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      Chapter One


      I’ve never been a careless person. Crossing the street, I look both ways. Of course I do. My reflexes are razor sharp, and

         I’m a brisk walker. At the end of this city block, a small blue car is moving slowly up Barlow Square as I tug my dog’s lead

         and step off the curb at a good clip.

      


      The car speeds up, its squealing tires a signal that it’s gaining on me. The dog trots ahead, but my gut radar says step it

         up. A power walker in slacks and a sweater, I clutch my purse and, stupidly, a hot latte in my right hand.

      


      The car is racing. My left arm signals slow down. Instead, it speeds up. The dog tugs, and I grip the latte and break into

         a run. There’s too much glare to see the driver. The sidewalk is just a few feet ahead. The dog springs to the curb. The car

         aims like a missile. I sprint.

      


      Bang!—it clips me. I pitch forward. Knee and elbow strike the asphalt, and the latte arcs and splashes as I sprawl flat, my handbag

         flying as pain rockets to my shoulder. My cheek smacks into a pool of steaming coffee, and the car speeds off, the car that

         hit me. Spangles of light flash behind my eyes as the dog whines and everything goes black.

      


      Do minutes pass? Seconds? I’m still here in the street, sipping air, too winded to move. I breathe a mix of coffee, tailpipe

         exhaust, and burning rubber. The pavement is cold, and my knee is on fire.

      


      Footsteps. I hear footsteps.


      “Are you all right?” A tenor voice at my ear says, “I saw you fall. Can you speak?”


      My lips are gritty, my mouth full of sand and stones. My eyes water from the pain. Quietly I spit.


      “Let’s get you off the street. Don’t worry, your dog is right here.” Strong arms tug at my good arm. I see ruddy cheeks, chestnut

         hair, and soft gray eyes. He wears a bomber jacket like the one I sent my son, Jack, last winter. Confused, I murmur, “Jack—”

      


      “No. Steven.”


      Steven, of course. It’s Steven Damelin, my new upstairs tenant. He holds the dog’s lead, and Biscuit stays close at my side

         as I limp a step or two. “My calf—” Pain scissors the back of my right leg where the bumper hit. There’s no sign of the hit-and-run

         car. “Did you see the license plate?” My voice quavers.

      


      “Here,” he says, “sit down on the curb.” The latte cup scuds away in a chill gust of October wind. Biscuit whines. No one

         else is on the sidewalk.

      


      “It was blue.” I shiver. “A small car, maybe Japanese.”


      “Maybe a BMW.”


      Nausea rolls in waves. My slacks are ripped at the knee. Blood seeps through. I wipe a sleeve across my wet cheek. “It’s as

         though it aimed for me. It came right at me.”

      


      “You crossed at midblock.” He gets my handbag from the street and holds it awkwardly. “Can you move your arms and legs? Try

         to move.”

      


      I do. Everything hurts. My best wool slacks, ruined. “Nothing seems broken.” It takes great energy to say this. I’m winded,

         bruised, maybe sprained. Fracture? I look up at his kind face, a man in his early thirties. “That car came right at me.”

      


      “I saw you fall. I saw you from my window on the second floor. Let’s get you inside.”


      Clutching his arm, I rise and smell his aftershave—tropical lime in humid midautumn Boston. The granite stoop is torture.

         These Victorian brick town houses all have high steps, a stretch even for a beagle. I take my bag and fumble for keys to the

         outside door, then to my vestibule entrance.

      


      “Let me help you into your place, Ms. Cutter.”


      Cutter? Yes, it is my name, although I’m still getting used to it after twenty-five years as Mrs. Martin Baynes and as Gina,

         which was my ex’s, Marty’s, choice. But now it’s back to Reggie, which was my childhood nickname here in this South End town

         house that I inherited from my late Aunt Jo.

      


      “Step in, Ms. Cutter.”


      “Reggie,” I say, then push my voice above the pain in my elbow and knee. “Call me Reggie.”


      He guides me to the love seat, settles me against the cushions, and unclips Biscuit’s lead. She sits. I unzip my bag and grope

         for the phone. “I’m calling the police.”

      


      “Let me get you some ice. Try to relax.”


      But my cell phone is dead. I take out a Kleenex and daub my bloody knee, a city Purple Heart after years in the sanctuary

         of the suburbs, where the biggest kick is a double espresso at Starbucks.

      


      Was the latte my undoing? Free of that cup, would I have beaten the bumper, or would the driver have chased me onto the sidewalk?

         What if the dog hadn’t jumped in time?

      


      Stop the mental replay, Reggie. Take comfort in your new home of these last months, surrounded by Aunt Jo’s familiar old furniture,

         the bentwood rocker, kilim rugs, chenille throw, books crammed everywhere. A few of my own pieces are in place as well. As

         Marty’s long-term corporate wife, I got my share of nicer things and brought a few of them when the divorce was finalized

         and I moved to Boston last winter. None of it comforts me now.

      


      “Let’s put these on your knee and elbow.”


      Steven offers two neat packets of cracked ice in Ziplocs wrapped in kitchen towels. I thank him. Would my own grown kids be

         this attentive? Jack would skip the towels. Molly would turn the ice pack into a funky art object. Or am I just feeling sorry

         for myself? “Look outside at the street,” I say. “About ten feet up from my VW Beetle, see the coffee spill?”

      


      “Yes.”


      “That’s where the car hit me.”


      “You crossed at midblock.”


      “Do you think the driver was joyriding?”


      “I doubt it.”


      “Or some kind of initiation rite?”


      “No way.”


      “Or somebody who’s seen too many action movie car chases? Or plays video games? Because it aimed at me.”


      “I’m sure the driver didn’t see you. It was an accident.”


      “Sped at me. Another second crossing that street, I’d be in…” The word is “morgue,” but I say, “ICU.”


      “Perhaps you’re not quite used to the city.”


      “You think I was jaywalking?”


      He points at my scuffed, dirty handbag. “A little saddle soap, it should clean up nicely.”


      “It was hit-and-run.”


      But his eyes do not meet mine.


      “Hit-and-run,” I repeat.


      He gives me the same pitiful caregiver look that the hospital aides gave my aunt in her final days last winter.


      “I’m calling the police right now.”


      “Why not give the ice a chance to work first?” He faces me in Jo’s rocker, obviously at ease in my late aunt’s home. Well,

         that’s why I agreed to the six-month sublet—because Steven Damelin knew my late aunt. Otherwise I’d require the long-term

         tenant, a dentist, to meet his lease obligations while he tests experimental novocaine in developing countries, meaning the

         parts of the world that Marty called Emerging Markets, as if those places don’t have actual names.

      


      “Steven, please hand me the phone on that table. I want to call the police, actually a certain detective.”


      “Your Aunt Jo’s favorite detective? Is he yours now?”


      My favorite? I’d never call Homicide Detective Francis Devaney anybody’s personal detective, not Jo’s and certainly not my

         own. Is Steven Damelin being ironic? “The detective is an acquaintance,” I say. “It’s on a professional basis.”

      


      “So you work for cops too. Are you a psychic, like your aunt?”


      What to say to this? Psychic, as you know, is a touchy topic. Skeptics sneer in disbelief, while true believers think you’re

         an extraterrestrial. Both sides expect a Twilight Zone trick instantly.

      


      “Your aunt told me psychic powers run in families.”


      “That’s true. But abilities vary, Steven. It’s not like the TV shows, instantly on and flowing like tap water. Jo was very advanced, probably because she embraced her sixth sense throughout her lifetime.

         The paranormal faculty needs, well, a certain cultivation. It’s like, use it or lose it. For me, it’s a relatively recent

         thing. Let’s say that I’m playing catch-up with my psychic ability. I have a learner’s permit.”

      


      “But you’re the next generation of Cutter psychics. So let me tell you, that detective kept your Aunt Jo busy. Between Boston

         crime and the terrorism threats, you’ll be in high demand.”

      


      Steven Damelin seems to think the first aid entitles him to full familiarity, but I’m finding this Boy Scout a bit too brash.

         “Jo took her psychic ability very seriously,” I say. “She considered it a great responsibility. It was as serious as her teaching

         career.”

      


      “Oh yes, I know. You see that glass bottle there on the top bookshelf?”


      I turn. “The pale green glass?”


      “It’s an old whiskey bottle handed down from my family. I gave it to Jo. That’s when I found out she was psychic. She said

         when she held it, the bottle gave her a picture of people yelling and a skull cracked too.”

      


      “Oh…”


      “But she accepted the gift because she also felt strong currents of hope. She said teaching high school was an act of hope

         too.” He shrugs. “I mean, whatever. I’m from an old mill town north of Boston, and it was just a bottle around the house when

         I was a kid. I thought your aunt would like it. She liked old stuff. The psychic reaction, it was like an allergy.”

      


      He sounds too flip. “Jo Cutter never trifled with her psychic power,” I say. “Until her final days, she used her sixth sense

         for the cause of criminal justice and was equally committed to social justice. To her, the two were entwined, and her community

         activism was legendary. That’s how you met her, right, Steven?” This is a prompt. I want to hear him recite what I already

         know from my Realtor friend’s background check on this man, who is a financial analyst needing a place for a few months while

         his new condo is renovated.

      


      Steven pushes back his thick chestnut hair. His face is open and eager. “That’s right. I met Jo through the Big Buddies mentoring

         program. She’s the reason I got linked up with Luis. We go to movies, shoot pool, sit together in the bleachers at Sox games.

         His mother works two jobs, no dad in the picture. How’s that elbow—?”

      


      “The cold feels good.”


      “Okay. Anyway, I try to keep Luis in school, help him with homework projects. He’s already taller than me. Fifteen years old,

         and he’s pushing six feet. I’m starting to talk to him about college. But yeah, your Aunt Jo got the program organized. What

         a dynamo. It seems like she was in every good cause in the South End, maybe the whole city. Retirement didn’t slow her down

         one bit. She had a gang of us here for chowder once. I remember this cute dog.” He reaches down to scratch Biscuit’s rump

         and admires her markings. “This was Jo’s dog, wasn’t it? I guess she’s yours now.”

      


      “Yes, you could say Biscuit’s mine.” In fact, she’s half mine. Jo willed her equally to two owners. Don’t ask me why.


      “This dog’s a chowder hound… Jo made the best chowder in New England.”


      “Steven, I ate it as a child in this very house.”


      “You must have your aunt’s recipe.”


      But I don’t. To Marty, shellfish are the filth of the sea. He likes Omaha steaks. I could run the grill at Morton’s or the

         Palm or Ruth’s Chris. “The chowder,” I say, “Jo made it by… by heart.” The moment sags. Biscuit lies down. I shift the

         ice packs.

      


      Steven says, “Reggie, you’re perfectly free to call the police, but do you really want the aggravation?”


      “Someone hit me. I’m a citizen. I have a duty.”


      “First duty to yourself. You’re upset. You need to rest for a while.”


      “Resting isn’t my style. The police need to know about the hit-and—…” But I realize Steven won’t corroborate my story.

         He’ll call it an accident and say I was jaywalking, in effect discredit me. “Steven, you’ve been wonderful, but I must let

         you get back upstairs to work. I have some things to do.” Reggie, I tell myself, assert your authority as landlady. “Is everything

         okay upstairs? Are you getting enough heat?”

      


      “It’s toasty, everything’s great. Let me see your eyes… checking for dilation.”


      “I’m fine.”


      But he plants himself in the rocker. “So here’s something to think about, Reggie. You could use some good cheer today. Here’s

         an opportunity.” Suddenly the medic sounds like a telemarketer. One way or another, I want him out. Every joint and muscle

         cries its protest as I swing my legs down and sit straight, inching forward to signal enough.

      


      “Your Aunt Jo and I got close over the last year before she got sick, Reggie. There was a deal we were working on together.

         We kept it confidential. Something good for both of us. I’d like to tell you about it as soon as you feel better. Maybe you’d

         be interested.”

      


      “Maybe some other time.” “Deal” was Marty’s mantra, a word I can’t stand.


      “A very favorable investment. As conservative as your aunt was about money, she saw the wisdom of this deal.”


      “Steven, from now on, I’m a woman of modest means.”


      His smile broadens. “No problem. There are ways.”


      “Maybe we can talk about it in a week or so.”


      And that ends it for now. The light is fading, but Steven’s smile is a halogen lamp. The youngish man silhouetted in my door

         frame—that’s the parting image. Sometimes I think back and wish it was just that innocent, a moment when time hung still—just

         before events again shoved me from behind, shoved me with a force of flesh and bone smashed against cold rock. Shoved me so

         hard that today’s hit-and-run was just a teaser.

      


   

      Chapter Two


      Let me summarize the next hours, a countdown to disaster. I bandage my knee, pop pain pills, eat a light meal on Jo’s old Fiestaware—and

         decide with huge reluctance not to call Detective Frank Devaney. It’s about my credibility. Under questioning, I’d say hit-and-run,

         while Steven would insist that I jaywalked. My Boston police “street cred” would go down the drain in a he-said, she-said

         waste of Devaney’s time. Worst of all, I could seem like a drama queen, the psychic who cries wolf. Devaney could decide to

         handle his cases without the help of psychic Reggie Cutter, the cornerstone of my Boston life crumbling to dust. The Homicide

         Division work, my life’s fizz and sizzle, finis. I work as a volunteer on an unofficial basis. I can’t risk it.

      


      By 10:00 p.m., I reluctantly sink down into bed, vowing to rethink the whole thing in the morning. I’ve always been a fairly

         sound sleeper, but something does go bump in the night even with the heating pipes banging now and then. I hear thudding,

         rumbling. Biscuit gets restless, growls, and barks, and I let her onto the bed to calm her down. Fitful sleep, no rest.

      


      At last, dawn. Slipping a raincoat over my robe, I take Biscuit out and then feed her. Downing pain pills and coffee, I simply

         sit in the front room, too sore and sleepy to turn on a radio. The swelling in knee and elbow is down. My gaze is drawn to

         the top shelf’s green whiskey bottle that Jo held in her hands, surprising Steven when his gift became a psychic prompt. I,

         too, must touch a thing to “read” it. The bottle is a curiosity, but my main thought at the moment is that the whole shelf

         needs dusting.

      


      So I sit, rethinking a call to Devaney. And the dripping at first sounds clocklike. Drip… drip . . drip… . drip.

         The intervals are irregular even to my so-so musical ear. All right, get up and check the faucets. From the kitchen to the

         bath, no leaks, no droplets.

      


      A second coffee poured, I sit back down. Still the insistent drops. Is it a leaking radiator? The roof? Boston’s having a

         wet autumn, but it’s doubtful that the roof… anyway, my ceiling is Steven Damelin’s floor, so it’s unlikely that a leak

         would escape his notice. Maybe one of his sinks is stoppered, his bathtub overflowing.

      


      Wide-awake, I go room to room scanning the ceiling. Plaster, moldings, everything’s okay starting from the two bedrooms in

         back, mine and the smaller second one, which is the study. Then to the bathroom off the hall, forward to the kitchen, once

         again to the hall and back to the front room right to the corner behind the sofa—

      


      Where I see the spatter on the floor by the radiator.


      Droplets dashed on the hardwood have formed a small puddle. A phase of my Molly’s art flashes, her Pollock period. I lean

         down and touch and smell it. That iron odor. The darkening red.

      


      “Biscuit, no, get away from there.” I pull her back and scoop her into my arms. Then a drop falls into my hair, sticky wet

         on my scalp.

      


      I look up. Drops are falling where the steam pipe runs from my radiator upstairs to Steven’s.


      From Steven’s down onto my floor.


      Let it be paint.


      Let it be enamel, finger paint, rustproofing, any kind of paint. Pray for paint. Because in that frozen moment, denial is

         the lifeline. Please, God, paint—because the minute you let go, the world will rupture forever.

      


      Dashing upstairs, I try Steven’s door—locked from inside—and bang the brass knocker. And slam my palm on the door panel. And

         I scream his name.

      


      Tripping on my robe going back downstairs, I ask, where’s that key? Where did I put the key to the upstairs flat? In the hall

         table drawer. The dog squirms and yelps, but I hold her tight against me and root among coupons, stamps, rubber bands. No

         key.

      


      The phone book—nutty, but I call Steven’s number—tethered by the cord of one of Jo’s old land line phones. Fourth ring, and

         here’s his upbeat voice. “Leave me a message…”

      


      Back to that spot by the heat pipe. The slow drip. The pool of blood. Then I remember—the key is on a hook by the kitchen

         window. I grab the key, dash upstairs, open the door—and find fifties-sixties furniture, fake zebra pillows, boomerang tables

         all tumbled and knocked over. A sideways Lava lamp forms a slow blue belch.

      


      Biscuit leaps, dives, and hits the floor. “Here, Biscuit!” But she barks frantically and runs to the next room. “Come here!

         Here!” She’s back a moment later, her white muzzle stained, her paw marks rusty red against my robe.

      


      Back and forth she runs as if to show the way, barking and whining me to Steven’s radiator.


      First, a sneakered foot, then a jacked-up knee. Then his body lying on its back, a twisted mannequin, arms out stiff, something

         dangling from the wrists, dark strips, like shoelaces. Mouth open, a ridge of teeth, wax museum eyes that stare at nothing.

      


      And so much blood, his shirtfront mapped in blood, continents of blood. Small blood circles up and down his arms are a polka-dot

         pox of wounds that weep.

      


      The floor slants, I retch, grab at a wall, stumbling on something hard that slides when my foot kicks at it—a yellow drill

         that’s slick with blood… the murder weapon, could it be?

      


      It touched the hem of my robe.


      Then something else. I lean close to see… nailheads. They pin down the skin of Steven’s calf and ankle, and his wrists

         and neck too. A few inches apart, they stretch the skin tight. It looks upholstered, like a button-back sofa. Human flesh

         treated like upholstery—I lean closer and fight for balance. It takes everything not to throw up.

      


   

      Chapter Three


      Sudden as lightning, the thought that a killer could still be inside. In his kitchen, a back bedroom?

      


      I grab the dog, run back downstairs, slam my door, and call 911. Unreality sets in, like a jerky handheld camera. Whose voice

         do I hear reporting a dead body at 27 Barlow Square? Whose words say the unspeakable? Me and not me. Steven and not Steven.

      


      The patrol car comes fast, the cop like on TV. I give him Steven’s key.


      “Lady, you stay inside here.”


      Still in my robe, I slip into moccasins. Stupid quandary: can I dress? Is a witness required to stay as is? For that matter,

         am I a witness?

      


      “Settle down, Biscuit,” I say as much to myself as to the dog. The sight of Steven Damelin. My gorge rises.


      More sirens, then heavy footfalls upstairs.


      Steven’s leg, his splayed fingers and purpled throat. Those strips. The nails.


      The lights of patrol cars flash up and down Barlow Square. Blue uniforms are everywhere on the sidewalk out front. Clutching

         my robe, I step outside on the stoop. Yellow crime tape already bands the front of my building like crazy gift wrap. Police Line Do Not Cross Police Line Do Not . . .


      “Lady, get back inside.”


      “Yes, Officer.” In the vestibule, however, I’m stopped by the sight of big rust-red smears on the outside of my own door.

         Did I somehow get blood on my door when I ran downstairs minutes ago? No, there’s not enough blood on me to leave those marks.

         They don’t look random. They’re not smears. They’re too definite. Patterned, they’re patterned. They’re like… brushstrokes.

      


      How did they get there? Who marked my door in blood? I go inside, grab my phone, call Frank Devaney in the Homicide Division,

         and fight hysteria as I leave him a voice mail.

      


      Seated near the phone, I wait out an eternity. Finally there’s a knock on my door and a voice calling, “Ms. Cutter?”


      “Come in, Frank,” I yell, then move toward my door as it opens.


      But it isn’t Frank Devaney.


      “I’m Detective Edward Maglia. You called 911?” Before me in the door frame stands a compact man in his late thirties, with

         short dark brown hair, narrow face and features. He wears a blue suit with a certain sheen, and his nails look manicured.

         “I’d like to ask you some questions.”

      


      “But I called Detective Devaney. I left a message for him.” As if he were a custom-ordered dial-a-detective? Reggie, get a

         grip. “Please come in.”

      


      At the flash of the badge, he’s in like a weather front. I gather my robe around me as he stares at a disheveled woman whose

         robe is stained with blood. A woman who hasn’t washed after kicking that drill. The hem of my robe is streaked the color of

         iodine.

      


      “I didn’t know whether to get dressed. Still in my robe.”


      Maglia nods. He’s in the rocker where Steven Damelin sat less than twenty-four hours ago. I excuse myself a moment to put

         Biscuit in the study and close the door. Refusing coffee, Maglia opens a notebook and starts into my background. Who am I?

         How long have I resided here? What relation to the owner of record, Josephine Cutter?

      


      “I am her niece and heir. My aunt died last February, of cancer, and I moved in the same month. Steven Damelin was my upstairs

         tenant.” I spell “Damelin.” “He moved in about a month ago. He was subletting.”

      


      “When last did you see the deceased alive?”


      “Yesterday, about two in the afternoon, I was crossing the street out front here on Barlow Square with my dog, and a small

         blue car hit me. Hit-and-run, actually.” His eyes narrow. I part my robe just enough to show the deep bruise on my calf and

         the gauze pad on the kneecap. “The car clipped me. I barely made it across. I fell forward—” He stares at the gauze pad. Face

         it, Reggie, Steven’s murder dwarfs your near miss. Natter on about the blue car, you’ll sound worse than callous. “I fell

         forward on the pavement,” I say, “and Steven ran out to help and came inside with me until I felt better, about an hour altogether.

         That’s the last I saw him.”

      


      He makes a note. “So he left here at approximately three p.m.” Maglia’s voice is soft but probing. “As landlady, you had a

         key to his apartment?”

      


      “To his door, which is off the second-floor landing.”


      “And you used it to enter the apartment this morning when you discovered his body? Any sign of anybody in the stairwell or

         hallway?” I shake my head. “The first-floor door to the street, Ms. Cutter, was it also locked?”

      


      “The door to the street?” It’s the main door at the top of the granite stoop. I’d opened it to let the uniformed cops in.

         It has a spring bolt. In my frantic state, had I twisted it open? Is there blood on it too? “I think it was locked.”

      


      “You’re not sure?”


      “I think… surely it was.” But “surely” isn’t good enough. If the killer came in the front, he or she—or they?—first had

         to enter through the street door, pass my door, then take the inside vestibule stairs up to Steven’s apartment.

      


      It hits me—Steven’s killer then came back down and marked my door. The marks are Steven’s own blood. Life blood, death blood.

         Nausea rolls from the pit of my stomach, and it’s all I can do to focus on the door, the outside door that I’d paid no attention

         to. “I was very upset,” I said. “I didn’t really think about the outer front door. It wasn’t on my mind.” My arm and leg throb.

         Maglia’s eyes narrow as if the lapse is a mark against me.

      


      Like a good hostess of twenty-five years, I try to compensate, mentioning Luis and the Big Buddies charity. I tell the detective

         that Gibralter Realty did a background check on Steven and might provide additional information. Breathless, I also tell about

         the night bumping noises and the dripping, how I came to find the body. My statement lasts at most ten minutes, a monologue

         from hell.

      


      “Let’s go back to yesterday, Ms. Cutter. When Steven paid a visit.”


      “It wasn’t a visit. It was first aid.” 


      He looks as though I’m an NPR word quiz lady. Ed Maglia shows no real empathy for a civilian reeling from carnage in her own

         home, blood on her door. “Like I was saying, after Steven left you, he went back upstairs?”

      


      “I assumed he was up there. He’s a financial analyst. He worked part of the time in his apartment.”


      “But you have no actual knowledge.”


      “Well, no, I didn’t see or hear him. I was resting from the hit-and—… the fall. My kitchen and bedroom are to the rear

         of the house, away from the square. Whoever came or went last night, I didn’t see him. Or her. Them.”

      


      Maglia taps a nail against his wedding band. I assume that his gun is holstered inside his suit jacket. “A few minutes ago,

         Ms. Cutter, you referred to a nighttime bumping noise. Yet you say the building seems soundproof.”

      


      “The walls are very thick. These Victorian town houses are built like fortresses.”


      “When you woke up in the night and heard the bumping, the noises you called violent—”


      “I didn’t say violent.” Or did I?


      “What about voices?”


      “No voices. None.” Should I try to make the actual bumping sounds, like when you take your car in? “It was like a storm, like

         thunder. It felt both close and distant. Maybe it was somebody’s fireworks left over from the Fourth. Or it might have been

         a nightmare. A dream not related to Steven—”

      


      “Isn’t that unlikely? I mean, the noises woke you, isn’t that right?”


      “My dog was agitated. Maybe a sleep cycle was interrupted. I didn’t get up and look at a clock, if that’s what you’re asking.”


      “So you heard the violent bumping noises, Ms. Cutter, and stayed in bed? Can you make a best guess about the time?”


      “I’d rather not.” A minute ago, he was all for supposing. Now he wants guesswork. I’m a hit-and-run victim, lucky to be alive, but he acts as though I deliberately lounged in bed

         listening to a homicide in progress. Maglia reminds me of Marty, even though the homicide detective looks nothing like my

         ex-husband. One thing I know for sure: Detective Frank Devaney wouldn’t treat me like this.

      


      “How about showing me where you saw the blood drip?” We troop to the radiator, but Maglia bars me from getting too close,

         as if I have no judgment on my own. He says something about getting a photographer and a tech to take a sample. “Could I see

         your bedroom, please?”

      


      He follows me back, unmade bed and all, and he taps the walls, stares at the ceiling like a building inspector, opens the

         window, and leans out to look up and down at the narrow back alley. Cold October air blows in.

      


      I, too, try leaning out to see, but Maglia shuts the window, and we go back to the front room and sit back down. He faces

         me. “One reason all this is important for you, Ms. Cutter… there’s a stain on your own front door. We think tests will

         prove it’s blood.”

      


   

      Chapter Four


      Detective Maglia, I saw the bloody door when I stepped outside moments ago. It shocked me. I don’t know how it got there.”

      


      “You didn’t make physical contact with the door? Is that what you’re saying?”


      “I… only the knob. I grabbed the knob with my right hand and pulled the door closed behind me.”


      “You didn’t bump the door?”


      “No.”


      “And you’re sure? Because if you’re sure, Ms. Cutter, then we have to investigate two possibilities. One, the probable killer

         either bumped the door or leaned on it for balance. In that version, the door stains are accidental.”

      


      I nod.


      “But the second possibility is that whoever killed Steven Damelin deliberately marked your door.”


      I swallow and nod again.


      “Suppose we go see that bloodstain on the door.” He follows me into the vestibule, and we peer at the door for a full silent

         moment. My worst fears are confirmed. Try as I might to see the marks as random streaks and splotches, they look shaped. They’re

         brushstrokes. Like calligraphy.

      


      “Any guesses about the marks, Ms. Cutter?”


      “They look brushed on, don’t they? Painted on. They look Oriental. Don’t you think so? Maybe Japanese?” I fervently hope he’ll

         say that I’m too upset to judge. I want him to say the eye can play tricks. “Or am I seeing things?”

      


      He doesn’t answer. “To your knowledge, is there anything in your apartment that might attract someone with violent intent?”


      “I have one last mink coat in case my daughter decides she wants to wear fur.” He gives me a look. Reggie, I think to myself,

         don’t be ridiculous. “Wait… there’s something Steven said to me about his relationship to my late aunt. He said she was

         working on some kind of deal with him.”

      


      “What kind of a deal?”


      “It was confidential. He promised to tell me about it. He thought I might be interested, maybe get involved.”


      “Financial?”


      “I have no idea.”


      “And did your late aunt talk about it? Maybe use a word like ‘arrangement’ or ‘partnership’?”


      “No.”


      “You said you were close to your aunt?”


      “It was holiday visits and phone calls. It wasn’t day in and day out.”


      “Maybe she said something offhand. Could you refresh your memory?”


      “There’s nothing to refresh. I told you everything.” Then I hear my own voice, starting small, turning sarcastic. “Detective

         Maglia, let me just say, if I knew Steven Damelin was upstairs being murdered, I’d have checked my watch and called police

         on the spot. I’d remember for sure whether the outside front door was locked. In fact, I might even have the killer tied up

         with duct tape.”

      


      I mumble something about police as public servants who need counseling skills. My credibility’s washing down the gutter. Years

         of TV cop shows don’t help. The interrogation feels somewhere between Dalí’s dripping watches and NYPD Blue, with touches of Columbo reruns. My work with Devaney feels NA, not applicable.

      


      Maglia’s eyes are flat, as if suspicion is the only thing they know how to see. We stand awkwardly in the vestibule. “I’m

         just trying to get the sequence of events, Ms. Cutter.” Inches from my door, he puts on eyeglasses to give the blood-marked

         panel the closest scrutiny, as if the marks might yield secrets. As if the blood might speak.

      


      Beside him, I shiver and fight nausea. “I’d like to get dressed now.”


      “Not yet. Step back inside, please. A female officer and a tech are on the way. I have a few questions about when you found

         the body. You didn’t touch anything in the apartment?”

      


      “No, but my dog ran ahead and… got bloodstains on her paws and muzzle. And the drill. I didn’t see it at first. I accidentally

         kicked it.”

      


      He frowns his disapproval. Yes, I disturbed a crime scene.


      “Did you see a hammer?”


      “No.”


      “Or a nail gun?”


      “I wouldn’t know a nail gun if I saw one, Detective Maglia.” A memory flashes. “In the grooves of the drill bit, I saw a .

         . . pink mush.” I try not to throw up.

      


      Maglia makes a note, then calls two blue-uniformed cops who’ve been searching the basement. The three huddle, though the red-faced

         one casts furtive looks at me. Then the photographer comes to snap pictures of the puddle, and the technician, Judy, takes

         a sample of the blood, whereupon Maglia asks for my robe to turn over to the lab.

      


      It goes through my mind, where’s a lawyer? Nasty thought, given my recent experience with the legal profession through my

         divorce. Did Maglia refer to our talk as an interview? He didn’t say interrogation, I’m sure of it. Should he read me my rights?

         What about the Miranda thing? “You have the right to remain silent.” Except that’s for drug dealers and car thieves. Miranda

         is for suspects, not for me. Certainly not for me.

      


      Maglia introduces a sharp-faced brunet, Officer Prish, whereupon Judy, wearing plastic gloves, opens a paper bag. Officer

         Prish accompanies me to the bedroom, where Judy takes my robe and closes it in the bag.

      


      “I thought you used plastic.”


      “Plastic degrades the evidence.”


      “Will I get my robe back?”


      “In due course.”


      As if I’d ever wear it again. But my very own robe—evidence in a murder in my own home. Quickly I put on a sweater and slacks.

         Back in the front room, Maglia reports that the basement search is finished for now. “No signs of disturbance, Ms. Cutter,

         though we might want to come back.” He adds, “I advise you to change your locks.”

      


      “I’ll do that.”


      “And, Ms. Cutter, any further thoughts on anything that links Steven Damelin to your aunt, any ties?”


      I think of Steven’s necktie. And those strips on his wrists. “You mean their ‘deal’?” He nods. Walking to the door, I feel

         less escorted than released from custody.

      


      “Is there anything I need to do?” I ask.


      “Just put yourself in our hands.”


      Mi casa es su casa?


      I know the script. The detective will give me his card. So he does, then adds a twist: the order not to leave the area without

         first informing the Homicide Division of the Boston police.

      


   

      Chapter Five


      Am I a suspect? Maglia disappears before I can ask.

      


      What now? It’s after ten, and Steven’s body is still upstairs. Uniformed police cluster outside, and my right shoulder aches.

         What’s a woman to do? Get a bucket, cold water, sponge, and Clorox. I pull on my oldest jeans and shirt, stand over the radiator

         area, and say something close to a prayer, then sink to my knees and start scrubbing the blood from my floor.

      


      Each spongeful of rusty rose brings the slaughter of Steven Damelin home. The sponge and brush pace my sobs and feel oceanic.

         Tears mix with the water and blood like a ritual bathing. Like a grisly sponge bath.

      


      There is no catharsis. Forget tragedy’s platitudes, Steven Damelin is dead, and sponging his blood from my floor feels wrong.

         It’s sacrilegious to empty the pail into a bathroom drain. A votive candle should glow brightly. Instead, the air sharpens

         with chlorine bleach.

      


      With knees wet, I scrub hard and rhythmically despite the aches and pains from yesterday. Biscuit stays back, tail down, ears

         dropped. Then an unanticipated feeling begins, like a warm hand on my shoulder as I work along. The hand squeezes, gently

         at first, then harder, like a clamp. It’s physical, though nothing like the bruises from yesterday’s fall.

      


      I push up, kneeling with sponge in hand as I try to blink back a teary blur. The blur thickens, and the clamped feeling yields

         to double vision as shapes form as if through a lens. Eyes wide open, I’m now in two places. This is my apartment, my floor,

         but in my mind there’s blue-brown water and a pale floating log. The watery scene draws me, sweeps me in. Calm at the surface,

         the currents below are roiling. Whirlpools suck at my arms and legs. A spiral twists at my thighs and torso, and my lungs

         fill and my head reels from a hard blow from the log. It’s a drowning place, this picture. Somehow I know this and cannot

         blink it all away.

      


      What is happening here? The blood… it’s triggered my sixth sense. As if I’m drugged, the scene claims me. Now a figure,

         a human form. I make out… Steven. It’s Steven Damelin. Though I can’t see his features, it’s him, far-off but near too.

         He twists in the current, dodges the log. He flails and tries to swim away, but the current is too powerful. He thrashes at

         the surface but goes down, drowning before my eyes. I cannot help to save him. My lungs… my own lungs are filling as

         my chest burns. On my knees on the hardwood, I myself am experiencing Steven Damelin in the act of drowning.

      


      Eyes wide open, I drop the sponge and try to wait. Biscuit whines, and the fur on her neck is rising. The dog growls and bares

         her teeth. “Biscuit, girl, no—” Crouching low, Biscuit is ready to lunge, attack the very air. Can I stand up? Yes, but I

         stagger back, half sick. The water and log stay like a photo print as I cough and swallow and lean against a wall here in

         my home. I hear my own breath.

      


      Panting.


      Slowly, ever so slowly, the vision fades as I stand against the wall and breathe. For a fact, I do breathe. Normality is edging

         back; that is, if a murder site counts as normal. Yet my heart pounds. Looking down, I expect to see each hard beat at my

         chest.

      


      Why this vision? What’s it about? Have I relived a particular moment from Steven’s past when he came close to drowning? Did

         I experience a trauma in his life? Some psychics do bear the burden of others’ catastrophes, but I don’t want to be one of

         them. If my psychic self channels Steven’s life crises, can I block them? Or could I be destined—doomed—to relive events of

         his life, a man I barely knew?

      


      Or maybe the vision is post-traumatic stress from the murder, plus the hit-and-run. Some psychic messages speak in symbols.

         The drowning, is it symbolic? Water for blood? Whichever, I’m limp, my scalp actually tender from the “log.” Steven in water

         with a tree trunk? It’s as vivid as the young man’s corpse. There’s one practical thing to do. I take a deep breath, pick

         up the scrub pail, hold it away from my body, then pour the bloody water down my toilet, flush, step out of the bathroom.

         Another intake of breath, a second flush. And a third.

      


      If only I’d known Steven better.


      If only I had not known him at all.


      What about my bloody door? Loath to step out and face that brushwork pattern, I force myself to go speak to one of the cops,

         Sergeant Dorecki, a nervous, pale-faced man who could use a few hours in the sun. He tells me Steven’s body will be removed

         to the ME.

      


      “Is that the morgue?”


      “The medical examiner.” His lip twitches. “Yes, the morgue. It takes four to six hours for police to work a homicide scene.”


      “Will the police photographer take photos of this door?”


      “Already did, ma’am. Took quite a few.”


      “The blood marks, don’t they they look deliberate, like Oriental writing?” But the sergeant won’t say. I ask, “Will the police

         clean the marks from my door when you’re all through?”

      


      “Clean the door? No, ma’am.”


      It dawns on me, the whole upstairs cleanup will be my job when the police are finally finished. Mr. Clean, that’s who I need.

         Mr. Clean in his white muscle shirt and earring. In person.

      


      “You know, ma’am, there’s companies that clean up after crime scenes. It’s what you’d call a niche market.” He rhymes it with

         “itch.” “I’m not allowed to recommend any specific service, but some folks say Right True Clean does fine work. They could

         do your door too.”

      


      Right True Clean. I write it down.


      Another task is for right now: “Biscuit, it’s bath time.” In minutes, she’s in the tub, soothed by the lather, the warm rinse

         her Nirvana. My water beagle. I rub her down with my thickest towel, then blow-dry her back, belly, tail. She’s delighted,

         and it’s a lovely time-out from everything while we play tug-of-war with the towel. Biscuit makes her faux growl, and I playfully

         growl back. Dander allergies have plagued me forever, but frankly I can’t imagine life without this dear dog.

      


      In the bathroom, the door closed, I then strip, put all my clothing into a trash bag, step into the tub shower, and stand

         under the scalding water until it runs cold, not once looking down for fear I’ll see the blood from my hair and scalp tinting

         the water at my feet. Or that I’ll reenter that realm of Steven’s drowning. I touch the spot where the “log” hit my head.

      


      Why is it still sore?


      Forget it, Reggie. Stop obsessing. Dry off and put on a nice cable sweater and slacks and slip into Ferragamo flats, a vestige

         of your former high-end life as Gina Baynes. Maglia’s line comes to mind: “Put yourself in our hands.”

      


      The hands I’ve put myself into—Marty’s, the divorce lawyer’s, the wretched stockbroker’s. They’re the gang of three I hold

         responsible for my financial undoing.

      


      Arms out, I inspect my hands, turning backs to palms. The wedding diamond set, gone. The sapphire ring from Marty’s promotion,

         gone. The red polish, stripped.

      


      The work life of these hands—the diapers, dishes, floors, typing, Marty’s daily massages as he climbed the corporate ladder.

         Later on, the rose bouquets, graceful penmanship, delicate handshakes, tying bows, ladling punch, pouring tea, holding sterling

         and crystal stemware in manicured fingers at benefits.

      


      Scrubbing Steven Damelin’s blood from my floor.


      Put yourself in our hands—like the women who believe that court orders will restrain the men who come back and kill them? Suppose my door was marked

         with blood on purpose. Suppose my apartment is earmarked.

      


      Suppose whoever was driving the blue car was waiting to run me down. An old slogan pops up: The Life You Save May Be Your Own.


      I rub my cheek, recalling a saying of Jo’s: “You’re responsible for what you touch.”


      I touched that murder scene with my eyes. I scrubbed the bloody floor. Hands-on, that’s the life I craved when I moved here

         to Boston. Close to broke, I’m grateful as hell to have Jo’s town house, with its upstairs apartment, which is a major source

         of my income, along with my little weekly newspaper column, “Ticked Off.” My laptop keyboard, it’s hands-on. But be careful

         what you wish for—because I touched, and the blood spattered my floor and left a bitter taste of fear in my mouth. Am I responsible?

         For what, exactly?

      


      My stomach clenches, fists tighten, toes curl. Something stirs deep inside, like I’m out on a ledge in a cutting wind. It’s

         a sense of risk, of danger. I have things to do.

      


      Lady, start your engine.


   

      Chapter Six


      First, call my kids. Jack doesn’t answer, but Molly’s voice is light and chipper.

      


      “I was just leaving for the studio, Mom. How goes it?”


      “Sit down, Molly. I have something to tell you.” In my PTA president voice, and sparing her the gruesome specifics, I describe

         the murder over her gasps and outcries. “The police are professionals, dear, the detectives and officers have everything under

         control.”

      


      “Mom. I’m coming up to spend the night with you.”


      “Absolutely not.”


      “I’ll take a train and come back down to Providence in the morning. You can’t stay by yourself alone.”


      “Of course I can. I’m perfectly safe. Platoons of police are camped outside. Right now I need information. Tell me, did Aunt

         Jo ever talk about a man named Steven Damelin?”

      


      “He’s the murdered guy?”


      “Did she ever talk about a ‘deal’ with him?”


      “Not to me. But, of course, her mind wandered there at the end. I don’t remember anybody named Steven. Tell me more about

         the deal.”

      


      “I’m asking you.”


      She pauses. “Jo never said ‘deal,’ but last Christmas she said I could have the studio of my dreams when her ship came in.

         I remember because she didn’t say if. She said when. And you know how she was about grammar.”

      


      “What ship?”


      “Probably the lottery, what else? But I couldn’t imagine her spending money on lottery tickets. Can you?” I cannot. “So maybe

         she meant something else. Or maybe she was disoriented. Back to tonight, Mom. I want to come up there and stay with you. I

         can help.”
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