and failing.


  She thought she heard a muffled footstep from downstairs and she went on alert, then decided the noise might have been the echo in the phone. Or from outside. Wasn’t there a window open?


  “You’re trying?” Rick snorted. “At what?”


  So there it was. He did know. Probably was having someone tail her, having the house under surveillance. Or worse yet, he had been parked up the street in a car she didn’t recognize and had been watch­ing the house himself. She glanced up at the ceiling to the light fix­ture, smoke alarm, and slow-moving paddle fan as it pushed the hot air around. Were there tiny cameras hidden inside? Had he filmed her recent tryst? Witnessed her as she’d writhed and moaned on the bed she shared with him? Observed her as she’d taken command and run her tongue down her lover’s abdomen, and lower? Seen her laughing? Teasing? Seducing?


  Jesus, how twisted was he?


  She closed her eyes. Mortified. “You sick son of a bitch.”


  “That’s me.”


  “I hate you.” Her temper was rising.


  “I know. I just wasn’t sure you could admit it. Leave, Jennifer. It’s over.”


  “Maybe if you didn’t get off bustin’ perps and playing the super­hero ace detective, maybe if you paid a little attention to your wife and kid, this wouldn’t happen.”


  “You’re not my wife.”


  Click.


  He hung up.


  “Bastard!” She threw the phone onto the bed as her head began to pound. You did this, Jennifer. You yourself. You knew you’d get caught, but you pushed away everything you wanted and loved, in­cluding Kristi and a chance with your ex-husband, because you’re a freak. You just can’t help yourself. She felt a tear slither down her cheek and slapped it away. This was no time for tears or self-pity.


  Hadn’t she told herself that reconciliation with Rick was impossi­ble? And yet she’d returned to this house, this home they’d shared together, knowing full well it was a mistake of monumental propor­tions. Just as it had been when she’d first said “I do,” years before.


  “Fool!” She swore under her breath on her way to the bathroom, where she saw her reflection in the mirror over the sink.


  “Not pretty,” she said, splashing water over her face. But that really wasn’t the truth. She wasn’t too far into her thirties and her dark hair was still thick and wavy as it fell below her shoulders. Her skin was still smooth, her lips full, her eyes a shade of blue-green men seemed to find fascinating. All the wrong men, she reminded herself. Men who were forbidden and taboo. And she loved their attention. Craved it.


  She opened the medicine cabinet, found her bottle of Valium, and popped a couple, just to take the edge off and push the threatening migraine away. Kristi was going to a friend’s house after swim prac­tice; Rick wasn’t coming home until God knew when, so Jennifer had the house and the rest of the evening to herself. She wasn’t leaving. Yet.


  Swoosh.


  An unlikely noise traveled up the staircase from the floor below.


  The sound of air moving? A door opening? A window ajar?


  What the hell was going on? She paused, listening, her senses on alert, the hairs on the back of her arms lifting.


  What if Rick were nearby?


  What if he’d been lying on the phone and was really on his way home again, just like the other day? The son of a bitch might just have been playing her for a fool.


  The “stakeout” could well be fake, or if he really was going to spend all night watching someone, it was probably her, his own wife.


  Ex-wife. Jennifer Bentz stared at her reflection in the mirror and frowned at the tiny little lines visible between her eyebrows. When had those wrinkles first appeared? Last year? Earlier? Or just in the last week?


  It was hard to say.


  But there they were, reminding her all too vividly that she wasn’t getting any younger.


  With so many men who had wanted her, how had she ended up marrying, divorcing, and then living with a cop in his all-too-middle­class little house? Their attempt to get back together was just a trial. It hadn’t been going on long and now . . . well, she was pretty damned sure it was over for good.


  Because she just couldn’t be faithful to any one man. Even one she loved.


  Dear God, what was she going to do? She’d thought about taking her own life. More than once. And she’d already written her daugh­ter a letter to be delivered upon her death:


  Dear Kristi,


  I’m so sorry, honey. Believe me when I tell you that I love


  you more than life itself. But I’ve been involved with the man


  who is your biological father again, and I’m afraid it’s going


  to break Rick’s heart.


   


  And blah, blah, blah . . .


  What a bunch of melodramatic crap.


  Again she thought she heard something . . . the sound of a foot­step on the floor downstairs.


  She started to call out, then held her tongue. Padding quietly to the top of the stairs, she held on to the railing and listened. Over the smooth rotation of the fan in her bedroom she heard another noise, something faint and clicking.


  Her skin crawled.


  She barely dared breathe. Her heart pounded in her ears.


  Just your imagination—the guilt that’s eating at you.


  Or the neighbor’s cat. That’s it, the scraggly thing that’s always rooting around in the garbage cans or searching for mice in the garage.


  On stealthy footsteps she hurried to the bedroom window and peered through the glass, seeing nothing out of the ordinary on this gray day in Southern California, where the air was foggy, dusty, and thick. Even the sun, a reddish disc hanging low in the sky over miles and miles of rooftops, appeared distorted by the smog.


  Not the breath of a breeze from the ocean today, nothing stirring to make any kind of noise. No cat slinking beneath the dry bushes, no bicyclist on the street. Not even a car passing.


  It’s nothing.


  Just a case of nerves.


  Calm down.


  She poured the remains of the shaker into her glass and took a sip on her way to the bathroom. But in the doorway she caught sight of her reflection and felt another stab of guilt.


  “Bottoms up,” she whispered and then, seeing her own reflection and the glass lifted to her lips, she cringed. This wasn’t what she wanted for her life. For her daughter. “Stupid, stupid bitch!” The woman in the mirror seemed to laugh at her. Taunt her. Without thinking, Jen­nifer hurled her drink at her smirking reflection. The glass slammed into the mirror, shattering.


  Crraaack!


  Slowly, the mirror split, a spider web of flaws crawling over the slivered glass. Shards slipped into the sink.


  “Jesus!”


  What the hell have you done?


  She tried to pick up one of the larger pieces and sliced the tip of her finger, blood dripping from her hand, drizzling into the sink. Quickly she found a single, loose Band-Aid on the shelf in the cabi­net. She had trouble as her fingers weren’t working as they should, but she managed to pull off the backing and wrap her index finger. Yet she couldn’t quite stanch the flow. Blood swelled beneath the tiny scrap of plastic and gauze. “Damn it all to hell,” she muttered and caught a glimpse of her face in one of the remaining jagged bits of mirror.


  “Seven years of bad luck,” she whispered, just as Nana Nichols had foretold when she’d broken her grandmother’s favorite looking glass at the age of three. “You’ll be cursed until you’re ten, Jenny, and who knows how much longer after that!” Nana, usually kind, had looked like a monster, all yellow teeth and bloodless lips twisted in disgust.


  But how right the old woman had been. Bad luck seemed to fol­low her around, even to this day.


  Spying her face, now distorted and cleaved in the shards of glass that remained, Jennifer saw herself as an old woman—a lonely old woman.


  God, what a day, she thought thickly.


  Heading for the broom and dustpan, she started downstairs, nearly stumbling on the landing. She caught herself, made her way to the first floor, and stepped into the laundry room.


  Where the door stood ajar.


  What?


  She hadn’t left it open; she was sure of it. And when her lover had left, he’d gone through the garage. So ...? Had Kristi, on her way to school, not pulled it shut? The damned thing was hard to latch, but . . .


  She felt a frisson of fear skitter down her spine. Hadn’t she heard someone down here earlier? Or was that just the gin talking? She was a little confused, her head thick, but . . .


  Steadying herself on the counter, she paused, straining to hear, trying to remember. Good God, she was more than a little out of it. She walked into the kitchen, poured herself a glass of water, and no­ticed the hint of cigarette smoke in the air. No doubt from her ex-husband. How many times did she have to tell him to take his foul habit and smoke outside? Way outside. Not just out on the back porch, where the damned tobacco odor wafted through the screen door.


  But Rick hasn’t been here in two days...


  She froze, her gaze traveling upward to the ceiling. Nothing . . . and then . . . a floorboard creaked overhead. The crunch of glass.


  Oh, God, no.


  This time it wasn’t a guess.


  This time she was certain.


  Someone was in the house.


  Someone who didn’t want her to know he was there.


  Someone who wanted to do her harm.


  The smell of cigarette smoke teased at her nostrils again.


  Oh, Jesus. This wasn’t Rick.


  She slid on silent footsteps toward the counter where the knives were kept and slowly slid a long-bladed weapon from its slot. As she did, she thought of all the cases Rick had solved, of all the criminals who had channeled their wrath toward him and his family when they’d been arrested or sentenced. Many of them had vowed to get back at Detective Bentz in the most painful ways possible.


  He’d never told her of the threats, but she’d learned from other cops on the force who had gladly repeated various criminals’ promises to seek revenge.


  And now someone was in the house.


  The back of her throat turned desert dry.


  Holding her breath, she eased into the garage and nearly tripped on the single step when she realized that the garage door was wide open to the driveway, a blatant invitation. One the intruder had ac­cepted.


  She didn’t think twice and slid behind the wheel, where the keys were already in the ignition.


  She twisted on the keys.


  The engine sparked.


  She threw the gear into reverse and gunned it, tearing out of the driveway, nearly hitting the neighbor’s miserable cat and just missing the mailbox.


  She glanced up to the master bedroom window as she crammed the van into drive.


  Her heart froze.


  A dark figure stood behind the panes, a shadow with a cruel, twisted smile.


  “Shit!”


  The light shifted on the blinds and the image was gone—maybe just a figment of her imagination.


  Or was it?


  She didn’t wait to find out, just hit the gas pedal, racing down the street as old Mr. Van Pelt decided to back his ancient tank of a Buick into the street. Jennifer hit the brakes, her tires screeched, and then once past the startled neighbor she floored it.


  “There was no one in the window. You know that,” she tried to convince herself. “No one was there.”


  Driving with one hand, she searched the passenger seat for her purse and cell, which, she now remembered, sat in the bedroom where she’d seen the dark figure.


  “Just your imagination,” she said over and over as she drove out of the subdivision and onto the main highway, melding into the thick traffic. Her heart pounded and her head throbbed. Blood from her hand smeared the steering wheel. She checked her rearview often, searching for a vehicle following her, looking through the sea of cars for one that seemed intent on chasing her down. Metal glinted in the sunlight and she cursed herself for not having her sunglasses with her.


  Nothing looked out of the ordinary. Tons of cars heading east: sil­ver, white, black sedans and sports cars, trucks, and SUVs . . . at least she thought that was the direction she was going. She wasn’t sure. She hadn’t paid a lot of attention and she was starting to relax, start­ing to think she’d eluded whoever had been after her. If anyone really had.


  Just another Southern California day. She spied a dark blue SUV coming up fast and her heart jumped, but it sped by, along with a white BMW on its tail.


  She flipped on the radio, tried to steady her nerves, but she was sweating, her finger still bleeding. The miles passed, nothing happened, and she began to breathe easier . . . really relax. She drifted a bit, nearly sideswiping a guy who hit the horn and flipped her off.


  “Yeah, right, whatever,” she said, but realized she shouldn’t be driving, not in all this traffic in her altered state. At the next exit, she turned off . . . dear Lord, where was she? . . . in the country? She didn’t recognize the area, the sparseness of the homes, the stretches of brush and farmland. She was inland somewhere and the Valium had kicked in big-time. Blinking against the sunlight, she looked in her side-view mirror and saw another big blue SUV bearing down on her.


  The same one as before?


  No!


  Couldn’t be.


  She yawned and the Explorer behind her stayed back, following her at a distance on the two-lane road that led into the hills.


  It was time to turn around.


  She was so damned tired.


  The road before her seemed to shift and she blinked. Her eyelids were so heavy. She’d have to slow down and rest, try to clear her head, maybe drink some coffee . . .


  There was a chance no one had been in the house. Jeez—God, the way she was imagining things, the way her nerves were strung tight these days, the way guilt was eating at her, she was probably let­ting her mind play tricks on her. Her thoughts swirled and gnawed at her.


  She saw the curve in the road and she braked. As she did, she no­ticed the dark Explorer riding her ass.


  “So pass, you idiot,” she said, distracted, her eyes on the rearview mirror. The rig’s windows were tinted and dark, but she caught a glimpse of the driver.


  Oh, God.


  Her heart nearly stopped.


  The driver stared straight at her. She bit back a scream. It was the same intruder she’d seen in the upstairs window of her house.


  Scared out of her wits, she tromped on the accelerator.


  Who the hell was it?


  Why was whoever it was following her?


  She saw the corner and cut it, hoping to lose the SUV, but her judgment was off and one of the van’s tires caught on the shoulder, hitting gravel. She yanked on the wheel, trying to wrestle the car onto the road, but the van began to spin.


  Wildly.


  Crazily.


  Totally out of control.


  The van shuddered. Skidded.


  And then began to roll.


  In slow-motion certainty, Jennifer knew she was going to die.


  More than that, she knew she was being murdered.


  Probably set up by her damned ex-husband, Rick Bentz.


  CHAPTER 1


  “Talk to me in six weeks.” Melinda Jaskiel’s voice was firm. Clear. Propped on his good leg on the back veranda, his cell phone nearly stuck to his ear in the sweltering bayou heat, Rick Bentz real­ized his boss wasn’t going to budge. Sweat dripping off his nose, he balanced on one crutch, the thick rubber tip wedged between two flagstones. His back ached and walking was a strain, but he wouldn’t admit it to a soul—especially not to Jaskiel. As head of the homicide division in the New Orleans Police Department, she had the author­ity to put him back on active duty. Or not. It was her call.


  Once again, Melinda Jaskiel held the fate of his career in her hands.


  Once again, he was begging. “I need to work.” Jesus, he hated the desperation in his voice.


  “You need to be at a hundred percent, maybe a hundred and ten to be back on duty.”


  His jaw tightened as the intense Louisiana sun beat down on the back of his neck and a fine mist rose from the swampland that backed up to the cottage nestled into the woods. Jaskiel had given him a job when no one else would touch him after the mess he’d left in L.A. And now she was shutting him down.


  He heard her mutter something under her breath and thought for a split second she was reconsidering. “Look, Rick, I don’t see you pushing papers at a desk from eight to five.”


  “I’ve been in P.T. for a couple of months now, strong as ever.”


  “Strong enough to chase down a suspect? Wrestle him to the ground? Break down a door? Hit the deck, roll, draw your weapon,


  and cover your partner?”


  “That’s all TV BS.”


  “Is it?” Jaskiel’s voice was skeptical. “Seems to me you were doing just that kind of ‘TV BS’ when you ended up in the hospital.” She knew him too well. “You know the drill. Bring in a doctor’s release and we’ll discuss your reinstatement. Discuss. No promises. You know, retirement’s not a bad idea.”


  He snorted. “Gee, Melinda, I’m getting the idea you’re trying to get rid of me.”


  “You’re still in physical therapy and you’re wound too tight. End of subject. I’ll talk to you later.” She hung up.


  “Son of a bitch!” He flung his crutch across the flagstones of the veranda, where it skidded, clattering noisily and startling a mocking­bird from a nearby magnolia tree into flight. “Son of a goddamned bitch.” His fingers clenched over his cell and he considered hurling it into the swamp, but didn’t. Hell, he didn’t want to explain that. So far, the department only questioned his physical ability. He didn’t want to give the powers that be an insight into his mental state.


  No shrinks. No soul searching. No pouring out his heart. No thank you.


  He stood with difficulty, his balance not what it had been before the accident, despite what he’d told Jaskiel. And sometimes his leg hurt like hell. He knew he wasn’t really ready for active duty, but he was going out of his freakin’ mind staying at home. Hell, even his relationship with his wife Olivia was beginning to wear thin. Her bio­logical clock was ticking like crazy and she was pressuring him to have a kid. His own daughter, Kristi, was in her twenties. He wasn’t sure he wanted to start over.


  No, what he needed was to get out of the house and back to work. It had been nearly three months since the accident and he couldn’t take sitting around another second.


  “So do something about it,” he ordered himself.


  Gritting his teeth, he took a step unaided.


  First one foot, then the other.


  None of the namby-pamby putting one foot forward with the walker and dragging the second one up to it. No way. He was going to walk across this damned patio one foot in front of the other if it killed him. He’d show them all. In a month he’d be running across these stupid stones. A crow sat on one of the roof ’s gables and cried noisily, its raspy caw echoing through the scrub oak and pine.


  Bentz barely noticed.


  A third step.


  Then four.


  He was sweating now. Concentrating hard. The heat was oppres­sive, sun beating down, the dank smell of the swamp heavy in his nostrils. The crow kept up his incessant, mocking caw. Irritating bas­tard.


  Another step and Bentz looked up, away from uneven stones and to the bench, his destination. He was crossing his patio on his own two feet.


  Just as he would have if he hadn’t been injured.


  Just as he would have if he hadn’t nearly lost his life.


  Just as he would have if he hadn’t been forced to consider early retirement.


  He moved forward again, more easily, more confidently.


  And then he felt it.


  That cold certainty that he was being watched.


  His gut tightened as he looked over his shoulder. Dry, brittle leaves rustled on the windless day.


  The crow had disappeared, its scolding cries silent.


  A flicker of light between the branches. Something in the thicket, just on the other side of the veranda, moved. A shadow passed quickly, darting through the undergrowth.


  Oh, sweet Jesus.


  Instinctively, Bentz reached for his sidearm.


  His hand came up empty as he rounded to face the woods.


  He wasn’t wearing his shoulder holster.


  Not in his own house.


  He squinted.


  What the hell was it?


  Sunlight played through the lacy canopy of needles and leaves. His heart thumped crazily. The spit dried in his mouth.


  It was just his imagination.


  Again.


  Right?


  But the goose bumps crawling over his flesh and the tightening of every muscle in his body told him otherwise.


  Idiot! You’re in your own damned backyard.


  He turned slightly, trying to make out if the intruder were an opossum, or a deer, or even an alligator crawling up from the swamp, but he knew deep in his soul that this was no wild creature wander­ing too close to his house.


  Uh-uh.


  The shivering leaves stilled on this hot, breathless day.


  Bentz squinted into the forest. He had no doubt that he would see her.


  Again.


  He wasn’t disappointed.


  Through the shimmering heat her image appeared. Dressed in that same sexy black dress, flashing him the barest of smiles, she stood be­tween the bleached bark of two cypress trees.


  Jennifer.


  His first wife.


  The woman he’d sworn to love through all his days.


  The bitch who had betrayed him . . . And she was as sensual and gorgeous as she had been all those years ago. The fragrance of gar­denias wafted through the air.


  He swallowed.


  Hard.


  A ghost?


  Or real flesh and blood?


  The woman, a dead ringer for his first wife, stood deep in the woods, staring at him with wide, knowing eyes and that sexy little smile . . . God, that smile had turned him inside out.


  His heart went still as death.


  An eerie chill slid through his veins.


  “Jennifer?” he said aloud, though he knew his first wife was long dead.


  She arched a single eyebrow and his stomach dropped to his knees.


  “Jen?” Bentz took a step forward, caught his toe on an uneven rock, and went down. Hard. His knees hit first. Bam! His chin bounced against the mortar and stone, rattling his jaw, scraping his skin.


  Pain exploded through his brain. The raven cackled, as if laughing at him. His cell phone skittered across the flagstones.


  “Shit!” he muttered under his breath as he lay still for a second, taking in a couple of breaths, telling himself he was a goddamned idiot, a freak who was seeing things that didn’t exist. He moved one leg, then the other, mentally assessing the damage to his already racked-up body.


  Not that long ago he’d been paralyzed, the result of a freak acci­dent in a lightning storm. His spinal cord had been bruised, not sev­ered. Slowly he’d recovered to this point and he hoped to hell that he hadn’t reinjured his damned back or legs.


  Painfully he rolled over and pushed himself onto his knees while staring over the edge of the veranda toward the spot where he’d seen her.


  Jennifer, of course, had vanished.


  Poof.


  Like a ghost in an old cartoon.


  Using a bench for leverage, he pulled himself to his feet and stood, solid and steady. Gingerly, ignoring the pain, he walked closer to the edge of the veranda. Squinting into the shadows, he looked for something, anything to indicate she’d been out there. Tempting him. Teasing him. Making him think he was going crazy.


  But nothing moved in the forest.


  No woman hid in the deep umbra.


  No drop in the temperature indicated a ghost had trod upon his soul.


  And, beyond all that, Jennifer was dead. Buried in a plot in Cali­fornia. He knew that as well as his own name. Hadn’t he identified her himself over twelve years ago? She’d been mangled horribly in the accident, nearly unrecognizable, but the woman behind the wheel in the single-car accident had been his beautiful and scheming first wife.


  His stomach twisted a bit as a cloud passed over the sun. High in the sky jets streaked, leaving white plumes to slice the wide expanse of blue.


  Why now had she returned—at least in his mind? Had it been the coma? He’d lain unconscious in the hospital for two weeks and he re­membered nothing of those fourteen lost days.


  When he’d finally awoken, staring through blurry eyes, he’d seen her image. A cold waft of air had whispered across his skin and he’d smelled the heady aroma of her perfume, a familiar scent laced with gardenias. Then he’d caught a glimpse of her in the doorway, backlit by the dimmed hall lights, blowing him a kiss and looking as real as if she were truly still alive.


  Which of course she wasn’t.


  And yet . . .


  Now, as he stared into the shaded bayou where shadows length­ened and the steamy scent of slow-moving water filtered through the leaves of cypress and cottonwood, he second-guessed the truth. He doubted what he’d been certain was fact; he questioned his sanity.


  Could it be the pain pills he’d been taking since his accident as his daughter—their daughter—had insisted?


  Or was he just plain going nuts?


  “Crap.” He glared at the woods.


  No Jennifer.


  Of course.


  She was all a part of his imagination.


  Something that had been triggered by nearly half a month of tee­tering on that razor-sharp edge between life and death.


  “Get a grip,” he told himself.


  Man, he could use a smoke right now. He’d given up the habit years before, but in times of stress nothing gave him a clear sense of what needed to be done like a hit of nicotine curling through his lungs.


  Grimacing, he heard a series of sharp barks. The dog door opened with a click, followed by the scratch of tiny paws flying across the stones and a high-pitched yip. Hairy S, his wife Olivia’s terrier mutt, streaked across the veranda, sending a squirrel squawking loudly up the bole of a scraggly pine. Hairy, who had been named in honor of Harry S. Truman, Olivia’s grandmother’s favorite president, was going nuts. He leaped and barked at the trunk of the tree, his mottled hair bristling as the squirrel taunted and scolded from the safety of an upper limb.


  “Hairy! Shh!” Bentz wasn’t in the mood. His head was beginning to pound and his pride had already suffered a beating with the fall.


  “What the hell are you doing?” Montoya’s voice boomed at him and he nearly tripped again.


  “I’m walking without a damned cane or crutch. What’s it look like?”


  “Like a face plant.”


  Bentz turned to find his partner slipping through the side gate and striding across the flagstones with the irritating ease of a jungle cat. To add insult to injury, Olivia’s scrappy little dog diverted from the squirrel to run circles around Montoya’s feet, leaving Bentz to dust off his pride. He tried not to wince, but his knees stung where his skin had been scraped off. No doubt bruises were already form­ing. He sensed the ooze of warm, sticky blood run down his shins.


  “I was watching from over the top of the gate. Looked to me like you were attempting a swan dive into the concrete.”


  “Very funny.”


  “I thought so.”


  Bentz wasn’t in the mood to be ridiculed by his smart-assed part­ner. Make that his smart-assed younger partner. With hair that gleamed black in the afternoon light, reflective sunglasses covering eyes that were as sharp as they had ever been, Montoya was younger and more athletic than Bentz. And not afraid to remind his older partner of it.


  When he walked, Montoya damned near swaggered and the dia­mond stud in his earlobe glittered. At least today he wasn’t wearing his signature black leather jacket, just a white T-shirt and jeans. Look­ing cool as all get-out.


  It bugged the hell out of Bentz.


  “Olivia at work?”


  Bentz nodded. “Should be home in a couple of hours.” His wife still worked a couple of days a week at the Third Eye, a New Age gift shop near Jackson Square that had survived Hurricane Katrina. She’d completed her master’s in psychology a while back and was consid­ering starting her own practice, but she hadn’t quite made the transi­tion to full time. Bentz suspected she missed the hustle and bustle of the French Quarter.


  Montoya found Bentz’s cell phone near a huge ceramic pot filled with cascading pink and white petunias. “Looking for this?” He dusted off the phone, then handed it to him.


  Glowering, Bentz muttered, “Thanks,” then jammed the damned


  phone into his pocket.


  “Bad news?” Montoya asked, suddenly sober.


  “Jaskiel doesn’t think I’m fit for duty.”


  “You’re not.”


  Bentz bit back a hot retort as a dragonfly zipped past. Considering his current state, he couldn’t argue. “Is there a reason you came all the way out here, or did you just want to give me a bad time?”


  “Little of both,” Montoya said. This time his teeth flashed white against his black goatee. “They’re reassigning me. Making Zaroster my”—He made air quotes with his fingers—“‘temporary’ partner.”


  Lynn Zaroster was a junior detective who had been with the de­partment a little over two years though she was barely twenty-six. Cute, smart, and athletic, Zaroster was filled with enthusiasm. She was as idealistic as Bentz was jaded.


  “Change of pace for you.”


  “Yeah.” Montoya’s smile faded. “Sometimes I feel like a god-damned babysitter.”


  “You’re afraid this might be permanent.” Because Bentz was being pushed out of the department.


  “Not if I have my say, but I thought I’d tell you myself. Rather than you hearing it from someone else.”


  Bentz nodded, wiped the sweat from his face with the sleeve of his shirt. From inside the house, through the open window, he heard the sound of Olivia’s parrot, which, like the dog and this little cot­tage, she had inherited from her grandmother. “Jaskiel’s been hint­ing that I should retire.” His lips twisted at the thought of it. “Enjoy what’s left of my life.”


  Montoya snorted. “You’re not even fifty. That’s a whole lotta ‘left.’ Thirty—maybe forty—years of fishing, watching football, and sitting on your ass.”


  “Doesn’t seem to matter.”


  Reaching down for Bentz’s crutch, Montoya said, “Maybe you could retire, draw a pension, and then get your P.I.’s license.”


  “Yeah . . . maybe. And you can keep babysitting.” Ignoring the preoffered crutch, Bentz started inside, the little dog hurrying ahead of him. “Come on, I’ll buy you a beer.”


  “Have you gone off the wagon?” Montoya was right beside him, hauling the damned crutch.


  “Not yet.” Bentz held the door open. “But then, the day’s not over.”


  CHAPTER 2


  Bentz was slipping away from her.


  Olivia could feel it.


  And it pissed her off. Yes, she was sad, too, she thought as she tore down the road in her old Ford Ranger, a relic with nearly two hundred thousand miles that she would have to trade in soon.


  She loved her husband and when she’d vowed to stick with him through good times and bad, she’d meant it. She’d thought he had, too, but ever since the accident . . .


  She braked for a curve on the long country road winding through this part of bayou country on the way to her home, a small bungalow built near the swamp, one she’d shared with Grannie Gin before the old lady had passed on. She’d lived in it alone for a few years, but eventually, when she and Bentz had married, he’d moved from his apartment to the bungalow tucked deep into the woods.


  His daughter had lived with them for a while, though that hadn’t worked out all that great. Kristi was a grown woman and had needed her own space. But they’d been happy here for the past few years.


  Until the damned accident.


  A freak occurrence.


  Lightning had cleaved an oak tree and a thick branch had come down on Rick, pinning him and nearly severing his spine. Even now she shuddered thinking of those dark days when she hadn’t been certain whether he would live or die.


  He’d clung to life. Barely. And in that time she and her stepdaughter had finally bonded, clenching each other’s hands in the hospital when the doctors had given Bentz a dire prognosis.


  She’d thought she’d lose him, expected him to die. And in those heart-rending days, she’d regretted not having a child with him, not having a part of him to carry on. Maybe it was selfish. But she didn’t care.


  She caught a glimpse of her reflection in the rearview mirror. Wor­ried amber-colored eyes stared back at her. She didn’t like what was happening.


  “So do something about it,” she said. She’d never been one to hold back. Her temper had been described as “mercurial” on more than one occasion. By Bentz. The first time she’d met the man, she’d gone toe-to-toe with him, reporting a murder she’d witnessed though her visions. That had set him back a bit. He hadn’t believed her, at first. But she’d convinced him.


  Somehow now, she had to convince him of this as well.


  She put the truck through its paces and tried not to dwell on the fact that the warmth in their home had seemed to fade after he’d woken from the coma. He’d become a different man. Not entirely, of course, but somehow changed. At first, she’d passed off his lack of af­fection as worry. He’d had to concentrate on getting well. But things hadn’t gone as she’d expected. As the weeks had passed and he’d gained strength, she’d noticed a sense of disillusionment in him. She’d told herself his mood was sure to change the minute he was back to work, doing what he loved, solving homicides.


  But as the weeks passed she became concerned. Though they had talked about having a baby together, he’d become less and less interested. Bentz had always been a passionate man; not as hot-tempered as his partner, Montoya, but steadfast, determined, and courageous.


  In bed, he’d been an eager lover who had derived some of his own pleasure from hers.


  But all of that had changed.


  She didn’t doubt that he loved her; not for a second. But instead of mellowing with age, their relationship had grown . . . stale, for lack of a better word. And she didn’t like it.


  She flipped down her visor. Sunlight dappled the warm ribbon of pavement meandering through this lowland and a jackrabbit hopped into the underbrush at the side of the road.


  She barely noticed.


  What her relationship with Bentz needed was a kick-start. Or maybe her husband just needed a well-timed kick in his cute behind.


  She turned in to the drive, her tires splashing through a puddle from an early morning shower. She parked in the garage and walked inside where a Bryan Adams song from the eighties was blasting. Her husband, sweating in a T-shirt and shorts, was working out on a small weight machine tucked into the den. He glanced over as she walked to the doorway and leaned against the doorjamb. “Hey, Rocky,” she said, and he actually laughed.


  A rarity these days.


  “That’s me.” He finished a set of leg lifts, his face straining, the muscles bulging in his thighs. For the past three weeks, ever since his boss had suggested he might want to retire, Bentz had redoubled his efforts, throwing himself into regaining his strength with a ven­geance. For the most part he’d ditched his crutch and was using a cane, though sometimes he walked unaided, just as he had when he was supposed to be using a crutch. He’d ignored his doctor’s warn­ings and pushed himself harder than he was supposed to. Big steps, but not big enough to satisfy him.


  Olivia couldn’t help but worry about him, aware that exercise had become one of the few de-stressors in his life. His sleep was restless, his only connection to the department, Montoya, was busy with the job and his own family commitment. Even his daughter Kristi was wrapped up in her own life as she planned her wedding. “What do you say I take you out to dinner?” she asked.


  “It’s Monday.”


  “That’s why we’re celebrating.”


  He snorted but smiled as he climbed off the machine and swabbed his face with the towel. “Life must be pretty boring if Mon­day is cause for a celebration.”


  “I thought you might need to get out.”


  He arched an inquisitive, thick brow. Yeah, he was in his forties, and yeah, he’d had more than one life-threatening scare in the years that she’d know him, but he was still a hunk. Big-time. Still turned her inside out when he made love to her, which, unfortunately had been spotty since the accident. She thought about trying to seduce him right here and now, but knew he’d suspect she had an ulterior motive of getting pregnant. Which wouldn’t be too far from the truth.


  “How about Chez Michelle?” he suggested.


  “Oooh, upscale. I was thinking more like a hole-in-the-wall kind of place where they serve curly fries and spicy Cajun shrimp in buck­ets.”


  His dark eyes flickered with the memory of their first “date.” With a chuckle, he said, “That’s what I like about you, Livvie, you’re a true romantic. You’re on.” He snapped his towel at her as he passed and made his way to the bathroom.


  Two hours later they were seated at a table in a brick courtyard where doves cooed and pecked at crumbs while the sun began to set. Shadows crept through the pots of herbs that bloomed and scented the air.


  The restaurant itself was narrow and dark, its walls strung with fishing nets, the tables butting up to huge tubs of shaved ice packed with bottles of beer. Luckily, this place had been spared the wrath of the hurricane.


  Olivia sipped from a glass of iced tea and ate heartily from the spicy Cajun shrimp and crisp French fries. Conversation buzzed around them and rattling flatware echoed through the courtyard. It was her favorite place, one they patronized often. Bentz had walked into the courtyard without the use of his cane and his movements were surer now, steadier. But there was still something bothering him, something that he was keeping from her.


  And she was sick of waiting for him to open up. It wasn’t happen­ing.


  “So,” she said, pushing her plate aside and wiping her fingers on the lemon wedge and napkin provided. “What’s going on with you?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Don’t do this, Rick.” She met his gaze. “You and I both know that things are strained. I suppose it’s partly due to the accident. Heaven knows you’ve been through a lot, but there’s more to it.”


  “Using your ESP on me?” he asked, taking a slug from his zero-alcohol beer.


  “I wish I could.” She tried to keep the irritation out of her voice, but she knew him well enough to sense when he was being evasive on purpose. “You’ve been shutting me out.”


  One of his bushy eyebrows quirked. “You think?”


  “I know.”


  “See . . . it’s those extra powers of perception you’ve got.”


  “You and I both know that whatever ‘powers’ I had quit working years ago.” She didn’t want to think about that time, when she’d first met Bentz and she could see the horror of a series of grisly murders through the killer’s eyes. At first he’d openly scoffed at her visions, but eventually he’d learned differently. And he never let her forget it. “Don’t try to change the subject. It’s not gonna work.” She shoved her plate to one side and set her elbows on the table. “It’s more than you suffering from your injuries after the accident. Something’s eat­ing at you. Something big.”


  “You’re right. I can’t stand not working.”


  “Really?” She didn’t buy it. His attachment to work didn’t explain the distance she felt between them. Besides, he was too quick with his answer. “Anything else?”


  He shook his head. Stonewalling her.


  “You’d tell me if there was?”


  “Of course.” He offered her that lazy grin she found so charming, reached across the table, and squeezed her hand. “Be patient with me, okay?”


  “Haven’t I been?”


  His gaze slid away.


  “Is it that I want a baby?” She’d always been a straight shooter, saw no reason not to acknowledge the problem they’d avoided dis­cussing. For the first few weeks after his accident Bentz had been im­potent. Hell, he’d barely been able to walk, much less make love. But that problem had corrected itself.


  “I think I told you about that. I’m pushing fifty, out of a job at the moment, still using a damned cane some of the time, and I’ve got a grown kid who’s about to get married. I don’t . . . it’s not that I don’t want a child with you, it’s just that I’m not sure the timing’s right or that I want to start over.”


  “But I do. And I’m in my late thirties. My biological clock isn’t tick­ing, Bentz. It’s tolling like thunder in my ears. I don’t think I have time to wait, to mull things over. If I want a child, and I do, then we have to try.”


  His jaw slid to the side and he took a swallow from his bottle, then looked away, as if the roofline of the restaurant were suddenly fasci­nating. She felt the gulf between them widen and when she saw the waiter seating a young couple and their three-year-old toddler, her heart twisted painfully.


  “What the hell’s happening to us?”


  A muscle worked in his jaw and her heart clutched. He was strug­gling with something, weighing if he could trust her with the truth. Her stomach dropped. “What is it?” she asked, her voice a whisper, a new fear chasing after her, burrowing deep into her heart. She be­lieved he loved her, she did. But . . .


  And then he closed her out again. “I’ve just got a lot to deal with.”


  Translation: Stop bothering me and for God’s sake, don’t pressure me into a decision about having a baby.


  “I’m a psychologist. I can feel you blocking me out.”


  “And I’m a cop. A detective. Or I was. I’ve just got to figure out a few things.” He looked at her again, the expression in his eyes un­readable. But this time when he touched her, he held fast. “Trust me.”


  “I do. But I think you’re depressed and no one can blame you. Maybe we need a change of scenery, a new start.”


  “And a baby? Look, I don’t think that will solve the problem.” He met her gaze evenly. “You can’t run from problems, Livvie. You know that. Sooner or later they catch up to you. Mistakes have a way of chasing you down. Even ones from a long time ago.”


  “That’s what you think’s happened?” she asked, her mind spin­ning to tiny references he’d made lately. “Your past in L.A. finally find­ing you?” She pulled her hand away from his.


  “I don’t know what’s happening. But I’m working on it. Right now, it’s the best I can do.” He signaled a passing waiter for the bill and the conversation was effectively ended. They settled up and Bentz walked stiffly, though unaided, through the dark restaurant to­ward the street where his Jeep was parked. He’d insisted on driving and had done a fair enough job on the way to dinner. Though now, on the way home, Olivia whispered a few Hail Marys as he pushed the speed limit on the freeway and she accused him of driving like Montoya.


  He flashed her a grin and stepped on it.


  They drove home in relative silence, the radio playing softly, the engine humming, each of them lost in thought. At the house he walked her up the front steps, held the door for her, and outwardly seemed attentive. Even loving.


  They went through their usual routine. She took care of the pets and went upstairs to read in bed; he watched the news before com­ing up to their room. They didn’t say much; uncertainty and the ten­sion between them still simmered in the air.


  From the corner of her eye Olivia watched Bentz strip down to his boxers, noticing that he winced a little as he slid into bed. She dog-eared the page she’d been reading, folded the book closed, and placed it on her nightstand. “I don’t want to fight,” she said, reaching to turn out the light. She lay still a moment as her eyes adjusted to the darkness. “I don’t want to go to sleep angry.”


  “Are you?”


  A breeze lifted the curtains at the window as it blew in from the bayou. “Yeah, a little. And frustrated and ...worried, I guess. It seems like . . . like you’re right here but I can’t find you.”


  The mattress creaked as he turned to her. “Keep looking,” he whispered into her hair, his breath warm as it brushed over her skin. One big hand smoothed over the curve of her waist. “Don’t give up on me.”


  “Don’t give up on us,” she said, feeling the sting of tears in her eyes.


  “Never.” His arms surrounded her as he pulled her close. His lips found hers in the dark and he kissed her hard, with a pulsing inten­sity that ignited her blood.


  She shouldn’t do this, fall into this sexual trap when she was rid­dled with angst over their future. But his touch, as always, was se­ductive, the feel of his body comforting. His tongue pressed hard, then slid through her teeth, touching and dancing with hers.


  Don’t do this, Livvie. Don’t fall for this sex in lieu of conversa­tion.


  He began tugging her nightgown ever upward, his fingers grazing her skin. Still kissing her, he skimmed one warm hand over her thighs, her hips, and higher still to her waist.


  “I don’t know if this is a good idea,” she whispered.


  “It isn’t. It’s a great idea.” He yanked the damned nightgown over her head, tossed it to the floor, then quickly settled over her, his body stretching the length of her. “Don’t think for a second I would give up on us,” he said against her skin as she tore off his boxers, her fin­gertips skimming his tight buttocks and sinewy legs.


  She wanted to believe him. With all her heart.


  “Feel good,” he said, and she closed her eyes and gave herself up, body and soul, to his touch.


  Later, she was still awake. The ceiling fan whirred above the bed, forcing the air to move.


  God, she loved this man. Her heart ached with the burden of lov­ing him. But she wouldn’t let that love destroy her.


  She ran her fingers through his coarse hair and listened to him gently snore. His eyes were moving rapidly behind his lids, his body hardening, muscles tense rather than relaxed. “No,” he said aloud. “No ...oh... God. Stop!”


  “Shh,” she whispered. “It’s all right.”


  “Stop! Please! Don’t!” He was frantic, his breathing wild. “Jen­nifer!” He yelled her name without waking, then settled into a trou­bled slumber.


  But Olivia didn’t sleep a wink.


  The sound of his voice yelling Jennifer’s name echoed through her mind. She slid from beneath the covers and walked downstairs. She wrapped a fuzzy blanket around her, stretched out on the couch, and let the dog curl into her lap as she stared out the window at the rising moon.


  Olivia didn’t know what was going on with her husband, but real­ized that somehow, some way, Rick’s first wife was causing a rift be­tween them.


  It was ridiculous. She’d met Bentz long after Jennifer had died and though she suspected he carried some guilt for his young wife’s death, for living when she lost her life, he seemed to have handled it well.


  Until he’d spent two weeks in a coma.


  Something had happened in those lost days when he’d been un­conscious. Rick Bentz had changed. Which wasn’t unusual, consider­ing the circumstances. He’d nearly died.


  No one could escape such a trauma without some emotional scar­ring. Withdrawal and introspection were normal. The man had faced death, for God’s sake, so Olivia had granted him ample time to heal, not just physically, but emotionally as well.


  But what the hell did Jennifer Nichols Bentz have to do with it?


  She must’ve dozed because she was surprised to notice dawn seeping over the horizon. Deep shades of magenta and lilac streaked the eastern sky and she couldn’t stand lying on the couch another second. Her head ached and she decided to start the coffee. Decaf, she reminded herself as she walked into the bathroom and pulled out the small wastebasket beneath the sink.


  Lying on the top of a pile of wadded tissues was the remains of her most recent pregnancy test, the package unmistakable, the test stick with its pink line still giving a positive reading, indicating that yes, indeed, Olivia Bentz was pregnant.


  CHAPTER 3


  “Help me.” Jennifer’s voice was as clear as it had been the last time he’d seen her alive. “Rick . . . help me.” She was lying in the car, her face bloodied, her body broken, unmoving. And yet he’d heard her voice.


  “You’ll be okay,” he said, trying to move closer to her, but his legs were leaden, weighted as if in quicksand. The harder he tried to reach her, the more distant she was, her face disintegrating before him.


  Suddenly, her eyes opened.


  “It’s your fault,” she said as the flesh peeled away, revealing only a skull with damning eyes. “Your fault.”


  “No!”


  Bentz’s eyes flew open and he found himself in bed. Alone. His heart was thundering, pounding in his brain, but over it all he heard the rumbling of a truck at the edge of the drive, then the clatter of garbage cans being lifted.


  What the hell time was it?


  Sunlight burned through the windows and he glanced at the clock. After nine. He’d finally slept. Fitfully, but for a long while. He rubbed a hand over the stubble on his jaw and tried to dispel the nightmare of Jennifer.


  Olivia had already left for the day.


  Because she still has a life.


  He curled a fist, angry at the world, then slowly straightened his fingers.


  Oh hell, Bentz, get over your sorry self. This poor-pitiful-me act is wearing thin.


  He gave himself a swift mental kick, used the john, then hobbled downstairs where coffee was still warming in a glass pot. She hadn’t left a note, but he knew she was meeting with a friend, a woman who worked with her in the shop. She and Manda had a standing date for café au lait, beignets, and gossip at the Café Du Monde on Decatur. They read the paper and people-watched as they sipped their steam­ing brews from outdoor tables.


  Bentz poured himself a cup of coffee, let the dog outside and, while Hairy S sniffed around the edges of the veranda, he stared into the woods where only a few days earlier he’d been certain he’d seen Jennifer.


  Or someone who looked so much like her it stole the breath from his lungs.


  Of course she hadn’t been out there; he’d checked the spot where she’d stood between the two bleached cypress trees. There had been no footprints on the ground, no bit of trace evidence left to in­dicate anyone had recently been in the spot where he would’ve sworn on his daughter’s life he’d seen his first damned wife. Ex-wife. They hadn’t been married at the time of her death.


  If she’d really been killed in that freak accident.


  Bentz had always thought the “accident” had been Jennifer’s way of escape. A suicide, though it was a damned messy way to take care of things.


  He figured she’d felt so guilty not so much about cheating on him—more than once—but because she’d been caught in bed with another man. Bentz’s own half brother. Even now, years later, he still felt the rage that had ripped through him as much from the sting of her infidelity as the fact that he’d been stupid enough to trust her again.


  So she’d taken herself out, left him to raise their daughter alone. She’d even written a suicide note, explaining her actions, her guilt.


  At the time Bentz had been certain that the woman behind the wheel of the battered van had been Jennifer, and he’d buried her as such. There had been no DNA tests, no blood taken. Just his word that his wife was the driver.


  Now, as he stared at that area at the edge of the swampland where he’d witnessed his latest “Jennifer sighting,” he felt a little tickle upon the back of his neck, as if someone were silently observing him. He turned quickly, teetering slightly, his eyes trained on the windows of his home.


  Nothing.


  No one was watching him from inside the house.


  Or standing behind a magnolia tree outside peering at him.


  He let out his breath slowly.


  Ignored the sense of panic that gripped him.


  For the love of God, Bentz, pull yourself together!


  Was he going completely around the bend?


  He knew he’d seen Jennifer, not just a few weeks earlier in this very spot and at the hospital, but other times as well. Once when he was sitting in the front seat of Olivia’s truck, waiting while she was taking in the dry cleaning, he’d been certain he had caught a glimpse of her. There was Jennifer, handbag clutched to her chest, hair scraped back in a ponytail, hurriedly crossing the street and disappearing into an alley. He’d gotten out of the truck, hobbled to the entrance of the alley, but had only spied a white cat slinking through a rotted fence while trash cans stood overflowing behind an old garage.


  Another time he’d been sure he’d seen her strolling through a park, walking slowly around a fountain as sunlight caught in her hair, firing up the dark strands to a rich auburn. She had turned and looked over her shoulder and a slow, steady smile had stretched across her lips.


  Her eyes had twinkled with a catch-me-if-you-can dare. He’d stopped his Jeep, double-parked and, using his cane, followed after her past the fountain only to find that she’d once again vanished.


  Then there had been the incident in the woods near his house.


  She’d seemed so real.


  He was cracking up. That was it. Or hallucinating from the drugs he’d been prescribed. Trouble was, he’d kicked those damned pain­killers a month ago.


  Long before he’d seen Jennifer standing just off the edge of his ve­randa.


  Or her ghost.


  No way.


  He didn’t believe in ghosts or anything the least bit supernatural or paranormal. He’d even had trouble swallowing his wife’s visions at the time a serial killer known as The Chosen One had terrorized New Orleans.


  Yet he was certain that he’d seen her.


  Really? Then she hadn’t aged much in the last twelve years, right? What’s up with that? Come on, Bentz, face it, you’re losing it.


  “Hell’s bells,” he muttered under his breath, then took a long swallow before tossing the dregs of his cup into a flowerbed filled with flowers in shades of periwinkle and deep purple.


  He was tired of thinking about Jennifer, sick of wondering why his subconscious was so determined to dredge her up again. He’d tried to ignore her. Told himself that he must’ve just caught glimpses of a woman who resembled her, that because he’d thought he’d seen her during the day, his dreams at night had been haunted by her.


  But that didn’t explain catching sight of her in the woods the other day. Nor running into an alley or strolling through a park, but here, alone with him in his own backyard. The times he’d caught glimpses of her in public places might have been brushes with someone who looked similar, but the two times he’d seen her alone at the hospital and in the yard had been different—not a play of sunlight and shadow, not easily dismissed.


  Was the woman who had been standing in his backyard a figment of his imagination? A product of wishful thinking? Misfiring synapses from an injured brain?


  Who knew?


  “Get over it.”


  Whistling to the dog, he walked inside, showered, shaved, and, spying the exercise equipment in the den, promised himself he’d work out in the afternoon. Today he intended to drive into the city, to plead his case with Jaskiel again, get out of the ever-shrinking rooms of this cozy little cottage.


  He brought his cane.


  Melinda Jaskiel had asked for six more weeks and half that time had slowly passed. He didn’t think he could wait any longer. He was on his way to try to convince his boss that he was ready to work, at least part-time, but just as he was climbing into his Jeep, ignoring the pain in his leg, his cell phone beeped.


  Caller ID said it was Montoya’s personal cell.


  “Hey,” he said into the phone.


  “Back atcha. You got a minute?”


  Bentz waited a beat. No doubt his once-upon-a-time partner was being a wiseass. “Just one,” he said dryly.


  “Can you meet me in . . . say . . . an hour?” No joking now. Mon­toya was dead serious.


  “At the station.”


  “No. How about the Cat’s Meow?”


  “I can be there in half an hour.”


  “Good.” Montoya clicked off and Bentz was left with a gnawing in his gut. Something was up. Was there a rumor circulating that Bentz was going to be forced into retirement? “Shit,” he said and switched on the ignition.


  The thought of turning in his badge soured his stomach. He wasn’t ready for retirement, damn it, and he didn’t see himself as a P.I. He threw his SUV into reverse, did a quick turn, and drove down the lane to the county road, where he stepped on it and headed to New Orleans and whatever bad news Montoya had to offer.


  The Cat’s Meow was a bar off Bourbon Street that, after the hurri­cane, had been restored to its original lack of splendor. The brick walls, even newly scrubbed, looked as if they might crumble. Wood floors, though refinished, had the patina that comes with overuse and age. Surrealistic pictures of jazz singers hanging over the bar had been retouched to appear as if they’d collected decades’ worth of smoke. The end one, of Ella Fitzgerald, was still hung crookedly, as if the owner of the bar prided himself in all things in the world being imperfect.


  The air conditioner wheezed loudly, ceiling fans slowly rotated, and smoke drifted upward from tables where groups of patrons hud­dled over their drinks.


  Montoya was waiting for him in a booth with a cup of coffee sit­ting neglected in front of him. He gave Bentz the once-over as he tried not to wince while sliding in opposite the younger cop.


  “What’s up?” Bentz asked without preamble, then ordered a sweet tea.


  “Got some mail for you.”


  “You did?” Bentz asked.


  “Well, the department did.”


  Montoya waited for the server to deposit Bentz’s drink before reaching into his jacket pocket and withdrawing a manila envelope: Eight-by-ten with Bentz’s name written on it in block letters, the ad­dress listed as the Homicide Department of the New Orleans Police Department. Across each side was a stamp that pronounced the con­tents: PERSONAL.


  The packet hadn’t been opened.


  “This came today?”


  “Mmm.” Montoya took a sip of his coffee.


  “Scanned?” Meaning for explosives or foreign substances such as anthrax.


  “Yeah.”


  Bentz’s eyes narrowed. “By you?”


  “That’s right. I spotted it in the mailroom, figured it was no one’s business but yours, so . . .” He raised a shoulder.


  “You lifted it.”


  Montoya wiggled a hand beside his head. Maybe yes. Maybe no. “It’s postmarked to you. Thought it would be best if you got it before Brinkman or some other jerk-off caught a glimpse.” He slid a glance at the envelope. “Probably nothin’.”


  “If you thought that, you wouldn’t have bothered.”


  Again a shrug of one leather-clad shoulder. “You gonna open it?”


  “Now?”


  “Yeah.” Another swallow of coffee.


  “So that’s it, you’re curious.”


  “Hey, I’m just covering your back.”


  “Fine.” Bentz studied the postmark. It was smudged and the light­ing in the bar was too dark to see much. But he had a penlight on his key chain, and as he shined its small beam over the postmark his gut tightened.


  The name of the town was unreadable, but he recognized the zip code as the one in which he and Jennifer had lived before her death.


  Using a house key, he slit the envelope open and gently tugged the contents within. A single piece of paper and three photographs.


  He sucked in his breath.


  His heart stilled.


  The pictures, complete with dates, were of his first wife, Jennifer.


  Dear God, what was this?


  He heard his pulse pounding in his brain. First the “sightings” and now this?


  “Is that—?”


  “Yeah.” The photographs were clear and crisp. In color. Jennifer walking across a busy street. Jennifer sliding into a light-colored car, make and model undetermined. Jennifer sitting at a tall café table in a coffee shop. The last picture was taken from the street, her image captured through the window of the shop. In front of the window was a sidewalk with pedestrians passing by and portions of two news­paper boxes in the foreground. He recognized one as USA Today, and the other the L.A. Times.


  Narrowing his eyes, Bentz looked for a reflection of the photogra­pher in the large window, but saw none.


  This was nuts.


  “Old pictures?” Montoya asked.


  “Not if the dates from the camera are right.”


  “Those can be changed.”


  “I know.”


  “And with Photoshopping and image altering and airbrushing, pic­tures can be made to look like anything someone wants them to. Other people’s heads on someone else’s body.”


  Bentz looked up from the disturbing photos. “But why?”


  “Someone just fuckin’ with ya.”


  “Maybe.” He turned his attention to the document and his jaw grew hard as granite. The single page was a copy of Jennifer’s death certificate. Scrawled across the neatly typed document was a bright red question mark.


  “What the hell is this?” Montoya asked.


  Bentz stared at the mutilated certificate. “A sick way of telling me that my first wife might not be dead.”


  Montoya waited a beat, watching the expression on his partner’s face. “You’re kidding. Right?”


  “Does this look like a joke to you?” Bentz asked, pointing at the death certificate and scattered pictures.”


  “You think this is Jennifer? Nah!” Then eyeing his ex-partner, “You’re


  messing with me, right?”


  Bentz filled Montoya in. Until this point only his kid, who had been in his hospital room at the time he’d awoken from his coma, had any idea that Bentz had seen his first wife. Kristi had dismissed his vision of Jennifer as the result of his coma and too much medica­tion. After that first sighting, he’d kept his mouth shut and his daugh­ter, caught up in preparing for her wedding, hadn’t brought up the subject again.


  “Wait a second,” Montoya said when Bentz paused to take a drink. “You’re saying you believe she might actually be alive?”


  “I don’t know what to believe.”


  “Otherwise you’re chasing a ghost.”


  Bentz scowled. Felt the heat of Montoya’s stare. “I’m not chasing a ghost.”


  “Then?”


  “And I’m not going out of my mind.”


  “Which leaves . . . what? You believe that someone’s dressing up to look like your ex and then gaslighting you? Is that what you’re thinking, that you’re caught up in some kind of weird scenario straight out of a Hitchcock movie?”


  “As I said, I don’t know what to believe.”


  “You tell this to Olivia?”


  “No.” He looked away. “Not yet.”


  “Afraid she might have you committed?” One of Montoya’s dark eyebrows raised as he finished his coffee.


  “Nah, just that she wouldn’t understand.”


  “Hell, I don’t understand.”


  “Exactly.”


  Pushing his empty cup aside and resting his elbow on the table, Montoya asked, “So what do you want me to do?”


  “Keep it quiet. For now. But I might need some favors.”


  “Such as?”


  “A few things. Since I’m on leave, I can’t get information as easily as before. I might need you to do some digging.”


  “In finding this woman?”


  “Maybe,” Bentz said. “For starters, I’ll need someone to have this letter fingerprinted and checked for DNA—lift the stamp and the en­velope flap. Can you get me a copy of everything?”


  “Sure.” Montoya looked at the document.


  “And have the lab check, see if the photographs have been al­tered. They should be able to tell, right?”


  “Probably.” He eyed the pictures. “At least I’ll give the lab guys a run at it. There’s one tech—Ralph Lee—specializes in all kinds of photography.”


  “Good. After I take copies, have him look at the originals. Blow them up, sharpen the focus if possible, find details that might help me pinpoint the locations and time they were taken. See if there are street names, license plate numbers, clocks on the buildings, or the position of the sun, anything that confirms the time and date of the original pictures.”


  Montoya frowned. “What’re you gonna do with the copies?”


  “Not sure. I’m still working on it.”


  Bentz returned the eight-by-tens and the death certificate to the manila envelope. He wasn’t even certain himself what he needed, not yet, but he was sick of jumping at shadows, of feeling that his brain was fraying, bit by bit. He just couldn’t sit back and let whoever was behind this run with it. “So, for now, don’t say anything. If Jaskiel or anyone else at the department thinks I’ve been seeing things, it’ll take a whole lotta convincing for me to get back to work.”


  Montoya scratched at his chin and pushed his chair back, the dia­mond stud in his earlobe catching the light.


  Bentz saw a flicker of doubt in his partner’s dark eyes. “You don’t believe me.”


  “Me? A doubter? No way. Not my style.” He offered a quick, hard-edged Montoya grin. “But as you said earlier, it’s strange. I’m like you. I don’t know what to believe.”


  CHAPTER 4


  The postmark from Southern California really bothered Bentz. Burned in his brain as he drove away from Bourbon Street. He’d found a Quickie Print and taken several copies of the photographs and death certificate, even using the enhance and enlarge options to get more definition. Then he’d handed the originals to Montoya.


  He was convinced that someone from his past, or Jennifer’s past, was tracking him down. But who? Why? And why screw with his mind?


  He slowed for a red light, brooding as the Jeep idled. Overhead, dark clouds scudded slowly across the sky and the smell of the Mis­sissippi River reached his nostrils through the open window.


  He remembered Jennifer’s image as she’d stood in the woods skirting his backyard. So close to his house—Olivia’s home. And now the photographs. He glanced to the passenger seat. The picture of Jennifer crossing the street met his eye. Either the woman in the photo was his ex-wife or a dead ringer.


  Ghosts don’t show in photographs.


  Crazy manifestations aren’t real images and therefore cannot be caught on film.


  So she was real?


  His gut tightened.


  So who had been in the backyard of his home, the house that Olivia had brought into the marriage? All in all, this latest encounter was too close for comfort. Too close to Olivia.


  He didn’t like the thought of his wife being dragged into this, whatever the hell it was. She lived here, too, and just the inkling of her safety being the least bit compromised didn’t set well. Olivia had always felt safe at this house. Though Hairy S was useless as a guard dog, they did have a security system Bentz had insisted she install years ago. They rarely used it, but that would have to change.


  The light turned green and he waited for an elderly woman on a scooter who was still in the crosswalk. Once she’d eased out of the way, he took the corner fast, then stood on the brakes. A jaywalking teenage boy in a baggy T-shirt and shorts loped across the pavement while plugged into his iPod. The kid never noticed that Bentz had nearly mowed him over.


  Bentz cruised past the station and noted that Brinkman had parked in the spot Bentz usually claimed. No big surprise there; Brinkman, though a good cop, was always a pain in the ass. And who could blame the prick? It’s not as if Bentz could use it anyway. “Have at,” he said, then drove to a coffee shop with Internet access. He linked up as he sipped iced coffee. Crunching ice cubes, he searched for any information he could find on his first wife, even Googled himself in the process. For the most part, he was considered a hero, having solved more than one serial murder case since being hired by the New Orleans PD.


  But there was some bad press, too. From L.A., stories surrounding a cop with a tarnished badge, who had left the department with a high-profile case still unsolved.


  Then there was the shooting when he’d mistaken a twelve-year­old boy with a toy gun for a killer intending to take down his partner. Bentz had warned the kid, then fired.


  The boy, Mario Valdez, had been pronounced DOA at the hospital.


  Bentz had poured himself into a bottle and, his badge blackened, had left the department. Thankfully Melinda Jaskiel here in New Or­leans had seen fit to give him a second chance.


  So he’d relocated.


  The rest, as they said, was history.


  And now someone was intentionally drawing him back to L.A. He didn’t doubt for a second that whoever was behind the photos and mutilated death certificate was intentionally luring him to Southern California.


  But why? And why now?


  He finished his coffee, then phoned Montoya’s cell and left a mes­sage on his voice mail asking Montoya to return the call. He scanned the small bistro where people clustered around tall café tables or sat in overstuffed chairs near the window. Two women in their forties were sharing a doughnut. Three teenagers, a boy and two girls, were slouched in the big chairs and sipping mocha-looking drinks piled high with whipped cream drizzled with chocolate. Without a break in their conversation they were all sending text messages at the speed of light.


  Fortunately, his first wife—or her ghost—was nowhere to be seen.


  Not that he’d be surprised when she showed up again.


  However the answer to the enigma of Jennifer rested in Califor­nia. He pulled out the photos again. Definitely L.A. There was a palm tree visible in the corner of the shot of her running across the street, and a California license plate on a parked car. In the photo of her in the coffee shop, there was a bit of a street sign visible and he saw the letters ado Aven. Some avenue, probably. It could be many places, he thought, but his mind raced, old memories surfacing. Mercado, or Loredo or . . . His stomach dropped as he thought of Colorado Av­enue in Santa Monica.


  If that was it, someone was really screwing with him.


  He and Jennifer had spent a lot of Saturday afternoons at the Third Street Promenade just off Santa Monica Boulevard. About a block and one major shopping mall away from Colorado Avenue. If he remembered right, the mall was accessible from Colorado. He felt that little buzz, like a caffeine rush, at the thought that he was con­necting the dots.


  Too easily.


  He wasn’t that smart.


  But it was true that Santa Monica, with its outdoor shopping area, long beach, and trendy restaurants, had been one of Jennifer’s fa­vorite cities, and significant to them as a couple.


  “Crap.” He rubbed a hand around the back of his neck and knew that, like it or not, he had to return to Southern California.


  Someone was luring him.


  Someone wanted him back.


  “Son of a bitch,” he muttered under his breath. He’d left a lot of turmoil in Southern California. A lot. Most of it unresolved. Few peo­ple in the LAPD were sorry to see him leave.


  And now he was seeing ghosts and getting anonymous mail from the area near his former residence, a place he’d sworn never to set foot in again.


  Something definitely smelled rotten in the Golden State.


  And he needed to find out what it was, even if that meant he was playing right into some sicko’s hands. That bugged the shit out of him, but there was no way around it.


  He clicked off the computer and realized Olivia was due to clock out at the shop in fifteen minutes. Which was perfect. Like it or not, it was time to tell her what the hell was going on.


  Outside, the day had taken a turn for the worse, the clouds over­head thickening darkly. The air was dense and sultry, threatening a storm. He climbed into his car, rolled up the windows, and drove to­ward the French Quarter, where he managed to find a parking spot two blocks from Jackson Square.


  Using his damned cane, he made his way to the shop, little more than a tourist trap, at least in his opinion. Olivia liked meeting people and working with Tawilda, a thin, elegant black woman who had been at the store forever, and Manda, a later addition to the staff at the Third Eye. So Livvie had decided to stay on while finishing school and setting up her practice.


  The place gave Bentz the creeps.


  The little storefront was filled with shelves displaying an assort­ment of New Age crystals, religious artifacts, books on voodoo, Mardi Gras beads, and tiny alligator heads complete with glittering eyes. Then there were the dolls—all kinds of dolls that reminded him of dead children with their painted faces, false smiles, and eyes that were shuttered by squared-off fake lashes. The dolls were a recent addition to the store and, according to Olivia, a hit, the rare, high-priced ones boosting the shop’s profits.


  Bentz didn’t get it.


  He’d once made the mistake of asking, “Who the hell buys this voodoo garbage?”


  Olivia, standing at the kitchen window while adding seeds to her parrot’s feeder, hadn’t been offended. She’d just looked over her shoulder, offered him an enigmatic smile, and said, “You wouldn’t want to know. Careful, Bentz, someone you crossed or sent up the river might want to place a hex on you.”


  “I don’t believe in that crap.”


  “Not yet. Just wait until you break out in a rash, or . . . your eyes turn red, or . . . oh, I don’t know . . . you lose your ability to make love, even to the point that your favorite appendage just drops off,” she’d teased, raising a naughty eyebrow. That was all it had taken.


  “You’re asking for it,” he’d warned, advancing on her.


  “Oh, yeah, and who’s gonna give it to me?”


  He’d grabbed her then, swept her off her feet, while the seeds scattered over the counter and floor. Chia had squawked and the dog had barked crazily as Bentz carried his wife up the stairs. Squeal­ing, Olivia had laughed, her sandals falling to clatter noisily on the steps.


  Once he’d reached the bedroom, he’d kicked the door closed and fallen with her onto the bed. Then he’d gone about showing her that his male parts were still very much fully attached and working just fine.


  God, he loved her, he thought now as the first drops of the rain fell from the leaden sky and he made his way along the busy sidewalk skirting Jackson Square. Yet now their relationship was strained and lacked the vitality, the easy, flirtatious fun that had once infused it.


  There was still passion; just not the spontaneity or quirky playful­ness that they’d enjoyed.


  And whose fault is that, Detective Superhero?


  His leg began to ache as he walked past the open doors of restau­rants, hardly noticing the strains of jazz music and the peppery scents of Cajun cooking that wafted into the street.


  He had considered confiding in her about the whole weird Jen­nifer thing, but he’d never been much of a talker, wasn’t a person who expressed all his hopes and fears. Now all that had changed. Push was definitely coming to shove.


  He wended through a collection of artists displaying their work on the outside of the wrought iron fence surrounding the square. As a saxophone player blew out a familiar song, his case open for dona­tions, a tarot reader was hard at work laying down cards in front of a twenty-something eagerly listening to the fortune-teller’s every word.


  Another day in the Quarter.


  As the rain fell, Bentz crossed the street behind a horse-drawn car­riage, then stepped into the open doorway of the Third Eye. Olivia was just ringing up a sale, several T-shirts, a little box of sand com­plete with stones and a rake for relaxation, and a baby alligator head. Along with two antique looking, frozen-faced dolls.
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