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  Patrick:


  Writing this book would have been a lot more fun if you were here to read it.


  Our own evil inclinations are far more dangerous than any external enemies.


  —St. Ambrose
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  Saturday, October 31


  The predawn light casts a dismal gray through the barn as Detective Lucas Reyes steps inside and squints to gain focus, his gaze landing first on a rusted steel harrow in the corner, its tines like wet dragon teeth, then on the crime scene techs placing numbered markers, snapping photos, documenting and bagging evidence. They work silently as a biting wind slips through the dilapidated siding, spawning a ripple of creaks and pops.


  Reyes shivers as the ripe odor of fresh blood coats the back of his throat. Until recently, death had been just a component of his job until it stole into his own family. Now every death is personal. He shakes off the memories, swallows hard, and moves toward the portable lights illuminating the victim’s body: facedown, neck cranked hard to the left, and limbs splayed. The back of the skull is a pulpy mass of brain matter, and a pool of blood fringes the head like a hellish halo. He crouches just outside the protective perimeter surrounding the body and studies the victim’s vacant eyes, bulged with shock, blue irises dimmed in death. “What did you see?” he asks.


  He passes a hand above the battered skull. Violent and vicious the perpetrator delivered an initial killing blow, enough to bring the victim down. Then, strike after strike, continued in a violent rampage, until the victim’s skull was pulverized. Overkill. Intense rage. It sickens Reyes.


  He turns away and blows out his breath as he surveys the rest of the barn. An old tractor fender, a stack of tires, a pile of rotting timbers, several old, rusted gas cans, and a coiled towing chain. Everything layered in dust, oxidized and brittle with age. Nothing looks like it has been disturbed or used recently. No sign of the weapon.


  Reyes looks upward to the hayloft and to the shadowed beams and rafters that crisscross overhead. An uneasiness shudders through him. Why in this barn? This remnant of farmlands swallowed by suburbs? Then he lowers his gaze, and through the gaps in the barn’s siding, he studies the lights of the nearby neighborhood, homes of doctors and lawyers and CEOs, hardworking, wealthy people, with 1.9 children, a Lexus or a Mercedes, golf carts, exotic vacations, and black-tie functions. But Reyes knows that under a carefully purchased veneer often skulks an uncontrolled and lethal passion.


  He steps back farther, watching as two of the coroner’s assistants roll out plastic sheeting next to the victim. They work efficiently, placing bags over the hands and securing the fragmented skull to move with the rest of the body. As they roll the victim and start to place the sheet underneath, one of the assistants stops.


  “We’ve got something here,” he says, pointing to a cell phone wedged under the victim’s body. It’s as pulverized as the victim’s skull. A tech photographs and documents the phone before it’s secured. Then the victim is placed in an open body bag.


  “Give me just a minute,” Reyes says.


  The coroner’s assistants exchange a look, and then step back, allowing him some room just as the first rays of sunlight leak through a slit in the siding of the barn and graze over the body. Reyes takes a final look at the victim and makes the same promise he’d made just a few weeks ago to another victim of a brutal death, the body found in a nearby lake. No signs point to similarities in the cases—not yet—but the gut of this fifteen-year veteran cop clenches. Somehow, they are connected. “I’ll bring you justice. I promise.”


  He looks up and nods, and darkness swallows the victim’s silenced answers as they zip the bag closed.
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  PART I


  THE UNRAVELING
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  Tuesday, October 27 Four Days Earlier


  Outside the wind howled, moaning through the trusses of our old home like a woman in ecstasy. Inside, the fire burned hot, crackling and popping and warding off the fall chill. It was the last Tuesday of the month, our normal book club night, and we were gathered at my house—Selma, Alice, Tara, and me—settled in the living room, Moroccan rug plush beneath us, immersed in the decor’s eclectic mix of whimsy and Old-World aesthetic. This would be our last book club meeting, but it was more than that, really. It was a pulled thread in the carefully woven tapestry of our friendships that had begun in college and endured careers, weddings, our first-borns, and remained constant through affairs, divorces, and much worse.


  Somehow, we’d held together through it all, and now I was the first to break away. I’d made the announcement a few weeks prior, telling everyone that Ben wanted to relocate to an inner-city condo to be near his new clinic, and that while we hated to go, it wasn’t like we were moving across the country. Since then, we’d traversed the emotional stages of our pending separation with trite phrases like “You’re actually leaving us?” to “What will we do without you?” and finally settling on our new mantra, “There is nothing that can pull us apart.”


  And we wanted to believe it. So much so that we kept the evening’s conversation in tone with the wine we were drinking, fruity with just a hint of somber undertones. We drank, we talked, we laughed . . . we toasted Selma’s new love, Alice’s finalized divorce from her cheating hubby, my husband’s new clinic and the recent sale of our late nineteenth-century Victorian (thanks to Selma, realtor extraordinaire), and then there was a rare pause, culminating in a toast from Tara: “Here’s to Ben and Mona and . . .” She faltered and cleared her throat. “To friendships that last the test of time and distance.”


  Distance? We were relocating from the suburb to the city, a little over an hour by car, almost two by train. Still, it wouldn’t be the same as being next door, so I nodded and raised my glass. “I can drink to that.”


  And I did. We all did. Two bottles down and one more ready to uncork.


  The fire burned bright, the conversation rose and fell, eyes sparkled, and glasses clinked. All in all, it was a perfect evening until Alice, always a bit of a Debbie Downer, took a shaky sip of wine and killed the mood with, “Did you catch last week’s article in the Tribune? Remember that dead girl the cops found in Simon Lake? They think they have a lead on her identity.”


  The corner clock ticked off several awkward moments as we switched mental gears from compulsory but pleasant chitchat to a young woman killed, her body sunk in a nearby murky lake. Then all at once, everyone jumped in with the platitudes reserved for just such occasions: such a terrible thing . . . that poor girl, whoever she is . . . and her family, yes, her poor family, can you imagine? And when are the cops going to find the guy?


  Selma tried to pull us out of the mire by saying how the girl’s death was likely gang-related, or drug-related, and of course it wasn’t someone we knew, but Alice, her voice as sharp as her perfectly manicured nails, said, “Actually, I shouldn’t be telling you this, but the gal who does my hair, her husband is a cop, and she was saying that the girl is from Belington. Her name was Mia Jones. Any of you know her?”


  Tara raised her brows.


  Selma blinked. “Never heard of her.”


  I tipped back my glass and swallowed the dregs.


  “She was troubled,” Alice went on. “In and out of foster homes until she aged out of the system. People lost track of her after that and, well”—she looked at each of us, emphasizing her insider’s knowledge with a dramatic pause—“the body was so badly decomposed, it took the cops a while to make an identification. Now they’re calling it murder.”


  “That’s horrible.” Tara fiddled with her dark hair, something she did when feeling unsettled.


  Selma tried again to get us off the subject. “Why are we talking about this? I thought we were keeping things light.” She looked toward me. “Especially tonight. It’s Mona’s last book club.”


  Alice sighed. “We should be aware, that’s all. Truth is, it’s hard protecting kids these days, even when they have someone watching out for them.”


  Tara jumped in: “True. They’re so easily influenced by their friends and social media. Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram, now that’s the worst of them.” Tara didn’t have a spouse or kids, but she never hesitated to insert bits of her professional opinion as a counselor.


  “That’s right,” Alice agreed. “Caught Bess in a lie last week. Said she couldn’t come home for the weekend, because she had too much homework. Northwestern’s what? A two-hour drive?”


  Alice had already told me about this last week and I’d thought at the time to check Instagram to see if Gus had an account, but Alice was upset and needed a friend and I never got around to it. Now she seemed completely under control as she paused for drama and nibbled the end of a cracker, talking again only after Selma prompted her. “And?”


  “And, well . . . one of her friends posted a picture on Instagram. Bess was in the background. Hashtag: road trip. She wasn’t doing homework; she was partying in Milwaukee, and I would have never known if I didn’t look on her social media.”


  Tara looked taken aback. “Can’t believe you cyber-spy on your kid.”


  “Of course, I do,” Alice said. “She’s in college. God only knows what she’s doing there.”


  I should look, too. Maybe Gus . . . I reached for my cell phone in the back pocket of my jeans.


  “I’ve never skimmed Victoria’s social media,” Selma said. “No need.”


  Alice rolled her eyes. “Oh, that’s right. Victoria’s perfect.”


  Selma shrugged. “No. I just prefer to remain in denial. Life’s easier that way. Bury it and forget it.”


  I retracted my hand. A hush settled over the room, denied memories swirling in the current of merlot. We all had things we’d buried lately, things we’d rather remain in denial about. Selma didn’t let herself spy on Victoria; Alice pretended she’d moved on from her husband’s infidelity; Tara acted as if she’d actually chosen to be single at fifty, and I’d denied Gus’s behavior problems, making excuses and bailing him out of trouble, over and over. But now . . . “Let’s get back to the book,” I said, trying for a wobbly smile. “We should at least try to discuss it, don’t you think?”


  Tara nodded and uncorked the last bottle of wine. Glasses were refilled. Soon the conversation switched back to a happier tone and, once again, heads bobbed and tipped with laughter.


  Except mine. I remained on the fringe of the conversation, my phone heavy in my pocket as I drenched my own denials in bloodred merlot, of all things. Because, unlike the others, I recognized the name of the girl in the news—Mia Jones.


  I’d heard it from our son, Gus.
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  We got through the rest of the evening without any more mention of the dead girl. Or Gus, for that matter. Or any hint that anyone knew what was really going through my mind. There were a few quizzical stares, concern maybe, and Tara had asked me if I was doing okay. But in the end, everyone chalked up my shift in mood to the stress of my pending move.


  Selma insisted on helping clean up and carried the empty wine glasses to the kitchen while I walked Alice and Tara to the door and watched them waver off, leaning on one another as they veered toward their houses across the street. We lived within a stone’s throw of each other. If Alice left her blinds open, and I squinted, I could see the televangelist that preached from her TV screen nearly every night.


  Shutting the door, I retreated through the living room, snatching up the rest of the snack plates and crumpled napkins, hoping to get things done quickly so I could get Selma on her way. I bustled into the kitchen just as she slurped remnants from one of the wine glasses.


  She saw me and quickly swiped the glass with a soapy rag. “Great party tonight.”


  “Thanks for helping me clean up,” I said. “But I can finish from here. You’re probably tired from work.”


  “I am tired. Long day. Three showings. Can you believe it? I haven’t seen the market this hot for years.” She turned off the water and dried her hands. “Saw Ben today. He—”


  “You saw Ben? Where?”


  She tossed the towel on the counter. “Drugstore. He was picking up your prescriptions. He told me all about the clinic. Went on and on about it. It’s good to see him so passionate about something. He seemed genuinely happy.”


  My cheeks burned hot. So passionate about something? I pictured her standing next to him in the drugstore line, in her pencil skirt and black pumps—slim, sexy Selma—making clever conversation with my husband as he picked up not one but two prescriptions for his stressed-out wife.


  Ben said both were necessary. With everything going on with Gus’s behavior and the move and everything, I hadn’t been sleeping well, been a bit jumpy, weepy. He’d always said, “What’s the point of being a psychiatrist if I can’t prescribe something to help my wife?”


  I forced a smile, ushering Selma down the hall to the door, where she opened my front hall closet and reached for her light blue trench, which was cozily spooned with Ben’s parka. She turned my way with a concerned cock to her head, her sculpted shiny bob swinging gently, a dark ‘do fresh from the best salon in town. “Ben mentioned that he was heading out of town for a couple days.”


  “A conference in Seattle. It’s not going to be a problem, though. He’ll be back for the closing.” I reached for the front doorknob.


  “I was more worried about you. So much packing and all.” She pressed her lips tight, and her gaze swept over the foyer, to the front parlor with artwork on the walls, photos still displayed, and a curio case of collectable dolls in frilly dresses. Her gaze locked there, on my Madame Alexander dolls, and I swore I felt them tremble under her critical eye, even heard what sounded like a little gasp. Another gust of wind maybe. Or not. I fidgeted. A small crease flirted at her brow as well. Had she heard, too?


  “It’s windy tonight,” I said to her or maybe more to myself.


  She nodded, squinting at the dolls.


  I continued: “Don’t worry. It just looks like I haven’t done any packing, but I’ve actually made good progress on the second floor.”


  “What about your . . . your sewing room. All those—”


  “Tara is going to help me, starting tomorrow. Ben’s suggestion. It’ll be wrapped up before the movers get here.” I opened the door wide and hung onto my smile. A chilling wind whipped through the house, rattling a set of framed photos displayed on my foyer table.


  She finally tore her focus from my dolls and stepped outside into the swirling darkness. I shut the door, maybe a bit too quickly, and turned my gaze to the row of plastic curls and painted porcelain faces, my heart racing with panic. The move, the stress of packing, and now a dead girl who Gus knew. My perfect life was teetering on the edge. And so was my mind.
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  I needed answers about Gus and Mia Jones.


  I checked my watch: forty-five minutes before Ben would get home. Not much time to find out what Gus knew about that girl’s death. I rushed upstairs and down the hall, greeting, as always, my pretty Madame Alexanders perched on the shelf that lined the hallway. “Hello Marne, and Lizzie, and Peggy Pigtails, and you too, Cissy dear.” Another step and I turned to a little blondie with wide blue eyes and molded lashes. I could feel time ticking away, but I couldn’t help myself. I fingered her calico dress and bonnet, white stockings, and double-checked her black slip-on shoes. “Don’t fret, Bo Beep, I haven’t forgotten you. Tomorrow I’ll make you something special. No time now, though.” And off I went, calling out to the rest of the Madame Alexanders as I passed by.


  At Gus’s door, I turned and glared at Amy, an exquisite angel in a full gold brocade gown and real feather wings. I’d given her a coveted spot, right next to my son’s room so she could watch over him. That’s what an angel was supposed to do, right? “You’ve done a crap job, Amy.” Her shoulders seemed to droop, and in my mind, I heard her say, I tried, I tried. I shook my head, instantly sorry for my words. It wasn’t her fault that he’d left home. I stroked her feathered wings, apologized, and then braced myself.


  Inside my son’s room, I faced empty coke cans, crumpled chip bags, overflowing trash . . . Gus’s usual mess. Ben had been after me to do something about it, but this room was so like Gus and because of that I loved it, just as I loved Gus, and I dreaded changing it, let alone packing it.


  But wait . . . drawers sat opened with clothes falling over the edges, notebooks with pages torn out, boxes tipped over with their contents strewed about. I frowned. Gus left trash about, always had, but he hadn’t left it tossed like this. And it wasn’t like this yesterday when I’d come in here to pack. I looked back by the door; the packing boxes I’d brought in yesterday sat empty. I recalled bringing them in here, a bottle of wine and a cup as well, just to help me get through this and then . . . I remember I had slid his laptop out from under the bed, opened it and . . . I couldn’t remember after that. Admittedly, I had a few times like that this last week when I couldn’t quite recall the hours passing. Too much to do, I guessed—too little time.


  His laptop still lay open on the bed. I moved to it and pressed it on, flinching at the naked woman that popped onto the screen. I’d asked that kid a thousand times to change his screen saver to something more appropriate. Maybe it didn’t really matter, though—he never used this computer anymore. Hadn’t since graduation when his phone became his new “go-to,” which he always kept with him.


  Still . . .


  I typed several different passwords: bubbles, his old goldfish; trubisky, because we saw him play at Soldier Field once; nirvana, his favorite “classic” band. I’d done this yesterday as well and, getting nowhere, in frustration had opened the Chardonnay. That much I recalled. Wished I had the bottle now.


  I slapped the screen shut and sighed. Like I was really going to ever guess his password when he’d hardly said three words to me in months, or really since he became a teenager.


  Selma was right. Denial was dangerously alluring. Can’t face something? Just ignore or forget it. Denial made me look the other way more than once, rather than face the facts about Gus. He’d left us over a month ago now, but that wasn’t even the longest he’d been gone. His delinquent behavior had started in high school, breaking curfew, partying, and coming home drunk or, worse, stoned.


  That night that I’d heard him talking about Mia, he’d stumbled into the house around two in the morning and relief had washed over me—he’s home safe!—and then anger, because he was over two hours late. I had gone down the hall to check on him and found him in his bedroom, crying and saying the name Mia over and over. I’d asked him if he’d been drinking again. He’d ignored me, kicked me out, and locked the door. For a couple days afterward, he was anxious, on edge, angry. Ben tried to talk to him, but as usual with the two of them, it quickly evolved into yelling, and Gus stormed out.


  And Ben had let him go, just walked back into his den, and left me to watch as my son flung himself into his beat-up Camry and drove away. Ever since, I’d resented Ben for not going after him.


  But now . . . the name Mia . . . Gus’s behavior after that night. I didn’t want to think it, but . . .


  I pulled out my phone and texted him with trembling fingers: Come back home. We’re moving soon. Come back.


  I waited. No reply. What did I really expect?


  Across the room, I opened his closet and inhaled the stale tobacco odor that clung to his jacket. Whether it was from him or his friends, I couldn’t be sure. Not that it mattered. Cigarettes were the least of my problems. I clicked through his clothing, my fingers pausing on one of his shirts—a dress shirt I forced him to wear to a wedding for one of Ben’s colleagues—an expensive shirt, end-on-end broadcloth with a distinct woven contrast, light blue thread on the warp and white thread in the weft, and I thought of that pretty little doll up in my sewing room, the one waiting for a light blue summer dress, maybe with lace around the trim . . .


  “Mona?”


  “Ben!” I stumbled from the closet and patted down my hair, pretending sobriety and decorum. “You’re home early.” I picked up a pair of jeans, folded them neatly, and put them in the dresser drawer.


  “Should I apologize?”


  “No, of course not.” Ben had escaped from the office for the day, but where another man might have loosened his tie by now, he preserved his status in a perfect Windsor.


  His brown eyes seemed sad as they studied me, and not for the first time I noted how much Gus took after him. Same eyes, same long face, same hair that would curl at the end if you let it get too long. Sometimes I wondered if that was why Gus chose to dress sloppily—big sweatshirts with angry slogans, stained tank tops, ripped pants—to hide the fact that he could pass for his father with not even much of a squint.


  “I didn’t expect to see you up and packing still,” Ben said. “Especially not Gus’s room.”


  “I’m not packing, really. Just looking through things. I thought I might find some answers to why he left us.”


  Ben’s expression changed to impatience. “You’re not going to find any answers in here, Mona.”


  “It’s just that after that argument—”


  He cursed, then took a deep breath, and spoke calmly. “Please don’t start in on that again. We’ve been over this before. It was an argument, that’s all. Why can’t you let that drop?”


  “Because you haven’t told me everything. All I heard was you screaming at him. What were you so angry about?”


  He raked his fingers through his hair—more gray than brown since our troubles with Gus—then patted it back into place and sighed. He’d quit talking about Gus a couple weeks ago, maybe because their argument was too painful? Maybe to protect me? Or had the eminent child psychiatrist given up on his own son?


  Tears welled in my eyes, but I refused to look away. “He was so upset when he left, Ben. All because of that argument. And now we’re moving . . . without him.”


  “Please try to understand, Mona.” He reached out, pulled me against his shirt, blue, my favorite color on him, but my muscles tensed. Instead of feeling comforted by his touch, I felt . . .? My brain finally registered the emotion: repulsed.


  His grip tightened as if sensing my reaction. “I was frustrated, that’s all. You get that, right? Everything that we’d worked for over the years . . . the private schools, the tutors—all that wasted potential. No ambition, just partying and video games all the time. What type of life is that?”


  “Maybe you shouldn’t have pushed him so hard. It was right after that argument that he ran away—”


  He winced and pulled back. “You think it’s my fault that he’s gone.”


  “No. That’s not what I meant.”


  “Then why bring it up in the first place? Did someone say something to you about Gus?”


  “No . . . well . . . yes. There was an article in the paper today. We were talking about it. And Tara said—”


  “Tara was here?”


  “Yes. Alice and Selma, too. It was our monthly book club.” His face darkened. “I thought you said you were going to cancel the book club. Given . . . well, given everything we have going on.”


  “I said I wanted to cancel it, but you said that it’s best to carry on like things were normal.” I thought that’s what he’d said. That was what he always said. I couldn’t really remember now . . . “Anyway, it was our last chance to get together before we move. I figured you’d be out late anyway. Again.”


  He sighed, the burden shifting to him now with that single word. “You’re right. I should be here more. It’s just that there is always so much to do at the clinic, my clients, paperwork, and we’re training a new person for—”


  “A new person? What’s her name?” I couldn’t stop myself. The wine, probably.


  He shifted uncomfortably. “How do you know it’s a woman?”


  “Because you said ‘person.’ If it was a man, you would have said, ‘We’re training a new guy,’ or a new man, or something like that. ‘Person’ means it’s a woman and you’re afraid I’ll be suspicious.”


  “You’re always suspicious.”


  “You’re avoiding the question.”


  He rolled his eyes to the ceiling. “Let’s see . . . Ashley. I think.”


  “You don’t know?”


  “Ashley.”


  “Young?”


  “Youngish.”


  “Pretty?”


  “I haven’t noticed.”


  “Sure, you haven’t.”


  He frowned and looked at the tangle of clothes at his feet. “Where are you going next with this downward spiral? Seriously, I’m worried about you.”


  I looked around again. I must have torn through Gus’s room like a madwoman yesterday. Maybe I was one. All this stress was messing with my mind, making me dredge up past worries to pile on new ones. Now the wine had coaxed me into a snit of suspicion. Enough already.


  I tried for a smile, but it felt like the crazed grin of an imbecile. Still, I held onto it, offered it up to him like an olive branch. “Then give me a break. Take me out for dinner. Just the two of us. We can talk about this, work things out.”


  “That’s all we ever do, talk . . . I’ve got a better idea.” He wrapped his palm in mine and tugged me toward the door. “And my idea is much better for relieving stress.”


  I pulled my hand from his. Did he really think that sex was going to make this better? Or was this just a ploy to distract me, so I didn’t ask more about the argument? “I don’t think so, Ben. Not tonight.”


  He turned toward me, that look on his face from our college days when he’d beg me to sneak into his fraternity house after hours, back when we didn’t have to pretend that we wanted each other. My brain flooded with memories and hope that maybe it could be like that between us again, so I offered him my hand and let him lead me down the hall. A dozen pairs of eyes followed our every step and whispers echoed around us, lies, lies, lies . . . I ignored them, holding onto the hope that this was more than a distraction, that tonight would be different, that we’d be okay again. Like old times. But the murmurings followed me to our bed, where my hope died as Ben and I stroked and rubbed and breathed the same perfunctory sex I’d endured lately, because it was easier to pretend that we were okay than face the truth: nothing short of Gus coming back home again would fix our family.
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  Wednesday, October 28th


  The next morning, I peered through the bedroom window. The rolling field beyond our house was bare and empty like a brown bath towel had been rolled over the landscape. In the not-far-enough distance, a slanted barn loomed against the morning’s predawn bronze, a nostalgic reminder that our sprawling suburb was once a small farming community. I used to think the barn was quaint, but now . . . I shook my head and turned to face my affirmation wall, Ben’s idea. The sage psychiatrist. It pleased him when I followed his advice. I scanned the yellow Post-it notes dotting the wall like it’d caught chickenpox. What would it be today?


  One jumped out at me: Every challenge is an opportunity to grow.


  Challenges. As if my life hadn’t had enough of those lately. I shook my head again and turned to my bedside table where I picked up a long, rectangular plastic box with a little compartment for each day of the week. “Don’t forget your medicine,” Ben had said earlier that morning as he’d rushed to get ready to leave. My happy pills. A couple of new types. Ben said they would work better than my old antidepressant.


  I’d promised him that I would take them and then asked, “How long are you going to be gone?”


  “Back on Sunday.”


  “That long? I’m going to miss you.”


  “I told you things would be hectic with the clinic for a while.”


  “I know, but—”


  “You told me you were going to use the time to pack. Didn’t you say that Tara is coming to help today? To start on your sewing room?”


  “Yes, but I decided to wait a little while on the sewing room . . . just in case I have a project to do. We’ll work on another area today.”


  “Projects? We’re moving soon and you won’t have time—”


  “Just a few small things. Don’t worry. It’ll all get done in time. Did you need me to get you breakfast?”


  “No, no need.” He tapped his stomach. “I’ve already eaten.”


  I’d wanted to say more, to talk to him about the girl they’d found in Simon Lake, about what I’d heard Gus saying that night, and ask him if he’d thought that Gus knew what happened to her, but he was in too big of a hurry and part of me didn’t want to know the truth. And why ruin his mood? He looked happy about getting away for a few days. I got that. Every day he tolerated his patients’ miseries, depressions, and psychoses, and then came home to face even more of it. He needed a break.


  So I’d kept quiet and followed him to the door. The good wife sending her husband off happy, even though inside my gut twisted with misery at the thought of his absence. As if he read my mind, he turned back right before walking out the door, and brushed his lips over my forehead, whispering, “Don’t worry, Mona. I’ll be back before you know it.”


  I shut the door and leaned my back against the cold wood, taking a few minutes to think about the week ahead of me without Ben, and suddenly the doorknob twisted and jiggled. I stepped back and threw open the door. “Did you forget some—”


  The porch was empty.


  “Ben?”


  The wind tossed my hair as I leaned forward and turned my head left and then right. No one.


  I shrunk back, slammed the door, and cranked the deadbolt.


  One step back, two . . . my gaze riveted on the knob . . . another step and another and a flutter of movement caught my eye. Golden curlicues lifted from a doll’s face as a cold draft wafted through the house, swirled around my ankles, and carried with it a wave of soft giggles.


  SIX
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  Thirty minutes later, I sat at the kitchen table finishing my second cup of coffee. The sounds in the house, the whispers, the giggles, the jiggling of the doorknob, they were products of my imagination. Weren’t they? They seemed so real. But Ben had told me over and over that intense stress causes auditory hallucinations. His solution: medication and affirmations. Neither was working. I pulled my phone from my robe pocket, my finger sliding to the App Store. It was time to look for something that might offer real help.


  I’d checked Facebook and Twitter weeks ago, and nothing, but I hadn’t ventured onto Instagram. Alice had mentioned it last week, and I’d planned to start an account right after that, hadn’t I? Yet the “Get” still showed in the App Store. Guess I hadn’t finished downloading it. I sighed. I was getting forgetful, and this could be where I found my answers. I tapped the screen and watched as the data circle filled, hoping something in here might fill my needs as well.


  The doorbell rang.


  Tara. She was early. I hurried down the hall and spied a little body heaped on the floor. One of my dolls. “What are you doing down here?” Did I do this? I scooped him up and gently cupped him in my hands and sighed. Little Boy Blue. Always the mischievous one.


  The bell rang again. I startled and rushed to the front of the house, my doll in hand, and yanked open the door. “Hey, Ta—” But it wasn’t Tara. It was two men in suits. The tall one spoke first. “Mrs. Ellison?”


  “Yes.”


  He held out an ID. “Detectives Reyes and Meyers. Belington Police.” He was bald, with pasty skin and black, watery eyes. Fifty maybe, but with the worn look of a man much older, as if he’d delivered too much bad news in his day.


  “What’s happened? Has there been an accident?” My heart jackhammered. Ben? Or was this about Gus?


  “No. No accident. Can we come inside, Mrs. Ellison? Won’t take long.” He peered past me into the house. Was it my imagination or had he zeroed in on the picture of Gus on the foyer table?


  I stepped aside and let them enter but made no motion to invite them further into the house. I’d encapsulated this intrusion in the foyer, keeping them at a safe distance from my personal life until I puzzled this out.


  “Saw the ‘sold’ sign.” The younger detective Meyers said, thumbing toward the front yard. “This is a great old house. They don’t make them like this anymore. Bet it sold fast. When do you move?”


  His neighborly smile, accompanied by a slight rocking motion, implied “I’m just like you,” but his cold gray-blue eyes reminded me of the Chucky doll in that horror movie that toyed with victims before killing them. I moved Little Boy Blue behind my back. “A couple weeks. But why—”


  “Where to?”


  “We’re just downsizing. A condo downtown. Closer to my husband’s work.”


  “Is your husband here now? We’d like to speak to him.”


  “What do you need to speak to Ben about?” I tightened my grip on the doll—the soft familiar feel of the denim fabric was comforting. I needed to stay focused.


  “Just a few things regarding his work.”


  I exhaled, relieved. I’d overreacted, assuming the worst, as usual. Ben was often summoned to testify in court as an expert witness for the defense, even though he hated it. Ben liked to be in charge, to solve issues with logic, to resolve conflicts with measured mediation, and in the fast-moving courtroom he would often lose the sharp edge of correctness he’d so carefully honed.


  Even without the pressure of our move, I knew Ben would turn them down, regardless of the case. “No, he’s on his way to Seattle for an important conference at Seattle Children’s Hospital. But now is not a good time for Ben to help you. Not with—”


  There was a noise outside on the walk. Detective Reyes moved to the narrow window that ran alongside the door and peered through the beveled glass. “You expecting someone?”


  “My friend. She’s coming over this morning to help me pack.” I saw her through the side window and opened the door before she rang the bell. “Hi, Tara.”


  She lingered for a second on the stoop, casting a wary glance at the men before coming inside. Wisps of black hair stuck out from under a colorful beanie, cherry red lips smacking on gum, hints of peppermint and her floral perfume swirled inside with the smell of brewing ozone from the low-hanging thunderclouds. We were the same age, but she looked young and fresh.


  I felt old and stale. “I just need to give these gentlemen a phone number. Coffee’s made in the kitchen. I’ll be there in a minute.”


  Meyers watched her with interest as she squeezed by and hurried down the hall. That neighborly smile still plastered on his face.


  Irritation pricked at me now. Why didn’t they just call Ben’s office? Or maybe they had, and Ashley, the “hadn’t noticed” pretty girl, had stood her ground, not giving out the doctor’s home number. Well, good for her.


  “I’ll give you Ben’s private cell, but again, it’s not a good time.” I took a pad from the entryway table drawer and started to write. Reyes fixated on the framed photos on display.


  “Nice family pictures.” He pointed to one of Gus. “Your son?”


  “Mm.” My shoulders tensed.


  Meyers took out a notebook. As his pen moved over the paper, my throat tightened; it occurred to me that they’d never made house calls before when they wanted Ben to consult. “What exactly do you want to talk to my husband about?”


  Meyers spoke up. “A tip came in regarding a white Range Rover that might be involved in a case. The witness was able to provide a partial plate number. A vehicle license registered in your husband’s name came up in the database.”


  “We had a Range Rover, but it was in an accident and totaled some time ago,” I said, and then wish I hadn’t.


  “We’re aware of that.” Reyes nodded. “Who usually drove the Range Rover?”


  “My husband, mostly.”


  “Mostly?”


  “Our son, here and there. Not very often, though.” My gaze darted to the picture of Gus and then back to Meyers, whose scribbling clawed into my brain. I ripped the page from my own pad and gave him Ben’s cell number. “Thank you for coming.” I added a smile and opened the door for them to leave.


  Meyers stared at the number for a moment. “We’ll give your husband a call.” He lifted his chin, and his voice dropped a notch. “We’re investigating a murder that occurred in this area a while back.”


  Reyes added, “Do you know anyone named Mia Jones?”


  “No. I don’t know anyone by that name,” I answered quickly, too quickly, and a tilt to Meyers’s head told me he realized it.


  “Could we sit down and talk a minute? We have a few questions—”


  “This really isn’t a good time.” Again, too quick, but my pulse was racing. I opened the door wider. “Gus isn’t around to ask, and I never drove the car, so it’d be best to talk to Ben. I’m sure he can answer all your questions.”


  Meyers and Reyes glanced at each other, some covert message passing between them. Then Meyers closed his notebook. “We’ll talk again soon, Mrs. Ellison.” He paused as if to let his words soak in, more threat than promise, and then turned and walked through the door.


  Reyes stayed put, pointing at the doll in my hand. “Can I see that?”


  I glanced at Meyers, already out on the steps, glad he hadn’t asked. I still felt hesitant but handed the doll over to Reyes and watched as he studied him carefully as if trying to figure something out.


  He finally said, “Little Boy Blue, right? My mother read that rhyme to me. Let’s see . . . Little Boy Blue come blow your horn, the sheep’s in the meadow, the cow’s in the corn . . .” He shook his head and chuckled. “Afraid I can’t remember the rest.”


  I smiled and finished it: “But where’s that boy who looks after the sheep? He’s under a haystack, fast asleep. Will you wake him? No, not I—for if I do, he’s sure to cry.”


  “That’s right.” He looked down at the doll again. “Sure brings back memories.” He passed it back, his expression softer. “Good memories.”


  He left. I watched through the window as he made his way down the walk, my brain flooding with images: the car, Ben, Gus, and . . . memories.


  SEVEN
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  Tara stepped into the foyer. “What was that about?”


  “Nothing, just someone looking for Ben.” I headed for the kitchen.
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