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About the Book

The sixteenth Anna Pigeon mystery

Anna Pigeon, a Ranger with the National Park Service, is newly married but on administrative leave from her job as she recovers from the traumas of the past couple of months. While the physical wounds have healed, the emotional ones are still healing.

With her new husband back at work, Anna decides to go and stay with an old friend from the Park Service, Geneva, who works as a singer at the New Orleans Jazz NHP. She isn’t in town long before she crosses paths with a tenant of Geneva’s, a creepy guy named Jordan. She discovers what seems to be an attempt to place a curse on her – a gruesomely killed pigeon marked with runic symbols; and begins to slowly find traces of very dark doings in the heart of post-Katrina New Orleans.

Tied up in all of this is Jordan, who is not at all what he appears to be; a fugitive mother accused of killing her husband and daughters in a fire; and faint whispers of unpleasant goings-on in the heart of the slowly recovering city.



For my dearest
Deb and Ed, whom I have loved
since we were all young and
magnificently foolish





ONE


“Shit, Blackie, this one’s dead, too. What’re we gonna do?” The speaker, scarcely more than a boy – the lines cruelty would carve deep into his face not yet showing more than petulance – looked with disgust into an aluminum cargo box half the size of a semitrailer. His nose, high bridged and straight, the only feature of his face that suggested an ancestry not devoted to the baser things, wrinkled at the stink, a stink not from the bodies, or from the way they had died, but from the way they had lived for nineteen days.


“A jewel?”


“Maybe more’n one.”


“We get rid of ’em.”


Drops of water on the younger man’s thick black hair glittered in the harbor lights like a cheap sequined hairnet. As his head pushed into the shadow of the shipping box, Blackie, fifty last birthday and made of hard muscles and hard times, turned away. For a second it had looked as if the head vanished and left the body standing stooped over by itself.


Blackie didn’t like magic. Didn’t like things that vanished or shifted or weren’t what they seemed to be; things that couldn’t be relied upon.


“Dougie, get your goddam head out of the box,” he snapped. “What’re you doing? Sniffing’em? Jesus.”


Unoffended, Dougie did as he was told. “What’re we going to do?” he asked again, sounding plaintive.


Absurd burbling notes of “Baa Baa Black Sheep” swam through the moisture-laden air. Blackie tensed, his eyes seeking and sharp with the keenness of the hunter – or the hunted. He wished the night were darker. Seattle’s interminable drizzle caught the light from the quay and the street above the docks, giving everything a shadowless glow, robbing the place of depth, reality.


“It’s your cell phone,” Dougie said helpfully.


“Fuck.” Blackie fumbled the phone out of his jacket pocket and pawed it open, his blunt fingers clumsy as hooves on the tiny plastic cover. “Yeah? Oh, hi, sweetie-pie.” A vicious glare, at odds with the sugary voice, abraded the smirk from Dougie’s face. “No, Laura, Daddy didn’t forget. I thought you got to stay up later’s all. Okay. Ready? Nighty night, sleep tight, and don’t let the bed bugs bite.” As he closed the phone, Dougie began his lament.


“What’re we gonna—”


It was cut off by another few bars of the children’s nursery song. Blackie’s daughter liked to program the ring on his cell phone.


He flipped it open again. “Sweetie . . .” he began, then trailed off. His flesh tightened over wide cheek and brow bones, drawing the rigid lines of a man in pain – or in thrall to someone who enjoyed the dark arts.


“Yeah,” he said. And “Yeah.” And “Clear.” Putting the phone back in his pocket, he jerked his chin toward the freight container. “Throw ’em in the back of the van. We got another job.”


Dougie padded happily into the reeking darkness of the metal coffin. He knew Blackie’s look, the freaky frozen look. The other job would be better. It was way more fun when they weren’t already dead.





TWO


Old Man River. What a crock, Anna thought as she sat on a bench on the levee, the April sun already powerful enough to warm the faux wood slats beneath her back and thighs. The Mississippi was so unquestionably female, the great mother, a blowsy, fecund, fertile juggernaut that nurtured and destroyed with the same sublime indifference.


Rivers were paltry things where Anna had grown up, fierce only when they flash-flooded. Compared to the Mississippi their occasional rampages seemed merely the peevish snits of adolescence.


Half blind from the hypnotic sparkle of sun on ruffled water, she squinted at her watch. Geneva was about to go to work. Grunting mildly because there was no one close enough to hear, Anna shoved herself up from the bench and started back toward the New Orleans Jazz National Historical Park on North Peters, a block from Café Du Monde and Jackson Square.


Young persons of the sort she seldom ran across in the parks had laid claim to a swath of the river walk. Six males, three females, four dogs, one puppy, and nine bicycles created a barrier that could either be detoured around or run as a gauntlet. Hostile glares from thirteen pairs of eyes – the puppy looked friendly enough – suggested Anna choose the detour.


Sheer orneriness suggested she take the puppy up on his tail-wagging invitation and plow through the pack. The alpha male, tall with hair pulled into a tail of natural dreadlocks, the kind created by aggressively bad hygiene and not kinky hair or salon manipulations, and a beard Charlie Manson might have sported before prison barbers took over his personal grooming, could have been close to thirty. The youngest was the girl holding the puppy. Anna put her at no more than thirteen or fourteen.


Age was hard to guess. Male and female alike wore only blacks and browns. Not a speck of color alleviated the drab of their thrift store clothing. Decorations were a study in sartorial nihilism: slashes, iron pins, rag-over-rag T-shirts with swastikas inked on. Piercing and cutting and tattooing moved seamlessly from fabric to flesh. Nothing was symmetrical, soft, or suggestive of kindness. Dirt, soot, sweat, and various effluvia dulled cloth, hair, and skin. Something more immutable dulled the eyes.


If life were to be found in T. S. Eliot’s waste land, Anna believed it would be in the discovery of roving bands like this one; parentless, homeless, hopeless children, more like the child-soldiers of Rwanda – or little girls pressed into sexual slavery in World War II Japanese prison camps – than children from middle- and upper-class American families who chose to reject the plenty for the ride.


Geneva – Anna was staying in the apartment behind her house on Ursulines in the Quarter – called them “gutter punks.” They were purported to call themselves “travelers” because they jumped trains, living the nomadic life once followed by hobos.


Just how dangerous they were, Anna hadn’t a clue, but it was clear they wanted to inspire fear in civilians. Even without the stink and the rags and the self-mutilation, that alone would have earned them a wide berth as far as she was concerned. These kids were not her brand of criminal. She wasn’t well versed in their migration patterns, did not know their natural habitat, what they preyed upon or what preyed upon them – but people who valued fear and enjoyed pain were scary. Healthy animals, bunnies and foxes and cougars and grizzlies, ran from what frightened them and avoided pain at all costs. When they stopped behaving this way it was because they were sick, rabid.


Anna felt it was the same for people, except one wasn’t allowed to put them out of their misery.


Avoiding eye contact, she cut across the grass in the direction of the flood wall and the Jazz Historical Park. As she reached the tracks between the levee and the city where the Julia Street trolley ran, she heard a piercing whistle, the kind that can only be produced by sticking one’s fingers in one’s mouth, the kind that leaves grooves in the gray matter of anyone in a hundred-foot radius.


Stopping, she shaded her eyes and looked up the grassy slope she’d just descended. A gutter punk, a man in his late twenties with a double-pierced eyebrow and a crown of thorns tattooed across his forehead, was yelling and waving his arms at a small black dog racing down the levee after a flashily dressed white man who looked more Bronx chic than New Orleans cool.


Anna recognized the black terrier as one of the pack milling around on the river walk. The punk whistled again, and the mutt, as shaggy as his owner, hesitated and looked back. His feathery tail waved once; then he sat down no more than a yard from Anna, made a perfect O of his lips, pointed his chin at the sky, and howled a tiny wolf-puppy howl so perfect and unscary that Anna laughed.


Communication completed – at least as far as the dog was concerned – the little guy upended and ran off after the man he’d been following.


The punk on the levee howled then, and the hairs on the back of Anna’s neck stirred in the heat. The punk’s howl was all wolf, old and crying-sad as if the fuzzy-rumped pooch disappearing through the gate in the flood wall was absconding with all the love and light in the world.


Punk or not, Anna couldn’t stand the anguish. She ran to catch an undoubtedly filthy and probably flea-ridden mutt. The flood wall opened into a wide alley paved in brick and peopled by three-quarter life-sized bronze sculptures: a butcher, a woman sitting on a park bench – citizens from a previous century sentenced to eternity in the town that had passed them by.


Anna skirted a fountain squirting three pathetically weak streams of water into the air and stopped in front of the Dutch Alley art gallery. The doors were open and could have swallowed a man and dog before she’d arrived. Shops in New Orleans seldom closed their doors, leaving them wide summer and winter in hopes the increase in tourist traffic would offset the energy bills. Man and dog could have stepped into any one of these invitations. New Orleans was dog friendly; animals in stores and bars were commonplace.


“Hah!” Anna said as she caught the last few inches of a tail disappearing into an archway farther down the alley. “Gotcha.” She trotted after the dog.


From behind she could hear the clatter of heavy boots on brick. The punk was rounding the fountain. He wasn’t as tall as he’d looked standing atop the levee and was thin to the point of starvation. Though the distance from where his clan usurped the public walkway to where Anna stood was less than a hundred yards, he was breathing heavily and had one hand pressed hard into his side.


“This way,” Anna called and ran into the shade of the arch. To one side was another art gallery, to the other the public toilets.


The flashy dresser might have ducked into the john, but Anna had no intention of checking the men’s room. Seeing men urinating against trees, though a perfectly natural transaction, was bad enough. She had no desire to witness the phenomenon as an indoor sport. She ran through to North Peters Street.


A flash of greasy lemon caught her eye. The dog whisperer’s sport coat and, faithful as a shadow, the little feather-tailed dog had crossed North Peters and were halfway down Dumaine. The punk gasped up beside her in a gust reeking of old cigarettes and older urine as yellow jacket and pup turned into a slit between two brick buildings. The light had turned and traffic was flowing, but Anna figured she could make it across the four lanes without getting squashed. Stepping off the curb, she heard the punk yell, “Wait!” but she was already committed.


A horse-drawn carriage slowed cars coming from the French Market. Anna darted between two frustrated SUVs and jumped onto the sidewalk, where, if they did hit her, they’d be poaching. None of the drivers even bothered to flip her off. The Big Easy might have the highest per capita murder rate in the country, but the citizens were nice folks for all of that.


Sprinting through lackadaisical tourists like Drew Brees through linebackers, Anna zigged down Dumaine and into the narrow alley where the punk’s dog had gone.


Alleys in New Orleans were unlike alleys in other American cities. Rather than being skinny runs given over to garbage cans and used condoms, many were transformed into impossibly slender gardens, with plant hangers drilled into the brick walks, ivy and creeping fig cloaking age and decay, and bright scraps of found art alleviating the gloom.


“Stop!” somebody yelled, but she paid no attention. She had spotted the dog. Partway down the verdant little urban canyon, tail up, it trotted on the heels of the stranger.


“Excuse me!” she called.


The man turned back and stared at her for a second longer than seemed necessary. “You talkin’ to me?”


Robert De Niro, Taxi Driver. The guy was dead on, and Anna laughed. He squinted and looked suddenly dangerous. He hadn’t been mimicking De Niro intentionally, Anna guessed. That or he believed he was De Niro.


“That your dog?” Anna asked.


The man looked down at the black terrier, noticing it for the first time. “He following me?”


“Since the levee,” Anna told him.


“Get the fuck away from me,” the guy shouted and kicked the little animal so viciously Anna screamed in pain along with it. Fury swept over her till the fern-feathered walls, the brick path, and even the whimpering dog disappeared. All that remained at the end of her tunnel vision was the oily man in the yellow sport coat and the need to rip him into teensy weensy pieces.


Without thought, she started for him. What she would have done had she reached him, she never found out. Into her truncated view flashed silver, a knife, an edged weapon. The glint of hard steel kindly brought Anna back to her right mind. Stopping abruptly, she knelt and picked up the dog, pretending that had been her goal all along.


“Your filthy cur follows me again, I kill it. You got that?”


“I got it,” Anna said and, the dog cradled in her arms, took a step back, then another.


The knife wielder didn’t take his eyes off her, but she had the oddest sensation she was vanishing. The moment she ceased to be a threat, she ceased to exist for him. The old “Dog’s Philosophy of Life” seemed to apply to this creature: If he couldn’t screw it, eat it, or piss on it, the hell with it.


Whistling under his breath – “Some Enchanted Evening,” it sounded like – he folded the knife closed and continued down the alley. Hugging the dog, Anna watched until he turned a corner and was gone from sight.


Labored breathing dragged her attention back toward the Dumaine Street entrance. The punk, still clutching his side and moving with a slight dragging of the left foot as if he’d been born clubfooted and it had never been corrected, half fell in from the street and leaned heavily against the wall.


Anna turned on her heroine’s smile and waited for the accolades. She deserved at least that for facing down an armed man to save a gutter punk’s dog.


“Where is he?” the punk screamed as he lurched toward her between the mossy walls. “You bitch, you goddamn bitch.” Spittle flew from his mouth as he turned on Anna and cursed her. The crown of thorns was tight across his brow, and his eyes were wild, whites showing around the irises, pupils dilated and bottomless. Above his lip a pencil-thin mustache contorted into Etch A Sketch angles, and the thumb-sized tuft of beard beneath his lower lip jutted out like the spine of a horned lizard.


“Stop, goddammit! Wait, goddammit,” he screamed, but the yellow jacket was long gone. Arms outstretched like a B-movie zombie’s, he lunged. Anna flattened herself and the dog against the brick and aimed a swift kick at his knee. He went down like a puppet whose strings had been cut and began to cry, wailing like a child.


Various courses of action skittered through Anna’s mind. She could kneel and try to comfort this tortured soul. She could pull out her cell phone and call 911. Yell for help. Try to find the knife man. In the end all she did was set the dog down by its master and walk away. Since she was on administrative leave for mental instability – or something very like – the dog would have as good a shot at doing the right thing as she would. Probably better.


Leaving the alley, she hazarded a backward glance. The punk had managed to pull himself into a sitting position. He was hugging the dog. The dog was licking his face. For a moment Anna watched them. There was something about the dog that was off, niggling at the edges of her mind.


Breathing in the cooking smells on the street, the whiff of exhaust, the hints of horse manure, it came to her. The little terrier was a mess – it looked as if its hair had been chewed off in a dogfight rather than clipped by a sane groomer – but it was silky soft, shampooed, brushed, and smelled faintly of lilacs.





THREE


Clare was not a big fan of the wee hours. The phrase “dead of night” was too apt. Time was hollow between 2:00 and 4:00 A.M. She felt it in the pit of her stomach, in the back of her brain; a toxic emptiness like the ghost of a hangover or the memory of a one-night stand.


Slipping in from darkness made manifest by drizzle so fine it hadn’t the initiative to fall but must be harvested by passers through, she turned, closed the front door, and threw the bolt.


David’s trench coat, snatched up because it was convenient and because when he’d rushed out that evening he’d forgotten and left his wallet and cell phone in the pocket, was half off before she sensed more than just the nauseous touch of disenfranchised sleep. Years of training and practicing the art of Method acting had sensitized her to any emotion, any feeling, that might one day be useful. Or so she insisted when she grew tired of thinking of herself as high-strung, high-maintenance, or just downright neurotic.


Something was wrong with the house.


She shrugged back into the coat, the collar rain-wet and cold against the nape of her neck. Unaware she did so, she backed up against the solid oak of the door.


Darkness was never absolute in the city, even a city as befogged and cloudy as Seattle. The unsettling orange of sodium arc lamps starred the water drops on the panes of the bay window in the living room and cast lurid dripping shadows on the far wall.


A panic attack.


Lord knew Clare had sufficient experience to know what those felt like. Her Xanax were in the upstairs bathroom, on the highest shelf of the medicine cabinet where the girls could not reach, not unless the little monkeys climbed into the sink basin, which was not beyond the realm of possibility.


Though her scalp was tightening, her fingers tingling, and her nose going numb, she made no move to get the medication.


Trust your paranoia.


An actress, older, wiser, and two divorces more cynical, had once whispered that in her ear.


Yes, she was having a panic attack.


And, yes, something was wrong with the house.


Eyes wide, trying to see into shadows, through walls, she fumbled for the belt of the coat to pull it more tightly over her nightgown, armor against whatever was coming. The whisk and slither of fabric sliding over itself shrieked in the quiet of the room. She let go of the belt. Shoving her hand in her pocket, she clutched the children’s cough syrup she’d just bought at the all-night pharmacy. Pulling the bottle out, she looked at it as if it might return her to a state of normalcy. It didn’t.


Vee’s breath scraping in her throat, gathering together into a cough so violent it folded her tiny body nearly in two.


“Mommy?”


“Hi, sweetie.”


Sitting on the edge of her younger daughter’s bed, laying a hand on her forehead.


“My chest hurts.”


Dana’s sleepy voice from beyond the elephant night table. “My chest hurts, too, Mommy.”


Cough syrup.


The wrong was in the silence. Vee’s coughing, the painful broken sound that had clawed Clare out of her sleep and into sneakers and a raincoat, was gone. No coughing child. No click of Mackie’s claws on the hardwood as he left the girls’ room to see who’d opened the front door so stealthily. Silence swallowed the life of the house. Even the grandfather clock that guarded the foot of the stairs had ceased ticking.


“What?” Clare whispered as if seeking answers from the ether. Yell for David? David had gone. Switch on the lights? Wake the kids, the dog, and the au pair? Jalila was with David. Craziness.


Breathing in. Breathing out. Nothing to fear but fear. This too shall pass. I’m okay. Inhaling and exhaling on a mishmash of mantras picked up from a mishmash of philosophies and psychologists, Clare walked her body to the stairs, had it lift one foot, then the other. Checked to make sure it put its hand on the railing for safety.


Never once in the thirty-five years before Dana was born had it occurred to Clare that she could love children. When she’d gotten pregnant she’d wanted an abortion. David called her a murderess and threatened lawsuits. Hers was the rare shotgun wedding where the groom was holding the shotgun.


Three years later, when she was pregnant with Victoria, abortion was no longer an option; the baby might be another Dana. Vee was different from her sister. Where Dana was graceful, Vee was sturdy. Where Dana was quiet, Vee shouted. Where Dana walked, Vee ran.


Another facet of Clare’s heart made manifest.


Usually these thoughts embarrassed her. Too mawkish. Too clichéd. Not now, not in the gaping dark of the stairwell. Focusing on her girls, she felt the out-of-body experience began to wane; her soul dripped back into her body.


The kids’ room was across the landing from the one she shared with David. Four steps, sneakers soundless on the hardwood, and Clare stood in the doorway. Two neat four-poster beds, bought new in 1899 when their great-great-grandmother and her twin sister turned twelve, sat to either side of an incongruity the kids adored, a glass-topped table held up by an elephant.


The night-light, shining up through the glass, cast elongated ear shadows on the ceiling.


No dog trotted over to greet her.


Clare clicked on the overhead light. The covers were rumpled as if little girls had just climbed out of them; the old blanket where Mackie slept was across the foot of Vee’s bed, yet Clare felt an emptiness that spoke of a thousand years of genocide, a crumbling of ancient walls. Not a whisper of her children remained.


“Vee! Dana!” she began screaming and couldn’t stop. “Mackie! Victoria! Damn you!”


As she cried out the names she ran down the hall, the rubber soles of her shoes squeaking against the polished wood. The bathroom was empty. The playroom. When the girls were scared and their father was gone, they’d get in her bed. Clare darted past the head of the stairs, slipped, fell, scrambled up. Catching herself on the door frame of the master bedroom, she slid her palm down the wall just inside the door, turning the light on.


No little girls. No dog.


Nightmare closed around her. She could not move, could not see; her screaming produced no sound. With the dislocated tunnel vision of the dreamer, she pushed through the paralysis settling in her legs and flung herself in the direction of the master bath.


Empty.


A sound, a vibration maybe, like the slamming of a door downstairs, penetrated Clare’s narrowing world. The girls had gone to Jalila’s room. The au pair slept on the first floor in the maid’s room behind the old pantry.


Stairs, living room, dining room, kitchen, passed in a blur, in a shout of the children’s names honed razor sharp by terror. Jalila’s room. Lights on. The bed was unmade, as she’d left it when she’d rushed out with Clare’s husband just before midnight. No little girls, no bright dark eyes, no shaggy dog, just a preternatural chill undisturbed by living heartbeats.


Dropping the cough medicine, her one link with a warping reality, Clare pulled David’s cell phone from the trench coat pocket and pushed 911 as she ran. Babbling her emergency, she slammed on lights, yanked open closet doors, peered under and behind furniture till she reached the half-sized Harry Potter closet under the stairs to the attic and wrenched open the door. This being the last place the girls might have secreted themselves, finally she stopped. Breath coming in cries and gasps, it took a moment to hear the tiny voice from the phone held at her thigh.


The 911 operator was saying something, had been saying something for a while. Clare held the phone indifferently to her ear and heard what was being repeated with such urgency.


“Get out of the house. Get out of the house.”


“No.” Clare would never leave.


“Maybe something happened and the sitter took the children to a neighbor’s.”


Relief flooded Clare’s being. Hope acted on her like cocaine had during her flirtation with the wild side in college. Maybe the operator said more; Clare wouldn’t have known. Phone at her side, she ran into the front yard and across Laggert Street. The children could have gone to the Donovans’. If they’d woken and found themselves alone, they would have run over to Crimson Rose and Coltie’s like she’d taught them to.


Frenzied pounding brought the reassuring sound of feet on hardwood stairs; then Robert Donovan, looking tousled and concerned, opened the door. Just past thirty, tall and thin as a rail with the most beautiful brown eyes Clare had ever seen except on a dog, Robert was the father of four children. The middle two, Colt and Crimson, were Victoria and Dana’s best friends. Sleepovers were a weekly event. In a few years all this would become problematic. For now they enjoyed innocence.


Dana and Vee were not there.


Clare heard Robert say the words, and walls of night folded in. As if the racing fury of the past minutes had burned all her reserves in an adrenaline flash-fire, she no longer possessed the strength to remain upright. As she swayed and began to crumple, she was bizarrely aware of the high drama. Like a director watching a ham actor, she noted how her knees folded and one hand stretched ineffectually toward the door frame, how, still vaguely elegant even in T-shirt and sweatpants, Robert stepped forward to catch her. How the essence of romantic melodrama went awry when he hadn’t the strength to hold five feet nine, one hundred and twenty-four pounds of out-of-balance female flesh and they both toppled off the steps into the shrubbery. Robert, who neither swore nor smoked and only drank sparingly, yelled, “Whoa!”


Clare began to laugh. Tears and snot and convulsive yucks. Hysteria. She knew it, but could not stop. Robert extricated them from the bushes. The look of genuine fear for her on his face ought to have had a sobering effect, but it only brought on more laughter.


Not merriment, the acting coach in Clare’s head noted. There was no relief, joy, or amusement, just emotion so violent it would come out willy-nilly on any vehicle it could find. Psychic diarrhea, spiritual projectile vomiting.


“Robert?”


Tracy, Robert’s wife of twelve years, stood in the doorway, her long frizzy hair backlit by the hallway light, her small body childlike in a long white cotton nightgown. In her arms was the littlest Donovan, just a year old.


It was the sight of the baby that brought an abrupt end to Clare’s hysteria. To wake the baby, to make him cry, would be too much to bear.


Sirens did the evil in her stead. Not a long wail for blocks and blocks but a sharp stab of sound and a brief flash of blue light as a patrol car announced its arrival at the curb.


Robert left Clare for his wife as the police came up the walk. Both cops were middle-aged, not the officers central casting would have sent. The driver was a small woman, a little thick around the middle but strong-looking, with graying hair cut short. The officer riding shotgun was probably close to retirement age and had eaten too many doughnuts over the years. Both wore glasses. Both looked like they’d seen it all and didn’t believe over half of it. The female officer looked as if she still cared. The man just looked tired.


Clare addressed the female officer. “I’m her. It’s me. I called.” For the briefest of moments Clare believed she was going to be a rational adult, but in saying the words the desperate fear that had sent her racing from room to room screaming claimed her again, and the story of her missing children poured out in a semicoherent flood.


The officer nodded. “I’m Officer Shopert. This is Officer Dunn. We’ll check your house out as soon as another unit arrives.”


Clare had thought she’d reached the maximum overdrive of panic, that place where vision becomes unreliable and speech breaks into pieces chasing fractured thoughts, but when the lady cop mentioned delay it worsened. A force rose in her throat, a power that would come out high-pitched and shrieking. A sound that would get her slammed into the loony bin.


Officer Shopert sensed it – or heard the indrawn breath – because she said quickly, “One minute, three at the most. A hundred and eighty seconds. They’re right behind us.”


Clare clamped lips and jaws together and nodded.


“So you went to check on your children and they were missing?” Shopert said.


Clare nodded. She could feel the jarring as her brain slid forward and back inside her skull.


“And you ran through the house looking, then out the front door and here?”


Again she nodded. Slide. Stop. Slide, stop. Vision shook.


“Just when was it you stopped to put on lace-up running shoes and a coat?” Officer Dunn interjected. Suddenly he didn’t look the least bit tired.


Clare blinked; once, twice. She could not make sense of why he asked about her clothes, could scarcely remember the meaningless details of life before the empty little beds.


A second patrol car arrived, pulling up behind the first and saving her from having to string together words that would waste more precious seconds.


Two more officers, both men this time and both fairly young, sprang energetically from their vehicle and trotted up the walk. From the orange glare of the streetlight and the kinder spill of light from the Donovans’ hallway, Clare could see their faces. Strong manly concern was writ large.


All the world was a stage, and the men and women on it mostly bad actors. These guys were not just cops; they were also playing cops, and tonight was turning into a good show. Her 911 call probably saved them from a tedious graveyard shift with nothing but coffee-induced heartburn for dramatic tension.


The four officers met midyard and held a hasty conference. Clare hovered, listening so hard her ears rang, but didn’t step toward them. A horror had gripped her that time was running away with her children, that each tick of some hideous clock pushed them farther from her. She didn’t want to do anything that might delay the police.


Straying out from the murmurs like loose hairs from a topknot came bits of the conversation. “Around back . . . give me about a ten count . . . you and Jim . . . bad knee . . . no, I’ll go. You’ll strain . . .”


They broke up half a moment before Clare’s head was going to explode. Officer Dunn got on the radio. The two younger men and the female officer trotted across Laggert toward Clare’s house. Mist and wet pavement caught the light from the streetlamps, and they moved as if through an orange fog that shattered and then re-formed as they passed.


Hysteria morphed to hyperawareness and tightened Clare’s brain. She noted each step the officers took, the way their shoes left fleeting tracks in the moisture on the pavement, the way the off-worldly light played along the barrels of their drawn weapons. Two of them, a man and Officer Shopert, split off and ran around toward the back of the house.


The back door was locked, and Clare thought to call out to them, but surely they, as policemen, would have thought of that, and she didn’t want to offend them or appear foolish. As part of her marked this disturbingly ordinary response to an extraordinary situation, they passed from sight behind the lilacs at the side of the house. The lone policeman stood to one side of the front door, his back against the siding, pistol held in stiff arms and pointed toward the ground between his feet.


Just like on TV.


“Just like on TV,” Clare said aloud, trying to dispel the creeping surreality clotting in her throat.


“That’s right, Miss . . .”


“Sullivan,” Clare answered automatically. It was the older officer, the heavy one. She reached for, but couldn’t remember, his name.


“Dunn,” he said as if he’d read her mind, pointing to the name tag above the breast pocket of his uniform shirt. “Sullivan, huh? The 911 operator’s got a Daoud Suliman listed at this address.”


The way he pronounced the Arabic name reminded Clare why David had changed it after the attacks on the Pentagon and the World Trade Center.


“Yes. My husband changed it to David Sullivan for business reasons.”


“Yeah,” the cop said.


The sneer in his voice served to help Clare focus. Briefly, she took her eyes from the house across the street.


“This Daoud Suliman, he a U.S. citizen?”


Clare knew she must have said she didn’t know by the cynical echo she got in return, but her eyes and mind were again across the street, going into the house with the picture-perfect policeman. Blocking executed faultlessly, he crouched, entered the front door quickly, then stepped to the side lest he provide a tempting backlit target. Because her mind’s eye was less shortsighted than those in her face, Clare no longer saw Officer Dunn, though she felt him scratching at the edges of her attention. She saw the stairs, the banister, the upstairs hall.


Then she was on her butt seeing nothing but fire.





FOUR


The entire adventure, from punk to nuts, had taken less than a quarter of an hour. Geneva was just going on when Anna arrived back at the National Park Service center. Slipping in quietly, she settled in the last of eight rows of folding chairs more than half filled with tourists, shopping bags and purses cluttering the floor between their feet. At the opposite end of this humble auditorium a small raised stage jutted out from the wall. A pianist hunched over an electronic keyboard, a guitar player perched one buttock on a folding chair identical to those used by the audience, and a vocalist – Geneva Akers – swayed gently behind a floor mike.


The musicians wore green and gray, cordovan belts and shoes, and tidy brass nameplates over their left breast pockets. They were park rangers; their job was to protect and preserve the musical heritage of the historic city of New Orleans. Anna loved it. In the name of political pork, the Park Service preserved so many worthless bits of history that some said the NPS was where white elephants went to die. Then there were places like this, where the sacred torch of a time long past was carried, still burning, into the present.


Anna slid down as far as the anti-ergonomics of the chair allowed and opened herself to the experience as Geneva began to sing “Swing low, sweet chariot” a cappella. On “comin’ for to carry me,” the keyboard crept in. Tendrils of the first guitar notes wrapped around the word “home” till the sound was like that of distant hearts catching up a single thread of emotion.


Geneva reminded Anna of a woman she’d known – seen, rather – when she lived in New York City with her first husband, Zach. She was a street singer, a big woman, tall and heavy, with long hair in so many tiny braids that where she tied it at the middle of her back the ponytail was easily six inches in diameter, who worked the north entrance to Saks on Fifth Avenue. White was her signature color: white headdress, caftan, flowing trousers, sandals in the summer, white boots in the fall, and a long white cane with a red tip on the end as an exclamation point to the black-and-white canvas. The Blind Blues Singer, as traditional as the music she sang.


Once, on the 7 train, Anna had seen her, cane folded away in her bag, drugstore reading glasses perched on her nose, perusing Newsweek. Sighted or not, she put on a good show, and the only revenge Anna took was winking at her when she dropped a bill in her box on Fifth.


Geneva genuinely was a blind blues singer. Behind the black Ray-Bans she always wore, her eyes were slashed and burned from an accident on her dad’s farm in Illinois when she was four. Like the New York street singer, she was of regal size and royal bearing, but she wore her hair cropped so close to her skull it dusted the skin like the first snow in the high desert. In the 1980s she had trained at Juilliard, but, because of her seemingly boundless talent, she never sounded “professional.” She sounded real, a blind eyewitness to the sorrow and love and joys of the world.


Proud as Anna was to have a talent like Geneva’s in the green and gray, the uniform jarred with the music, and she closed her eyes hoping the rich imagery of the old gospel song, colored in the many hues of Geneva’s voice, would cancel out images of punks frothing at the mouth and belting out the B-word every other sentence and pimped-out white boys with dead eyes and sharp objects.


Unquestionably, Anna was less crazy than she had been when, in the wake of the incidents on Isle Royale, Rocky Mountain National Park’s superintendent had recommended a leave of absence. Coming off winter study on ISRO, Anna had been so crazy she had no idea how crazy she was. The intervening weeks had moved her a long way toward sanity. Now the black hole that had threatened to swallow her was a mere speck on her mental horizon.


Paul worried that the net of evil that caught them up during their belated honeymoon in Big Bend would set her back, but the events in the Chihuahuan desert were not comparable to what she had gone through on Isle Royale. For one thing, it was warm in Big Bend. The sun shone. Mostly, though, it was because she’d found strength and courage, kindness and honor, in her comrades. And they had found it in her.


Maybe this wasn’t enough to heal the deep wounds, but it was sufficient; with that and the love of Paul Davidson, she could sustain life. Whether or not she could sustain life as a law enforcement ranger with the National Park Service remained to be seen.


Had she Geneva’s musical abilities, she could sing for her supper rather than hunt and kill and drag it home. Unfortunately Anna’s singing voice was better suited to clearing large numbers of people out of places in record time. She knew for a fact it didn’t soothe savage beasts.


Despite the gift of gospel, her thoughts wandered, the gutter punks reinfiltrating her inner landscape. As a tribe they exhibited the familiar one-size-fits-all hostility of any urban gang. The oldest, the Charlie Manson of the group, carried himself with angry arrogance, the chip on his shoulder clearly one of his most prized possessions. The others, the drab, the dim, the nondescript ashes of his followers, had a piece of his mettle, enough of an edge to hold the ambient kindness of strangers at bay.


The terrier punk had cursed her and tried to attack her; still, he felt a little different against her psychic skin than the rest. Two of these differences came to her clearly as she drifted on Geneva’s music and New Orleans’s dark waters: The terrier punk was dying, and he still cared desperately about something. Maybe the dog, or maybe the dog was only a manifestation of it.


The man’s frailty was obvious; he was as thin and brittle as spring ice, he was malnourished, exhausted, and very possibly the victim of AIDS or tuberculosis or drug addiction, but that wasn’t the kind of dying Anna saw when she pictured him. Demons were killing that punk. She could almost see their claw marks at the backs of his eyes, sense them jerking at his limbs when he tried to strangle her. In a moment of revelation she realized the dog was all that kept the satanic hordes from dragging him down into the fires of hell. Anna felt a sudden and powerful kinship with him.


“Jesus H. Christ,” she whispered and opened her eyes. After all these great healing weeks with her husband, sun, orange juice, and cats on her lap, her mind still wasn’t anyplace she needed to be playing by herself.


Punks were an urban blip; her run-in with the dead-eyed knife man and the dog lover had no more lasting importance than an aborted mugging or a snatched wallet. If blood was not spilled nor bones broken, one counted her lucky stars and didn’t dwell on it.


The set was finished. The musicians turned back into plain old rangers; the tourists gathered up their loot and headed back out into the sun for more. Anna stayed in her chair watching Geneva strike the floor mike, then help the pianist dismantle his keyboard and pack it in its carrying case. The guitar player, speaking to no one, had left the stage while the last note of the last song was still reverberating to let himself out through a door on the inside wall.


“Is that you I hear breathing out there, Anna?” Geneva asked as the piano player latched his case.


“I breathe silently,” Anna said. “You’re just guessing.” She rose from the chair and walked toward the front of the room. “I think you were a bit sharp there on that last note. You know, just a hair pointy.”


Geneva laughed. “You’ve been to too many firearms trainings without earplugs. I bet you can tell the difference between a .22 shot fired and a .38, but you’ve never been able to tell the difference between E-flat and middle C.”


“Early childhood trauma,” Anna said. “I could never pick out ‘Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star’ on the piano.”


“Shoot, anybody can pick out ‘Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star.’ You must not have been trying.”


“Where’s Sammy?” Anna changed the subject. Geneva was right about her musical disability. She’d been the only sophomore Sister Mary Judette told to just mouth the words in choir, the only waitress excused from singing “Happy Birthday” to customers.


“He’s around.” Geneva whistled “Dixie” softly, and a tall champagne-colored standard poodle unfolded itself from behind the raised stage, stretched long and lean as a cat, and yawned hugely. “Sammy likes World War II songs,” Geneva said as she dug Sammy’s leash from a patchwork shoulder bag big enough to carry a small child.


Sammy sat still with his back to her while she latched the leash onto his harness.


“‘Boogie-woogie Bugle Boy’ and all that. A pretty little blond number comes in with her hair done up and a forties’ dress and heels and does Andrews Sisters stuff. Sammy laps it up. But then Sammy laps up cat shit.”


“A seeing-eye poodle,” Anna said as they fell into step in the bricked alley outside the auditorium. “Who’d’ve thunk?”


“A poodle!” Geneva exclaimed. “Here all these years I thought that kinky hair just meant he was an African American Lab.”


Anna laughed, and Geneva took her arm companionably. She didn’t need the guidance; she had Sammy and years of walking the same route to and from work for that. Geneva was just a warm, touchy sort of woman. Anna wasn’t, but she didn’t want to seem ungracious, so she quelled the urge to squirm free. The afternoon sun had been obscured by dark clouds, and a salt-and-swamp breeze kicked up the litter of yellow blossoms that dusted the walkway.


“When’s this man of yours coming down?” Geneva asked as Sammy stopped them to wait for the light to change on North Peters. “When I’d heard you’d gotten married, and to a Mississippi preacher to boot, I didn’t believe it. I mean I did not believe it. I made a major fool of myself arguing with the messenger. This guy must be a man of God to want a prickly old thing like you lying next to him at night.”


“He’s the sheriff of Adams County up on the Trace,” Anna said.


“Ah, at home with criminals and firearms. That makes the union more explicable,” Geneva said. “So you’re honeymooning in my back apartment?”


Anna’d called Geneva to see if she could stay with her for a week but hadn’t told her much more than that. Gossip in the Park Service spread with the speed of the Internet, and she guessed Geneva knew about her administrative leave and the investigation into the deaths on Isle Royale. After her and Paul’s adventure in Big Bend, Anna, her dog, Taco, and her two cats had reunited at his home in Port Gibson. The leave was of an unspecified length – five weeks being the best guess – and Anna didn’t want to sit around all alone in Rocky Mountain National Park thinking herself into a pit.


“Not so much a honeymoon,” Anna said. “A getaway is more like it. He’ll be down in a few days.”


“Newlyweds. I bet you can’t wait.”


Anna could wait. She loved her husband and would be missing him before long, but she’d been by herself most of her adult life. She liked it. She was good at it. She needed it. Since they’d left for Big Bend in March, she and Paul had scarcely been more than arm’s length from one another. Paul loved it. If he had his way, Anna and her menagerie would have lived in his shirt pocket. Anna needed a bit of breathing room to process the beginnings of sanity, the joys of matrimony, and possibly the end of a career.


Geneva’s house was an easy walk from the Jazz Historical Park. Moving at a southern saunter, Anna enjoyed the narrow streets, the two- and three-story buildings, wrought-iron balconies heavy with ferns and flowers. Age, and two hundred years of crooked politicians taking more from the city than they gave back, overlaid everything with a sleepy decadence that was more seductive than alarming.


Katrina might have brought much of New Orleans to its knees, but it had done wonders for the French Quarter. Anna had never seen it so clean and painted and primped. The seediness was still there. The undercurrent of lasciviousness and overindulgence that had been luring Christian leadership conventions to the area for a hundred years remained. But it smelled a lot better.


In the Quarter, Uptown, the Garden District, in many of the neighborhoods in New Orleans, it was easy to forget the underlying menace of a city with a people who had declared war upon themselves.


Dumaine, the street they walked down, was the home of many of New Orleans’s voodoo shops, windows filled with charms and books and spells and all things pertaining to the African magic as filtered through an American – and commercial – perspective. Anna’s favorite was Vieux Dieux. It always had weird displays set on a table outside the door. Today it was a tiny graveyard complete with miniature crypts.


When they reached Geneva’s door, Sammy woofed once politely. Two nine-foot-tall French windows fronted the narrow house, but both were blinded with heavy shutters peeling mauve paint. The entrance Geneva used was through an iron gate beside the house that let into an alley barely wider than Anna’s outstretched arms. Beneath their feet a pathway, two bricks wide and grouted with moss, snaked between what had once been raised beds but were now low mounded hillocks of greenery spilling onto the walk.


The peach-colored stucco of the house was to the left. To the right was a wooden fence that rose twelve feet, then was overtaken by vines, which climbed another five or ten feet, their tendrils bridging from the top of the fence to the house next door. Peeking through this dense curtain of greenery were beasts and faces, flowers, and patterns made by bits of ironwork collected over fifty years and nailed onto the fence.


On her aunt’s death Geneva had inherited not a single house but a ramshackle complex with three rental apartments and a two-car garage – unheard of in this part of town – with three brick, cavelike rooms behind it that local historians said were where the house slaves had lived. Hearing the bare-bones facts of Geneva’s real estate, it would be easy to assume she was rolling in money, and she probably could have sold the buildings for close to a million dollars, but Geneva had no intention of selling.


Probably, Anna thought, because moving would be an impossible task. Geneva’s mother had been a pack rat, and the property was a maze of saved wrought iron, old tools, wooden shutters, memorabilia from the music world, and Lord knew what else. So Geneva held the property, and the property held Geneva hostage with a constant need for money to keep the roofs from leaking and the toilets flushing.


The walkway ended in a courtyard no more than twenty feet square. It, too, was paved in brick and overgrown, vines hiding the fences to either side and mounting an assault on what had once been a carriage house but at some juncture had been made into a guest cottage. The cottage was one room wide and three tall, each of the upper rooms fronted by a tiny balcony and the walk-through sash windows common to the Old South. No lines were straight, no angle true to another. All that was rigid had cracked. That which was not rigid had warped as the house threw off the constraints of the rectangle. Vines and age blurring the edges, it looked as if the structure were melting into the garden. To accentuate the illusion a pond, the basin of brick, the fountain stilled, lay at its foot, and the wind, its coquetry hinting at a storm to come, stiffened the bleeding heart and voracious wisteria until they moved and snapped audibly.


The only jarring note in this romantic decrepitude was the gutter punk. Smoking a cigarette, his gaunt frame hunched into a wary question mark, he sat on the low fountain wall with his dog at his feet, as if they waited for Anna.





FIVE


A freakish hail of burning wood and glass fell from the sky. Pieces striking the street burst like comets hitting earth, fire breeding fire. By Seattle’s dripping grace, nothing else was ignited.


This horrible glory unfolded in near silence for Clare. The blast that knocked her down had momentarily deafened her.


Silence, and the peculiar stop-frame way the explosion cracked through seconds of the night, ended simultaneously.


Tracy’s baby cried. People ran toward the flaming house. A crowd appeared, born of the conflagration as maggots are born of dead meat. Neighbors. More police. Cars. Gawkers drawn by the noise, the light. A news van. The sound of sirens. The petty star pecks of camera flashes fighting the sun of the burning house.


Clare got to her feet. By the effortlessness of her rise she guessed she was unhurt. The information was of no interest to her. Like others, she was pulled toward the fire till a sensation, so different from those that had been racking body and brain it startled her, brought her to a standstill. Relief. She was suddenly desperately grateful her children had been taken.


Otherwise they would have been inside the house.


“Hallelujah,” she whispered.


“What the hell . . .”


The officer with the bad knee – Dunn – was standing a few feet away, his fleshy face dyed demonic red by the flames. His eyes, black cuts enlivened by reflected sparks, slewed toward her.


“Jesus Christ!” he muttered as if he’d just had a revelation from the Man himself. Then a voice cut through the murmur of the growing crowd and the fierce chewing sound the flames made as they devoured the house. The radio clipped to Dunn’s belt said, “Jim. Behind the house. Call the medics.”


No preamble. No formal radio protocol.


Clare’s thoughts, centered on her children, widened slightly to encompass others’ lives, others’ pain. The handsome young officer who’d gone theatrically in the front door; he was dead now. Had to be.


The voice on the radio was male, and Clare guessed Shopert, the woman cop she’d liked, was the one hurt. Dunn’s eyes left her. Thumbing the mike clipped to his epaulet, he made calls as he ran, his gate lopsided and slow.


Bad knee.


More sirens. Or the same ones closer. Fire trucks arrived.


Feeling detached and outside of time, Clare drifted across the street.


Fire painted the world garish red, much as Clare imagined dawn would on Mars. Each bush, tree, each burnt-black shadow, stood out in high relief. The crippling numbness of shock broke, releasing her. Time was exploding in a rain of fire, and no one was looking for Dana, for Vee. Ignoring the shouts of newly arriving authority figures to stay back, she ran toward the darkness behind the house crying out her children’s names.


Shoes slipping on the wet grass, she rounded the corner to the unfenced backyard. Officer Shopert lay on the pebbled walk. Dunn knelt over her. There must have been a good deal of blood – there was a shard of glass the size of Clare’s palm protruding from the policewoman’s neck and another embedded in her cheek, but in the saturated light color deceived.


Clare didn’t slow down. There was no garage, but David had built a carport for one car – his, a Lexus SUV. The bloated station wagon was in its customary place. David had come back. Or had never really left. The SUV’s doors were unlocked. No kids. Her 1997 Honda was unlocked. Four or five times she checked the backseats of both vehicles, under the chassis and around back of the carport, certain, if she looked one more time, Dana and Vee would be there.


Had to be there.


The act of searching fed her frenzy until she found herself prying desperately into places where not even a cat could hide. Before her mind snapped and sent her to the ground howling like a deranged wolf, she forced herself to stop, to breathe. Then, with careful steps, she followed the north side of the house toward Laggert Street. There were things she should do. Things to tell the police. More places to look. People she needed to call. Her mind would not complete these thoughts, and they crashed into each other till only a jumble of words remained of what was once sense.


Night glittered, glared, ran black and orange, as the water on leaves, grass, and street mimicked flames. Steam rose as it dried in sudden heat. A brighter flash, a green diamond in the shadow of the lilac hedge, penetrated the shattered structures of Clare’s mind. Like a child or a monkey she reached for it. The blast had thrown it twenty yards, then, with the peculiar idiosyncrasy of explosions, left it resting on a leaf as neatly as the dew might leave a single drop of water.


It was an eyeball. Clare let it roll into the palm of her hand. The white shone orange; the green was flecked with fire. The glass orb was no bigger than the tip of her little finger, the eye of a doll. Jalila made dolls, beautiful things of porcelain and paint. Vee and Dana had each been given one. Clare only let them play with them on special occasions. They were too precious for everyday.


“Every day is precious,” she whispered. The glass bauble felt heavy and hot in her hand. It hurt her heart. Still she couldn’t bring herself to throw it away.


Behind her car doors were slamming. Authoritative voices warning people back. If art truly mirrored life – or vice versa – the police would be putting up yellow tape to cordon off the scene.


From the deep shade of the lilacs and an enormous elm, Clare watched the fire devour her home. Windows were blown out in the living room and, on the opposite side of the front door, the parlor David used as a study. The second story was only just beginning to burn: shingles smoking or steaming, fire in the window of the girls’ bathroom at the head of the stairs.


Like the tail plumes of a great bird, arcs of water from the fire trucks appeared. The noise of firefighters, police, and gawkers began overtaking that of the fire itself. An ambulance arrived. To her right, behind the house, Clare could see the white of a sheeted gurney and the black plastic body bag being strapped to it. Officer Shopert. The nice cop. She had not survived. Clare’s mind skidded off that hard surface.


A whine crept from the darkness of the shadows behind her. Her heart flopped like a fish trying to breathe air. Vee, Dana, hurt, alive.


“Here,” she said. Then louder, “Here!” as she turned from the glare and felt her way into the nearly liquid darkness beneath the elm to the wall of lilac bushes separating her yard from that of her neighbor’s.


“Here. I’m here.” She was on her hands and knees reaching, pushing under the leafy spread of branches. Bizarre inchoate visions of the children, like the doll’s eye, blown safely into the cushiony arms of the hedge were followed by the broken knowledge that the children were not in the house. Then she saw them running from the explosion, frightened, cowering under the elm, waiting for her to come to them. “Talk to me. Please. It’s Mommy.”


Something wet and warm touched her fingers.


Blood. She thought first of blood.


Then fur. Then the entire dog was in her arms, shivering in her lap, whining, licking her face. His fur stank of smoke. His usual black-and-white coat was nearly all black with soot. Clare held him tight because she loved him and cried because he wasn’t a little girl.


“Where are they, Mackie?” she asked over and over as she rocked the Lhasa apso.


The conflagration died down. The police relaxed their vigilance. People crept closer, standing on the edges of Clare’s darkness as if they feared the shadow beneath the tree or sensed the bleaker shadows in her mind. Because her eyes had burned out with the fire and she had nowhere else to look for her daughters, the force of half a lifetime’s habit took over. Clare studied the bystanders, noting nuance of voice, peculiarity of stance, language of movement – the tools of an actor’s trade. Nearest her was a man in hiking boots wearing a sport coat over his pajamas. Clare recognized him from around the neighborhood. Two teenagers, African American, fully dressed in the rodeo-clown pants that had a stranglehold on boys’ fashion, were clearly not from the neighborhood. Probably they’d been out looking for fun and found fire. A man a bit taller than Clare, broad of shoulder, arms looking muscular under a thin khaki jacket, held the hand of a little girl. Even as Clare’s heart demanded it her eyes knew it wasn’t one of her daughters. This child was younger, maybe three, and darker, her black hair straight and shining to the middle of her tiny bird-boned back.


With the exception of the birdy girl, all were on cell phones. The overloud one-sided conversations fell with the same meaningless urgency as the final cracks and pops of the ebbing fire.


“Yo, dude, you should check it out.”


“The Southerlands’ place – Sullivan? The Mideastern guy.”


“Crusin’ and blowie! Thought we’d . . .”


“White wife.”


“Tell the Magician the problem has disappeared.” This, in an American regional accent, stood out in Clare’s ears.


“Probably did it himself to make Americans . . .”


“Yeah. The whole suit give or take ringers and salvage.” Clare had studied accents for years, yet she could not place this one.


“I know it’s three A.M., jackass, I’m telling you . . .”


“Okay, sure. Bourbon Street Nursery . . .”


“Half these guys are terrorists . . .”


The roof crashed through the second floor, driving the cellular addicts a few yards farther back. Soon lights from the streetlamps and emergency vehicles were brighter than that of the dying conflagration. Sated with flame and telephone calls, people began to wander off, no doubt hoping to find better entertainments. The first to go were the man and the little girl. The child turned back for some reason and looked into the shadows as if her keen young eyes could cut through darkness where adults’ could not. The doll’s porcelain face was smudged with the soot that drifted from the fire, its green glass eyes bright under black painted lashes.


“Come on, brat,” the man said and gave the child’s arm a jerk.


“Aisha,” came a tiny whisper.


“Aisha?” Clare echoed. The word reverberated familiarly against her tongue, but she had no idea why. Maybe a child’s name that was in fashion at the moment. The two of them walked out of earshot, heading toward the darkness of the tree-shaded sidewalk along Laggert Street.


“Holy shinola!”


The shouted idiocy startled Clare. Still holding Mackie, she struggled to her feet. Her legs were numb from the damp and being still so long, and she teetered, trying to keep her balance. Officer Dunn stood at the front of the house. Clare was behind him, not far, maybe a dozen feet. She could see his wide rear end, the bulge of his waist where it oozed out over the butt of the gun on his hip. Two firemen walked into her line of sight. Clad in protective clothing and breathing apparatus, they looked as if they carried hazardous materials in a medical drama, but what they were carrying was charred bodies. Little charred bodies. The bodies of children burned to death.
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