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THE BODY WAS DISCOVERED AT 6:10 p.m., on a perfect Sunday in June, with the low sun beaming its pink and golden rays over the town of Grand Cove’s yacht basin, and a sunburned family of four bringing in their long white sloop to its mooring. In their tall, slender fairness the four resembled each other: two parents, two children, a Ralph Lauren Instant Old Family that could have been found in any of the hundred or more marinas that lined the coast of Connecticut’s southern Fairfield County.


These were not people accustomed to shock. The mother, smiling, looking a decade younger than her years, her long, blond hair pulled back into a simple ponytail; the father, in his requisite polo shirt and shorts and docksiders without socks, ordering his children to their posts in a rather beery, jolly version of a latter-day Captain Bligh; and the children, about ten and twelve, a girl and a boy, sun-streaked and rather bored-looking, moving forward to the bow with coils of thin rope in their hands.


“What’s that?” the girl piped, frowning, crouching on the bow and pointing to a spot just ahead in the water.


The boy, standing over her, peered ahead. The closer the sloop glided, the more he could see a large, bobbing, pale object that had become entangled on something. A dead sand shark maybe, belly up? The boy blinked, and looked again.


“Hey, Dad,” he turned and called back. “There’s something scuzzy wrapped around our buoy. Dad? Hey, cut the motor, we’re going to hit it!”


His father, oblivious, was cheerily yelling something to another marina family just coming in, so his mother moved forward, looked for herself, and unconsciously, still staring, reached for her children. The first thing she felt, as she saw it getting closer, was that creeping, queasy sensation she sometimes got while working in the garden, when she suddenly heard the movement and the hiss of a garter snake. Harmless, she’d shakily rebuke herself; yet still, irrationally, there was always that skin-crawling feeling of having brushed with evil, and it was coming upon her now, worse as they came within yards and she saw the froth of a million tiny bubbles clinging to the thing . . . fermentation, she realized . . . and then the boat’s motion swirled the water and the pallid, bobbing mass rolled over, and the woman put both fists to her mouth and knew she was going to be sick now, and she screamed.


Throughout the busy harbor and along the docks, heads jerked up at the sound. The blond woman screaming and screaming again and trying to hustle her children back along the gunwales; the husband running forward from the other side, hollering “Oh, God! Oh, Jesus!” and yelling across the water for someone to call the harbor cops; his radio was out Voices shouted back; people ran; someone in a motor launch set out grim-faced toward them. Word flashed quickly through the rest of Grand Cove. The EMS call heard on the police scanner sent local reporters running, and the local radio station interrupted its broadcast to announce that an unidentified young blond woman had been found drowned at the Laurel Point Yacht Club.


Not until the following day would newspapers coast to coast report the startling identity of the victim.
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SOMETHING’S WRONG, AMANDA HAMMOND thought, as she turned onto Shore Drive.


Usually this lush and narrow road that wound past the old waterfront estates was quiet; little traffic, sightseers mostly, people slowing down to crane their necks in an effort to see over the ivied walls or through the wrought-iron gates to the graceful, multi-chimneyed mansions beyond. Even the police seemed to respond to the hushed splendor of the area by patrolling at slower speeds than they used in other neighborhoods, which was why Amanda was startled to hear the wail of fast-approaching sirens behind her. Braking her black Jaguar, frowning in puzzlement, she barely made it to the grassy shoulder as two squad cars came hurtling round the curve and sped clamorously past her.


Involuntarily, as she stared after them, her fingers tightened on the steering wheel and she felt the old downpress of terror that had plagued her since childhood. It’s not the other thing, she stormed at herself, willing herself to be calm, then giving up when another pair of cruisers screamed past with their own nerve-shattering version of sound and light.


“Why . . . ?” she breathed out loud, slumping back in her seat and feeling only half-foolish at the question. What in this sealed-off world of wealth and peace could possibly have produced the kind of cop drama that she associated with the raunchy old tenement street where she had lived for four years in New York? (And wasn’t it odd, she reflected, that such things didn’t bother her a bit when she was in the city?) A little shakily she reached forward, pulled her Aretha Franklin tape out of the tape deck, and tossed it onto the pile of other tapes that she kept for company on the seat beside her. The Aretha mood was killed. She checked her rearview mirror and pulled back onto the road, but as she drove her sense of panic came and rolled back through her again.


Police patrolling leisurely, after all, was a far cry from police speeding, police arriving hell-bent at your house with their lights whipping the night and their expressions grim. Nightmare images came to Amanda of flashlights sweeping the dark of her family’s property; of her father’s agitated voice shouting she couldn’t have gone anywhere . . . the cars are all here! Of the two big uniformed cops (why two, she had always wondered . . . was the task of confronting a tearful eleven-year-old too heartbreaking for one to go it alone?) coming up to her room to tell her that they had found her mother.


Stop it, she told herself, trying to wrestle down the old terror that rose up at her at odd moments like this. The trauma had happened long ago, and on this pretty Sunday evening the neighborhood looked its usual untraumatic, overdignified dowager self, ergo . . . some old sport must have just got back from his sail to the Vineyard and discovered the family jewels missing, and called the police. Simple as that, right? Right?


Amanda guided her car past a line of overgrown rhododendrons, persuading herself. It did make sense, didn’t it? Weekend burglaries around here were not exactly rare: so many of the residents in this, the richest section of this affluent commuter town were often away, spending their winters in Palm Beach or Gstaad, their summers on the Riviera or wherever, while their homes, left in the hands of staff who mostly took off on weekends, made tempting targets for thieves willing to tackle the elaborate security systems.


So. Just another robbery, Amanda decided, calming a little as she breathed in the tangy sea breezes coming through the open window. The sky outside was turning a breathtaking dusky rose. Glancing to the right, she caught glimpses of the Long Island Sound through the occasional open driveway, the rare expanse of unwalled, sweeping lawn, the—


— Wait a minute. Four patrol cars for a just-reported burglary that was probably committed like most burglaries on Saturday night? For something so routine they don’t go tearing around like that, so what could it be?


Slowing, back to fretting, Amanda turned right onto a graveled drive and pulled up to the cobbled courtyard of an enormous brick Georgian house. What a pile, she thought, pushing back a long strand of auburn hair and turning off the ignition. The front entrance of the house was lighted, plus a few of the downstairs rooms—which only emphasized, she realized, the depressing emptiness of the rest of the place.


Squint, she told herself, leaning forward on the leather upholstery of the Jaguar. It is twenty years ago, and I am eleven, and I’m up there in that high branch of the old copper beech, listening in the dark as my father yells and my mother sobs. Their muted voices are coming from that far window up there, now as dark as their graves. Now unsquint, and breathe deeply, and remind yourself that you’re a grown woman now, and that you’ve managed to come back and live in this place for nearly a year to prove that you can put the past behind you. The irony of the situation did not escape Amanda. If she, of all people, could not turn her back on old nightmares and get on with her life, then who in the world could? And how could she expect them to?


Would it be fair, accurate, and objective to say that I became a psychiatrist because I needed one?


Stop tormenting yourself.


*  *  *


Getting out and slamming the car door, Amanda noticed that the house seemed unusually closed up tonight. Odd, she thought. On balmy evenings like this Suki loved to throw open the French doors and let the sea breezes waft in from the terrace. Hurrying up the front steps, Amanda was surprised to see the tiny red light on under the hanging ivy: it was the burglar alarm, which ordinarily they used only to lock up for the night. Mystified, she fumbled for her keys in her purse. She turned off the alarm, used a second key to open the front door, and stepped into the foyer.


“Suki?” she called out a little nervously. “You there?”


The warm glow of the wide hall greeted her. Rosy Chinese rugs stretched across gleaming parquet to twin fireplaces that stood facing each other. On each side of the hall graceful arches led into large, formal rooms, and Amanda was reminded of the pictures in House Beautiful and Architectural Digest of magnificent homes and magnificent rooms with no one in them. She sighed, missing New York; missing the high-voltage energy and good smells and noise of the city; but most of all missing the camaraderie that she had had at Bellevue during her years of medical school and psychiatric training. She had gone into the city Friday night for a first reunion of her med school class, had had too good a time and stayed too late, and had driven home feeling lonely and depressed.


Come in more often, her old friends had scolded. What is it—a forty-five minute drive?


She had sat at a table for ten with the people who had been her support system—her family, practically —for eight years of her life. Ellie Brown, her roommate in med school and best friend during residency, now happily launched in a pediatric practice; Sam Holzer, engaged to Ellie, still funny and sarcastic as ever and starting a surgery practice; Carole Mayer, who shared Sam’s gift for turning stress into wisecracks, almost finished with an extra-year fellowship in cardiology. With the others at the table they had reminisced about the good times, mainly, happy to forget the brutal studies, the occasional nasty resident, the forty-hour stretches without sleep. In Amanda’s refrigerator was a huge cheesecake—a jokey gift from Ellie, who after all these years and visits to Grand Cove was still insisting that “you can’t get anything like this in the Land of Cucumber Sandwiches.”


Amanda smiled, remembering. Had it only been Friday night? The reunion already seemed ages ago. She placed her purse and some notebooks on an antique table, and turned, hearing the sound of anxious footsteps rushing down the hall. “Suki?” she called.


Suki Pepper, Amanda’s housekeeper, was a nervous but devoted woman of sixty-three, with nearly white hair, a thin, pretty face and alert blue eyes. She usually spent her weekends with her married niece who lived across town, then came running back early on Sunday evenings complaining that she couldn’t sleep without the sound of the water lapping outside her window. The real reason, Amanda suspected, was that Suki couldn’t bear to see her alone and was still playing mother hen to her after all these years, although—Amanda looked more closely as she approached—her old friend seemed more tense than usual tonight.


“Oh, Amanda,” Suki said in a torrent. “I’m so glad you’re back. Have you heard what happened? That’s why I turned on the alarm. I mean, if it were tomorrow and daytime it wouldn’t have been so bad, but nights it’s just so darn scary being here alone!”


Amanda blinked at her, seeing again the clamor of police cars wailing past, and she felt a chill. “I haven’t heard a thing,” she said. “What happened?”


How strange, she thought, to see this maternal figure of her childhood now running to her as if she were the parent. Amanda had been eleven when Suki, a former school teacher, came to work for the Hammonds six months before the tragedy. She had kept Amanda home and tutored her—with Mr. Hammond’s permission—during the next harrowing year when Amanda had refused to return to boarding school. And she had stayed on, tending the lonely little household, until nine years ago when Amanda’s father died. Amanda by then was in medical school. They had cried together, gotten (with Ellie Brown’s help) through that second terrible funeral together, and then, to Suki’s relief, Amanda had closed the house. Just locked it and left it, not ready yet to decide what to do with it. For a while Suki lived alone and quite happily, then agreed to move in and help her niece with her family, and then floored Amanda last July by agreeing to come and play housekeeper for one final year.


Now, feeling a little sad at the role reversal, Amanda put a comforting arm around the older woman’s shoulder as they headed for the kitchen.


“Let me guess,” Amanda said. “Someone just got back from Marrakesh and reported a stolen Picasso.”


Suki rolled her eyes in exasperation. “Just what do you folks do at that hospital? You never turn on the radio? You pipe Mozart and Mendelssohn all over the place to further pacify the Thorazine bunch, and you haven’t got the foggiest idea what’s going on in the real world? No, now don’t laugh, it’s true.” With a mock-indignant sniff, Suki paused to admire the tall, slender beauty her former charge had grown into. Amanda had inherited her mother’s patrician features, with large, gray-green eyes, dark hair nearly down to her shoulders, and the same air of delicate, quiet intensity. She was wearing an open-necked creamy silk blouse with a beige linen skirt—the picture of poise and elegance. There was no sign of the tearful, frightened little girl of years ago. In her place was this competent and warm, controlled young woman.


Sometimes Suki worried that Amanda was too controlled.


They reached the enormous, Mexican-tiled kitchen. “Well,” Suki went on. “I’ll tell you what’s happened. A young blond woman was found drowned an hour ago in the Laurel Point Marina, I heard it on the radio. The Laurel Marina, Mandie—that’s less than a quarter mile down the shore from us! And naturally they said that as yet the police suspect no foul play, which means I’ll bet that they do suspect foul play. What kid in Grand Cove doesn’t know how to swim?”


Amanda felt a sensation of grief that was all too familiar. “That’s terrible,” she murmured, frowning, deeply disturbed. “Have they identified her yet?”


“No. Just said long blond hair and nude, and that was the part that scared me. Nobody drowns nude, do they?” Suki’s eyes filled with sympathetic woe, then reverted quickly to the agitation of a moment ago. “So. Until I hear to the contrary, there’s a homicidal maniac hiding right out there under your dock, Amanda, and the least we can do is turn on the burglar—”


The telephone rang, and Suki let out a yelp and fluttered nervous fingers at her throat. “I’ll get it. I must calm down, I’m really going overboard, aren’t I? Oh, God, terrible joke!” She moved to the wall phone behind her, and before picking up let it ring again and said, “I forgot. See? Hysteria. You had some calls and I put your messages over there on the counter.” She pointed and turned back and took the phone off the hook. “Dr. Hammond’s residence,” she announced.


*  *  *


Amanda crossed the gleaming tile floor, picked up the pink memo slips, and put them back down. No way could she concentrate—hearing about the drowning had upset her deeply. A young woman? Whose young woman? Which set of loved ones was going to get that life-shattering phone call from the police tonight? Sight unseen, she grieved for those people, could taste their pain and tears with the power of her own bitter memory. The world’s too hard a place, she thought, sighing, looking out the long set of windows over the sink. Terrible things happen, and people we love are taken away from us and we are left all alone. How can I go on? her patients asked—how many times had she heard that question?—and she usually said, You just will, that’s all. You will grieve and you will find yourself crying in closets and under the covers but you’ll go on. You’ll get through one day, and then another, and then another.


She wondered solemnly who the drowned girl was. One saw so many of these California-looking kids all over town, flocking to the beaches, or summer-jobbing in the boutiques and restaurants. She thought in particular of the neighbor’s daughter who used to jog up and down their private beach; then realized that half the female lifeguards at the town beach perched in their high, white chairs looked like that too . . .


“Hello? Hello? Would you speak up, please?”


Amanda screened out Suki’s voice behind her, and looked back out the windows to the Sound. The water was murky-looking now, with the lights of small craft bobbing in the distance. And in the far distance, the hazy, winking lights of Long Island. Her father in his sober moments used to joke about the Sound, calling it the Great Gatsby Inland Sea. He was right, it should be renamed, Amanda thought. There was opulence on the other side, too. Huge homes with docks and deep mooring just like hers, their owners—old money types or members of the new, overnight aristocracy—no different from each other, really, in their conviction that they could buy forever. And . . . oh my, the Sound held secrets, Amanda knew. More boozing, business schemes, and marital infidelities took place on that body of water or in its yacht basins than they did on the land. As a psychiatrist, she saw daily the dark soul behind the genteel upper class. Sick preppies, alcoholic Junior Leaguers, skeletons in Fortune 500 closets.


Money, Amanda thought, exhaling heavily. Too much or too little was equally dangerous. One made people desperate. The other made them careless.


But murder? She turned back to the agitated Suki, who was clutching the phone and wearing a quizzical expression. Maniacs under the dock, indeed. Maybe some people did drown naked; it wasn’t so unlikely. They sunbathed nude on their yachts and got drunk or stoned and rolled into the water. Amanda shuddered. It was horrible any way you looked at it.


“I shouldn’t laugh,” Suki said low, covering the mouthpiece.


“Another crisis?” Amanda smiled. If she was Miss Bowl-of-Jello vulnerable in her personal life, she also had the professional detachment of so many physicians who had learned over the years not to jump every time they heard the word, “Emergency.”


Suki grimaced. “It’s Mr. Morley.”


Morley was one of the patients—and there were many—who had learned to get past a doctor’s answering service by insisting that their crisis was urgent. The answering service, usually staffed by well-meaning and easily intimidated souls, would then put the call through to the doctor’s residence. There was one woman who had called Amanda at two and three A.M. to report her dreams. And a man who usually chose around four in the morning to call her and talk dirty. Morley’s problem was along those lines.


“He said”—Suki screwed up her features to mimic Morley’s voice—“that he tried what you told him and it didn’t work.”


Amanda leaned with her back to the sink and grinned wanly. “Tell him to try harder.”


There was something a little funny and a lot sad in the way that Suki resumed a brief and exasperated conversation with the patient. When Amanda was home she was always on top of situations in case anything really serious came in, but the pathetic thing was that the patients knew exactly who Suki was, and they didn’t care—they struggled to keep her on the phone; they just wanted to talk to anybody. Amanda listened half-frowning to the drift of the conversation, her ears tuned to the slightest indication that she should intercept, when that possibility became quickly mooted by Suki’s shrill-voiced, “I beg your pardon!” and slamming down of the phone.


She turned, red-faced. “You know what he said to me, Amanda? He said”—she cocked her head lewdly and dropped her voice to hostile, crank-call register—“ ‘I know what you need, lady.’ ”


She had done such a perfect job of imitating a patient she had never seen that Amanda, in spite of herself, gave in to laughter.


“Don’t tell a soul,” she said, wiping an eye, “but you’re the one who keeps the psychiatrist sane.”


When Suki smiled, her whole face crinkled. “Well,” she said, as if the call had interrupted something else on her agenda. She made a business of crossing to the cooktop center island, turning on the radio, and fiddling with the dial to look for the news. As an Elton John song played softly she straightened, and looked at Amanda with a new and . . . waiting air of expectancy, Amanda realized. “Aren’t you going to read your phone messages?” she asked.


“Oh, right.” Amanda picked up the pink memo slips again. “Let’s see who has to be called back.” She looked up and around suddenly, as if only now aware that the place reeked of other women’s perfume and men’s cologne and the strong scent of Havana cigars. Her last break with the past had been to put her house up for sale. In the three weeks that it had been on the market, realtors with their parades of customers had trooped through almost daily, their ranks including a smattering of European titles and Miami moguls wearing neck chains. “Heavy day while I was gone?”


She scanned the memos with half an eye while Suki told of the day’s stream of expensively dressed prospective buyers. “Terrible how some of those realtors act like such toadies. I heard that woman from the Global Agency saying that she absolutely agreed that your tiles in the kitchen are all wrong, they’re passé, they should be ripped out and replaced by Art Deco, oh, yes, much pretentious talk about Making A Statement. And some couple with Phyllis Whatsername from the Chandler Agency came in saying they want to rip out your mother’s rose garden to build an indoor swimming pool, and then your agent Gordie Maitland was here twice with two different couples, one from Palm Beach who . . .”


Suki stopped suddenly. She edged closer to where Amanda stood frozen, her eyes staring stupidly at one of the pink sheets.


“Oh,” she said faintly, looking over Amanda’s shoulder. “Yes, Peter Barron called.”


She saw Amanda flush crimson, and her good maternal heart felt suddenly guilty at having run on so. “Out of the blue, he called,” she said awkwardly, coloring herself. “He sounded . . . different, though I must admit, it was nice hearing his voice again . . .”


“Was he charming?” Amanda said tightly. Abruptly she grabbed up the memos and headed for the door. Her heart was pounding painfully, and she couldn’t think straight enough to form another sentence. Understanding, Suki called soothingly after her, offering to make something to eat. “An omelet? Sound good to you?”


Amanda stopped, sighed, and turned to smile bleakly. Just seeing that man’s name had made her overreact; she certainly didn’t want to hurt her old friend. “No thanks, I already grabbed a bite at the hospital. Be my good buddy and eat for two.”


Leaving Suki busy at the stove, she walked through the formal dining room and into the library, exhaling gratefully as she entered. This room was a refuge. A place to be quiet, to nurse headaches like the one she had coming on now, to wrestle with the darker thoughts that had been nagging under the surface all day. She glanced appreciatively around at the familiar surroundings: mahogany paneling, the jumble of antiques and plants, an eighteenth-century carved mantel over the well-used fireplace, tall windows that overlooked the water on one side and the front driveway on the other. She sat at the old English desk and got out her logbook. She leaned back in her chair, closed her eyes, and tried hard to think of the day’s caseload of patients.


Peter Barron came to her instead.


She saw him the way he had looked that first time she had ever laid eyes on him. Mid-December, the first snow of the season already melting and turning slushy on the sidewalks of Main Street, and there he was, dark-haired and handsome in his ski parka, striding like an athlete toward her with one of those twenty-five-pound bags of Puppy Chow slung over his shoulder. She had tried not to stare and had failed: something about the intensity of those deep-set dark eyes—and the way they turned playful when he caught her looking at him and he . . . Amanda swallowed hard, just thinking about it . . . he winked at her and smiled. Amanda had just stood there, dumbstruck and crimson-cheeked, after he passed. Winked? she remembered thinking. As in flirt, the way men two generations ago used to do before they had such outrageous habits slapped out of them? Hadn’t this guy heard? What man in today’s world still flirts?


Amanda Hammond, independent, professional, been-everywhere-seen-it-all product of the ’80s, stood there that day on that slushy sidewalk and realized to her amazement that she had never blushed.


The next day he had shown up at her office wearing that roguish smile of his, and had asked her out. “I knew who you were yesterday,” he told her simply. He mentioned a friend in common who had pointed her out a few weeks earlier; and surprised her with not just who he was, but what he was.


“Why didn’t you stop and say hello?” she asked, still a little wary.


“I’m shy,” he said solemnly, and she had laughed and softened.


Their love affair had been like an intense and hungry fire before it ended, badly, for the same ironic reasons that it had started. They were two of a kind in every sense. They had both come from the sort of super-rich, unhappy families (his owned a pharmaceutical empire) that seem to raise only junior clones and emotional cripples, and they had each wanted to break out: to do hard, substantial, and different things on their own if they were going to be strong. “Two stubborns,” Peter had groused one night after a first minor tiff. And later—for the whirlwind had lasted only five weeks—he had come up with an even better analysis. “We have matching hang-ups, that’s the problem.”


He had behaved abominably at the end—there was no denying that—but it was also true that when he had begged for a reconciliation, she had pushed him out of her life like a furious adolescent.


Very nice, she now told herself. Just the mature behavior one would expect from a psychiatrist. (But he deserved it! an angry voice hollered indignantly back in her mind—he’s a world-class egotist and I hate him and if I never see him again it will be too soon!)


Enough, she told herself unhappily, leaning forward again in her chair, trying to clear her mind for more grown-up thoughts. What’s over is over. Think sexless. Try.


Dispiritedly she turned a page in her medical log, and stared at words like Miltown and Elavil and Mellaril through a film of tears. She blinked her eyes hard, forced the tears back—


(hate him)


—and commanded herself to act halfway responsible and get that damned logbook up to date.


Had today really been Sunday? she brooded, picking up her pen. You’d never know it in this type A lady’s life. She had had to go in to Brooklawn, the private psychiatric hospital where she worked, to make rounds and rewrite medication orders. Controlled-drug orders had to be rewritten by an M.D. every day; the small medical staff of five psychiatrists rotated weekends, and Amanda had been up for this one. Still, she had kidded herself that she might be able to zip in and out in under two hours, and that the able staff of psychologists, psychiatric social workers, and nurses could handle the rest . . . but since Fate just loved to play tricks on her, one of the hospitalized—


The phone on the desk in front of her rang. She stared at it, her heart speeding up again, and decided that she’d simply be out for anyone she didn’t want to talk to. Suki will get it, she thought, and returned to her notes.


—one of the hospitalized patients had had an explosive crying jag and needed ninety minutes of treatment, and as soon as they had gotten her quieted down, two—


The phone rang again. Suki!


—two emergency admissions arrived: one a suicidal actress who had come to Connecticut to get sane (Brooklawn was popular with the entertainment crowd); the other an investment banker who had had a psychotic break at his country club and attacked a fellow golfer with his nine iron.


The phone stopped ringing.


Amanda began to write in her log, describing the day’s cases and symptoms, medications and long-range treatment plans . . .


. . . and Suki came into the room.


Amanda looked up. She took in Suki’s bug-eyed expression, and uneasily put down her pen.


“What’s up?”


“That phone call,” Suki said, gesturing incredulously with the spatula she held in her hand. “It’s the police. A Detective Somebody.” Her eyes blinked nervously as if all that frantic fantasizing about maniacs hiding under the dock had surprised her by coming true. “He says he wants to talk to you.”
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FROWNING, AMANDA REACHED FOR THE phone. “Hello?” she said, trying to avoid the unsettling effect of Suki’s frightened gaze.


“Doctor Hammond,” said a man’s voice. “Sorry to disturb you. This is Detective McHugh, of the Grand Cove Police. We think you might be able to help us.” The voice was strong, kind, and somewhat muffled. Sounds of a busy squad room were in the background.


Amanda stopped breathing without realizing it. “What can I do for you?”


“We have reason to think that a drowning victim found late today might be one of your patients. I’d like to stop by to talk to you if you’re free.”


Amanda sagged. “Oh no,” she murmured, seeing the patrol cars flying at her again, understanding now her overreaction for the fatal announcement that it was. At her side she heard Suki utter troubled little whimpers and hurry back toward the kitchen. She gave the detective directions to the house and hung up, feeling numb horror rise up in her throat. So . . . it wasn’t one of the beach bunnies or the girls working the boutiques and the restaurants; it was someone who might (the detective’s word, she frantically reminded herself) be one of her patients. Long blond hair? She had two teenage patients who answered to that description. Both of them sweet, vulnerable kids, so motivated to get well, so close to breakthrough in the long struggle back. One of them, in fact, had lived until recently right next door . . .


“God, no,” Amanda whispered in a low, husky voice.


She got up and paced. From the library to the long, relentlessly formal living room, back and forth in front of the carved marble fireplace, then out to the wide center hall.


In the hall her sense of foreboding deepened. Disturbed, she climbed the three steps to the staircase landing, and peered out the small, lead-paned window to the property adjoining hers. The Payne house, a darkened, Tudor mansion, empty and for sale now, like her own. One of life’s more bizarre, ironic twists.


She had been fourteen when that family moved in. She remembered standing in this very place one summer afternoon, watching the moving trucks arrive, wondering desperately if the new family had any children. Suki, peering out with her, had given her a vaguely worried look, then said that yes, she had heard they had a baby. About a year old. A little girl. Amanda had been ecstatic.


“A baby!” she had exclaimed. “Do you think they’d let me play with her? Emily and I could both go over and play with her, couldn’t we?” Emily was Suki’s niece, and at the time Amanda’s only friend in the world. At boarding school she was painfully shy and kept to herself, but when she came home on weekends Suki saw to it that the slightly younger Emily was usually there for companionship. The two grew up to be very close.


Suki had felt torn on that long ago day discussing the baby. “Well,” she had said, looking out again uncertainly. “Your father isn’t too keen on that Mr. Payne. He says he’s a crook, although I don’t know why.” She had looked back at Amanda’s pathetically hopeful expression and had probably thought, poor child, three years without a mother, a baby would be fun. So she had smiled and said, “Em’s coming over tomorrow. Why don’t you both go over and introduce yourselves? The baby’s probably lonely, too. They might be happy to have company for her.”


That was seventeen years ago. For the children began an idyll of two-big-sisters-for-the-lonely-baby, of afternoons of piggyback and silly games and storytime that went on forever. Neither girl took much notice of the parents, because they were seldom there. Mr. Payne was a big, handsome Texan who—if you ever saw him at all—was always just heading for the airport. And Mrs. Payne was what the adults called “flashy,” a woman who left her home and child pretty much to the servants.


Amanda stared sadly across at the darkened Tudor, remembering the rest of that family’s terrible history.


Carl Payne got even further away from his East Texas boyhood by increasing his fortune from “jest a few million” to hundreds of millions. People (including Amanda’s father, begrudgingly) called him a business genius because of his ability to buy dying companies, turn them around, and reap enormous profits. Rumors of bribery and corruption grew along with his fortune. His company went public, he skimmed enough off the top to support a couple of Third World countries, and then the SEC and the Treasury Department closed in. Indictments came hand in hand with the divorce; Kelly’s mother took off for good times on the Riviera; and Carl Payne’s pilot two years ago crashed their twin-engine Cessna into the Sound. The shattering of the family was complete. The laughing, tiny Kelly Payne who had once been like a little sister to Amanda grew up miserable, drifted away, made her fretful round of boarding schools while Amanda was in college and medical training, and had been living for the past fourteen months in a lonely waterfront condo. Not until eight months ago had she sought Amanda out and begged her for psychiatric treatment. Refused to go to anyone else. You or no one, she had sobbed. It will seem like old times.


Amanda turned away frowning from the window, remembering the detective’s words to her over the phone. But Kelly’s an excellent swimmer! came unbidden to her mind. Which in turn gave rise to the fear that the dead girl was her other blond patient, another kid she adored and wanted to help.


She stepped back down to the hall and began to pace again. It’s neither of them, she stormed at herself, getting more panicky by the second. Someone’s made a terrible mistake.


*  *  *


Detective Lieutenant Joseph McHugh was a powerfully built man in his early fifties, with thick gray-brown hair and a kindly, rugged face. He showed her his identification, followed her into the living room, and looked around quizzically as he sat in an upholstered chair by the fireplace.


“Have I been here before?” he asked.


Amanda, seating herself opposite him, smiled thinly and said, “It’s possible.” She watched him get out his pen and notebook, and waited.


He got right to it. “Was a girl named Kelly Payne one of your patients?”


Amanda went white. “I’m alive! For the first time in my life, I’m really alive!” She heard Kelly’s high voice right here in the room with her. Kelly had finished last Thursday’s appointment in a rare state of jubilation and had hugged her. She was finally beginning to feel stronger, less desperately depressed and more hopeful about getting on with her life.


I’m not hearing this, Amanda thought. As if from a hazy, faraway distance she heard herself say, “Yes. Kelly . . . is my patient. There must be some mistake.”


McHugh shook his head gravely and scribbled a quick something. He looked up and began to speak in a voice that probably never ran out of sorrow. “She had a friend named Susan Weems staying with her for the weekend. She went out on a date Friday night and never came back. Her friend waited until Saturday—yesterday—to call the police, and when the floater was found it matched the description. Miss Weems knew of you, which is how we happened to call.” He leaned forward wearily.


“Susan Weems—who is, by the way, hysterical and down at headquarters—says that Kelly was excited and seemed very up about her date. She was also late to meet the guy, and ran out the door barely blurting his name. Weems didn’t quite catch it, but it sounded like either Ryan or Brian.” He paused, studying Amanda. “Anyone named Ryan or Brian you know of in Kelly’s life?”


Amanda’s throat closed. She looked away from McHugh and stared helplessly down at the reds and golds of the Persian carpet. Shock number two, she thought numbly, again with that same disconnected, this-can’t-be-happening feeling that had hit when she heard about Kelly. It’s Brian, Lieutenant, she thought. Brian Kirkley, without a doubt, because Brian and Kelly had discovered each other and were helping each other and you could go so far as to say they were in love. But I can’t tell you about Brian, Lieutenant; he’s my patient too. You of all people know about doctor-patient privacy. And Brian never harmed anybody. These were just two love-hungry rich kids who ached to be part of a real family. Who envied—are you ready for this, Lieutenant?—who envied the kids who came from what they perceived as normal, middle-class homes. No . . . we won’t discuss Brian at all. He’s never harmed anyone.


Amanda realized that McHugh was waiting patiently; she inhaled with great effort and looked back at him. “Both of those names are common in that age group,” she said, sidestepping the question. “Kelly might have known one of each.” She swallowed and added softly, “How can I help?”


“For starters we need someone to identify her. There seems to be no next of kin around, and her friend, well, she’s in no shape.” He shook his head. “Can’t say as I blame her. We’ve told her it’s not a pretty sight: the victim was floating in warm water for close to forty hours.”


“I’ll do it. She’s in the morgue?”


“Yes.” McHugh paused and looked around again, this time studying the tall and gracefully draped Palladian windows, the overstuffed chintz-covered furniture in shades of peach and rose. His eyes came to rest on the huge gilt-framed mirror over the fireplace with its heavily carved white marble surround, and very quietly he said, “I have been here before.”


He looked back at Amanda, frowning slightly. “About eighteen years ago . . . ?”


“Twenty,” Amanda said. She looked at him without expression. “Yes, it’s possible you were here then.”


His features changed as something dawned. He leaned forward in his chair, hunched and intent. “Don’t tell me you’re the daughter . . . that . . . young kid?”


She nodded, willing her voice to sound controlled. “You have quite a memory. I was eleven at the time, but probably looked younger. I was very skinny. Did you . . . see her?”


“Yes.” The look of dark pity in his eyes made her feel vulnerable, made her want to plunge stoically on.


“Well, I don’t remember you. There were so many police milling around . . .” In her mind she heard the wail of her own tumultuous grief down through the years of struggling alone, and then in analysis, to come to grips with the terrible story. A mother who put on a blue chiffon dress one night and gave a dinner party, who smiled when everyone told her how beautiful she looked, and then, after they left, took a walk down to her beach and drowned herself. And her father . . . who plunged into heavier drinking for the rest of his life, trying to blot out his guilt over his philandering and his wife’s hurt. Who became such a spectral, shambling presence at his family’s board meetings that they finally told him to get sober or stay home. And who had told Amanda one night, weeping, about his obsession. That her mother had not been drowned but murdered. “There were marks on her . . . like fingerprint marks . . . on her shoulders . . . but they were faint, and no one paid attention. No one would listen to me!”


And now as Amanda sat there, almost too dazed to think, she was aware of the dovetailing, truly hideous irony: both houses for sale, both families destroyed forever . . . and now Kelly dead . . .


“I’m sorry, I didn’t realize,” McHugh said softly.


Amanda made a gesture with her hand: life goes on. “Except, if I act a little weird on the subject of drownings, please understand. The hazards of living close to the water instead of the highway, right?”


The detective lowered his head and shook it. “Life sure can be a bitch. Does it help any to be a psychiatrist?”


Amanda gazed at him sadly. “Sometimes I wonder.” Cops and shrinks, she thought. We get nothing but the tears of this world. She realized that the tale of her beleaguered history had derailed them from the subject at hand.


“I can go to the morgue now, I guess. Best to get it over with.” Sweat sprang suddenly to her hands as she thought of the next question. “I’m assuming the drowning was ruled accidental . . . right?”


McHugh stood as she did and ran his hand across his brow. “Well, there seems to be a bit of confusion over there. One of the Assistant M.E.’s looked at her first and said it was accidental. Then the Medical Examiner himself, Dr. Barron, stepped in and said no, he’s not so sure. He’s waiting for us now. Do you know Peter Barron?”
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ONE HUNDRED YARDS AWAY, A man sat in the fading gray light at a dusty window. He sat very still, his spine stiff on the edge of an old steamer trunk. Below, across the darkening sweep of gardens and vast lawns, the adjoining property was well lit. He saw the unmarked police car disappear down the drive, and grunted darkly to himself. A formality, he thought, but his face twisted uneasily and he whispered to himself, “bitch.”


He stood and looked around. Early moonlight washed feebly over the floorboards from the attic window across the way, the window that looked out over the leafy tops of trees to the far end of the cove. Only hours before, that window must have admitted the setting rays of the sun—and an unobstructed view of them taking her out of the water.


Pity he had not been here to see it. But he could imagine how it must have been—oh, yes—he could visualize the whole inevitable scene from that first thin scream of discovery, to people yelling and running down there, small as toys from this distance. Then the sirens, of course. The arriving police cars, an ambulance, police boats churning the water as they rushed in—such heroes, oh my, and not one of them guessing that he was pulling their strings; he had made it all happen. Inhaling deeply, he felt a rancid, gloating triumph spread through him. A swooning sense of power.


He had graduated, was how he saw it. If he could murder coolly like that, without the slightest fear of detection, then he could do anything, get away with anything and still be safe. They thought they knew him in this smug, complacent town. But no one would ever guess at this other life of his, this deliciously obscene game, this adrenaline rush obsession that was his and his alone.


He knew how to get into their houses. Locks? Burglar alarms? He could turn them off with the flick of a wrist. Enter while they were sleeping, or having sex parties in their Jacuzzis, and then he would watch, thrilled with his own newfound kinkiness. He had also—and this was secondary, just gravy for a man already rich—he had also helped himself to a magnificent set of emeralds once—these people left their jewels lying around as often as they locked them up—and he had laughed up his sleeve when neither the police nor insurance company had believed the theft. After all, milady must have simply misplaced her baubles—how could they possibly have been stolen when the family’s state-of-the-art, sophisticated security system had been on?


Now, as he stood in the cobwebby gloom, Kelly’s face came back to him. Those eyes, wide with fear in the darkness, backing away . . . his hot surge of dirty joy when he held her, drunk and struggling feebly, under the water.


He bent, gathered up his things in the near darkness, and pulled on his black kidskin gloves. Shining his flashlight low, he stepped past boxes and piles of old magazines and a sway-backed Victorian settee. He went down the wooden staircase, closed the door carefully, and stepped into the enormous master bedroom.


He flicked the light around, breathing quickly. The beam was a strobe as it picked out a wide four-poster bed, two antique highboys, a fireplace flanked by plushy chairs, and, turning, a low dresser against the wall, still crowded with trinkets that the rich bought for themselves and then forgot: a silver brush and handmirror set; a scale-model mountain range of perfume bottles; a porcelain dog; a silver-framed photo of a blond girl astride her thoroughbred.


With a gloved hand he picked it up and put his light beam on it.


Three or so years ago, but still, unrecognizable. Destiny’s darling all got up in her navy riding jacket, jodhpurs, hair pulled back in a pristine ponytail. He frowned. He saw her as she looked two nights ago on the dock, naked, her long blond hair loose and flying wantonly about her shoulders, her high, obscene laughter catching in a gasp when she saw him standing there.


With a stiff, slow movement he put the picture back.


A moment later he was moving down the grand staircase, and heading through the dark hallway toward the front of the house, where he switched off his light.


In the foyer, thin moonlight streamed in through a tall window on his left—the side facing west, he realized.


He looked out. The chimneys and slate roof of the Georgian manor next door appeared as if painted with silver, aristocratic and haughty even in the forgetful veil of darkness and sea-mist.


He stared at the house for a long moment, a nagging worry making his hands perspire inside their black leather gloves.


What did Kelly tell her?


The thought occurred to him that it would probably be safer to kill the shrink. Quickly. Just to be on the safe side.


Turning, he peered through the front glass to make sure Shore Drive was empty of traffic. He checked his watch and swore. He was late, he had to hurry.


He opened the door, let himself out, and locked up again carefully, using first one key to lock the front door and then another to turn on the burglar alarm. It was an easy matter, getting the keys to people’s houses. All you needed was the brains to figure the system.


Stepping back, checking the tiny red light that told him the security system was reactivated, he turned, disappeared hurriedly into the yew hedges lining the drive, and jogged down the road to where his car waited in shadow.
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THE GRAND COVE HOSPITAL MORGUE was about a hundred years newer than the Bellevue morgue, but the sickly feeling of being there was the same—which did nothing to alleviate Amanda’s apprehension or her headache that was beginning to throb. Tensely she looked around at the white tiles, the tilted examining tables with drains at their feet, the large, white sinks and, to her right, the wall of labeled metal drawers. Not since her first year of residency had she been in a morgue, and it felt very strange. She saw a sign hung over the double swinging doors—GOLFERS: NO CLEATS ALLOWED (now that was something one didn’t see at Bellevue)—and turned balefully back to detective Joe McHugh.


“That somebody’s idea of a joke?” she asked.


McHugh glanced wearily up at the sign and shook his head. “Can’t tell with these guys. Some of the doctors here are a little strange.”


“No kidding,” Amanda remarked in a voice that was not quite casual, and the policeman glanced at her curiously. Mercifully he glanced away again, lost in his own thoughts that came with standing around waiting in a morgue.


I’m not handling this, she thought. It’s too much—identifying the remains of an old, dear friend and confronting a man I once thought I could love. My heart is going to burst. I can’t do this. I have to get out of here.


Just then the swinging doors pushed open, and a tall, darkly handsome man in a white lab coat came striding in. Deep blue eyes in a strong, intelligent face. Thirty-four years old still, Amanda remembered. Birthday not until September.


“Hi, Joe.” The two men smiled and shook hands like old cohorts. McHugh, who knew that psychiatrists were the one medical group who seldom came to the hospital and often knew few of the staff, took it upon himself to introduce the two.


“Dr. Peter Barron, forensic pathologist,” he said. He caught the glance that passed between them and said, “Oh—you two already know each other?”


“Sort of,” Peter Barron said awkwardly, eyeing Amanda, while she managed a stiffly polite “We’ve met” and then looked away, a different woman from the one who had driven over with McHugh, her features suddenly closed and pursed and tight-lipped. Uh-huh, McHugh thought, never one to miss implications, but still picking up on the extra amperage that had registered the moment Peter walked in. These, for sure, were two people on edge. But there was more pain than unfriendliness in the air—he didn’t know how, he could just feel it.


The moment passed, and he was relieved when the expressions of the man and woman who faced each other turned restrained but professional again.


“Nasty business, that girl,” Peter Barron said. “Needs to be identified, does she?”


McHugh nodded, and Barron’s face turned thoughtful. Looking back at Amanda, he said: “It’s late. Psychiatrists, um, sometimes forget what death looks like. You sure you’re up to this?”


Yeah, I’m feeling just peachy. Pulse rate is already up to 130, and we haven’t even gotten to the hard part yet.


A little raggedly, Amanda said, “Either way I’m not going to sleep.”


“Suit yourself,” said Barron tightly, and led the way to the wall of metal drawers. He pulled open one at waist level, looked in grimly, and pulled it out further.


Amanda and Joe McHugh came closer. McHugh took one look, breathed, “Christ,” and stepped away again. He glanced unhappily at Amanda, who was standing, rigid, staring into the drawer. “Well?” he asked her.


She was silent, unable to take her eyes off the tangled matte of blond hair, the deadly white face, still bloated and sagging grotesquely from the effects of the water. A chunk of flesh had been torn from the upper cheek (damn fish, Amanda thought), but there was no mistaking the features: the eyes long and upturned-exotic even when closed, the thin, slightly aquiline nose, the high-domed forehead with the small crescent scar at the hairline.


Result of a bike accident when Kelly was five and Amanda was eighteen. Summertime: Amanda home from college, Kelly just learning to ride, Kelly’s mother as always silkily latching on to Amanda to be a cross between big sister and babysitter. Not that Amanda, desperately unhappy and lonely, minded. Kelly had kicked and screamed her way through a series of fed-up, short-staying nannies, and it turned out that both only children were more than happy at the chance for real companionship.


And then the accident.


Kelly’s strong little legs had pedaled their wobbly way right through the wall of the family greenhouse, shattering thirty square feet of glass. Miraculously, the child had sustained only a few lacerations and a very bruised ego, but to this day Amanda could hear the mother’s shrill, infuriated accusations. Where were you, you lazy, irresponsible girl? Lying in the sun? Getting a suntan in your tight little bikini while you should have been taking care of Kelly?


And where were you, you terrible, drunk-face mother? Up in the sack with the latest hunk of a handyman? In her fury, Amanda had thought those words rather than scream them out as she had wanted to, but her expression said it all. From that day on, Kelly had become even more clingy to her, and Kelly’s mother had actually turned her back on them both, refusing even to fake affection. Amanda and Mrs. Payne had never again exchanged, for all Amanda could remember, another word after that—although, to be honest, Amanda had gotten busier with college and then swamped by medical school, and had seen Kelly only two or three times a year on brief holiday visits. Then even those occasions dwindled, with Amanda spending most of the year in the city, and the two drifted apart without realizing it. Amanda heard via the housekeeper grapevine that Kelly’s parents had gotten divorced; that the growing-up, pretty blond girl was living a life even worse than the one Amanda had lived not too long before: rootless, shuttling back and forth between different prep schools and the lonely, servant-staffed house which offered everything but love.


Twice Amanda had called her at school. Kelly had been unresponsive in a way that Amanda realized only reflected her unhappiness. But what more could she have done?


So it seemed a cruel irony that Amanda now was remembering those words of long ago, and feeling overwhelmed by angry, irrational guilt. You should have been taking care of Kelly! She swallowed, blinked her eyes against the sudden sting of tears, and looked up to the two men who were waiting.


“It’s her,” she said.


*  *  *


Peter Barron, who had pulled on rubber gloves, was watching her solemnly from the other side of the drawer. “I’m feeling pretty torn on this ruling,” he said. He hesitated, and when her gaze met his and he saw her pale and strained expression, her eyes swimming with tears of shock, he realized that he had never seen this Amanda before. He had seen her passionate, moody, and more damned efficient than a roomful of tax accountants, but he had never seen her . . . vulnerable. He felt some of his edginess drain away, dropped his glance again, and went on.


“Seemed straightforward enough at first: lungs full of water, blood alcohol .15, which is close to roll-in-the-water drunk . . . so an accidental drowning, right? That was the original ruling. A vaginal smear turned up a full house of sperm, by the way, which still doesn’t mean a whole lot. She could have had a date, and then gone off and fallen into the water. It happens. Boat parties. Everyone else is blotto, nobody notices—”


“But no boyfriend reported her missing?” Amanda asked tonelessly. She was coming back to herself now; looking at him stolidly, almost politely, as if saying: Okay, truce. We’ll set aside the egos. I can deal with you professionally.


“No boyfriend, nobody,” McHugh put in, and then frowned at the pathologist. “Forty hours in the water and there was still sperm?”


Barron nodded. “Right. In a young woman—in any woman who hasn’t borne six kids—the birth canal’s still pretty tight if the genitalia are closed.”
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