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“I’m guessing this is an arm bone and maybe a rib.” Sheriff Leach pulled himself up.



Joe was scanning the ground around the tree. Something odd and clumped caught her eye and she squatted down to reach for it, then remembered she shouldn’t touch it.

“Sheriff,” she said.

Both Mack and Leach came up behind her, bending to look over her shoulder.

“What is that?” Leach asked.

“I don’t know,” Joe said. “Maybe a piece of jewelry?”

Mack picked up a stick and poked at the caked dirt. A glint of tarnished silver appeared. And what looked like a tiny cross.

“Don’t touch it,” Leach said. “Let the tech get it.”

The sheriff was staring out at the forest, a squint to his eye.

“What are you thinking, sir?” Joe asked.

“That this is going to be a helluva investigation,” he said.
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To Daddy,

who took us up north

and left too soon.

But oh, the memories.




PROLOGUE



Captiva Island, Florida

December 1988

He was waiting for her. She could see him there in the shadows, but he hadn’t spotted her yet, hadn’t seen her car pull in. She had a few seconds to prepare herself.

God, her heart was hammering.

Her hands, resting lightly on the wheel, had gone cold. She had a sudden flashback to the guy she had busted last week, a PCP-crazed kid who came at her with a cardboard-box cutter, slashing at her face as she and the other detective drove him face-first into the concrete of Biscayne Boulevard while the bankers toting briefcases gaped. The kid could have killed her. It hadn’t even fazed her.

But this…

Joe Frye looked back at the man waiting in the shadows. This was going to be the hardest thing she had ever faced.

She picked up her Glock from the passenger seat.

The slam of her Bronco’s door made him look up. He watched her as she came across the sandy yard, but he didn’t move. Except his face. There, in the brightening of Louis Kincaid’s eyes and in the slight tilting up of his lips, she saw all his love for her.

“You’re late,” he said as she came up onto the screened-in porch.

“Paperwork,” she said.

He reached down to pick up a glass of red wine from the floor and held it out. “It got a little warm waiting for you.”

She clicked the Glock onto her belt and smiled as she came forward to take the glass. One sip told her he had taken the trouble to go to the wine store in Fort Myers to get her favorite, the new Ironstone zinfandel.

Louis was sitting in a wicker lounge, his black cat, Issy, lying on his stomach. She didn’t want to make him move the cat, so she bent down to accept his kiss. It was a long, lingering kiss.

“Cherries and pepper,” he said, coming away with a smile.

“You’ve been reading Wine Spectator?”

“Just trying to keep up with you.”

She kissed him again. He had been gone only three weeks, but it had been too long.

She dropped down into the chair next to him, kicked off her shoes, and put her legs up across his calves. He was wearing jeans and a heavy sweatshirt, despite the fact it was still eighty degrees at four o’clock. He had told her on the phone that since his return from Michigan, he still felt as if he hadn’t been able to warm up. He had told her, too, that he needed to talk to her about something important.

But she had something she needed to tell him first. Maybe it was because he had been in Michigan. Or maybe it was because she had been holding this inside her for so long now that she finally had to tell someone. And maybe it was because she finally trusted him enough that he was the one who had to hear it.

Whatever the reason, there could be no kind of future for them unless she could unlock her heart.

He put his Heineken on the table and reached down to touch her bare ankle, just below the cuff of her slacks. His hand was cold and wet from holding the beer bottle.

“Louis—” she began.

“God, I missed you, Joe.”

She closed her eyes.

“When I was up there,” he said, “all I could think about was getting back here, getting home, and seeing you.”

She opened her eyes. Not trusting herself to look at Louis, she focused on the gulf, a silver-blue sliver visible through the swaying sea oats in front of the cottage. She loved this place, loved coming over here to be with Louis. Her apartment in Miami was just a three-hour drive across Alligator Alley, but it was like a different world over here on the west coast. The moment she hit the tollbooth at Sanibel Island, she could feel her muscles begin to unclench, feel the adrenaline sting in her blood easing. It was as if her first glimpse of the gulf washed away all the grit and hard glamour of Miami, leaving her feeling cleansed and able to breathe again.

The thought that had been hiding in the corners of her brain for weeks now was pushing forward. Had it come to this? She was the only woman detective in Miami-Dade’s homicide division. She had worked hard for this. When had she started hating her job?

“Joe?”

She looked at Louis.

“Something wrong?”

She let out a long breath. “Let’s go down to the beach.”

Louis got a fresh beer and topped off her wine. Barefoot, they walked through the sea oats and down to the water. Off in the distance, Joe could see a shrimp boat, its net poles extended, making its way back south to its home in Snug Harbor. Silhouetted against the cloud-striated sky, it looked like a water bug skimming across a pond.

“Louis, we have to talk,” Joe said.

“I know,” he said.

She turned toward him. God, she loved his face. Forceful, high-cheekboned, black brows sitting like emphatic accents over his gray eyes, the left one arching into an exclamation mark when he was amused or surprised. And his skin, smooth and buff-colored, a gift from his beautiful black mother, whose picture he had once shown her, and his white father, whom he had never mentioned.

She brought up a hand to cup his cheek. She squinted against the tears she felt threatening. “I need to talk first,” she said. “Please. There is something I have to tell you.”

“Should I sit down for this?” he asked.

She let her hand drop and nodded.

They sat down on a low dune. Louis stuck his beer bottle in the sand. Joe cradled the wineglass between her palms as she stared out at the water.

“Before I came to Miami, I worked in Michigan,” she said.

“Michigan? I thought you were always with Miami PD?” Louis asked.

She shook her head. “No, my first job was with a sheriff’s department in northern Michigan. A small town called Echo Bay. I was only there a short time. Then I got the job down here.”

Louis was quiet, waiting.

Joe took a sip of the wine. “Something happened up there,” she said. “Something happened to me. And I did something that I have never…”

She closed her eyes.

“Joe, what is it?”

“I did something that makes me think I shouldn’t be a cop anymore,” she said.

“But this was what, ten years ago?” Louis asked.

“Thirteen,” she said softly.

“But why now?”

She faced him. “Because I have never told anyone. And if I don’t tell you now, I can’t do this anymore.”

Louis was quiet for a moment. “Do what? The job? Us?”

“Both,” she said.

She carefully wedged the wineglass down in the sand and closed her eyes. She heard Louis let out a long breath.

“All right,” he said. “I’m listening.”

She opened her eyes. The gulf was smooth, the waves coming in with the softest hiss. She concentrated on the sound for a moment, trying to time her heart to it, trying to slow the beating down. She closed her eyes again, this time concentrating on trying to bring it all back—the sounds, the sights, the feelings, every horrible moment.

“I was just a rookie…” she began.
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Echo Bay, Michigan

October 1975

The sharp buzzing noise filled her ears, coming from everywhere and nowhere at the same time. It took her a moment to realize it was coming from somewhere outside her brain.

She looked up into the green lace of the leaves. She knew that was where they were, up there in the trees. That’s where the cicadas were hiding as they sang their dying summer song.

A bead of sweat fell from her brow and into her eye. She blinked and looked down to the yellow crime-scene tape hanging limp between the trees. Down to where the men worked over the dirt. Down to where the clean white bone had been found.

“Joe?”

She turned toward the deep voice.

“You want to come take a look?”

Cliff Leach was standing at the bottom of the gully inside the yellow tape. The three other officers had all glanced up when he spoke, looked first at him, then up to her. She wished the sheriff had not singled her out, but her curiosity was stronger than any worries she had about how the others felt about her.

Joe slipped under the tape and came down the hill. The three other deputies didn’t give way, and she had to stand behind them to see.

Not that there was really much to look at. Set in a shallow hole with a light covering of pine needles, the bone looked more like a shard of a broken white plate. Joe felt a small stab of disappointment.

When the call had come in that two boys walking in the woods had found the bone, a current had crackled through the station. She had been in the women’s bathroom changing into uniform, and through the thin walls she could hear the others talking about it, their deep voices rising in pitch as they speculated about how a human bone had found its way into a remote scrap of woods up by Bass Lake. Things like that didn’t happen in places like Echo Bay. Echo Bay was just a mosquito bite on the tip of the little finger of the Michigan mitten. That’s how folks in Echo Bay pinpointed their place in the world. They’d hold up their right hand, palm forward and point to the tip of the little finger. “That’s where I come from,” they’d say, “Echo Bay.”

The cicadas had stopped. No sound, not even the rustle of a leaf in the still October air.

“That don’t look like no human bone,” one of the men said.

“Deer maybe,” another said.

“We came all the way out here for a fucking deer carcass?”

Joe glanced at the last man who had spoken. Unlike the rest of them, Julian Mack didn’t wear the dark brown uniforms of the Leelanau County sheriff’s department. He wore gray Sansabelts, and a thin black tie hung like a dead snake down his sweat-soaked white shirt. Joe knew he was just a deputy like the rest of them, but he was the closest thing the seven-man department had to an investigator, and he affected the casual dress of one.

Mack’s brown eyes met hers. For an instant, she could see resentment in them. She had seen it before, whenever Cliff Leach made it a point to include her in conversation or ask her opinion on how something should be handled. Part of that came from her status as a rookie. Most of it was because she was a woman.

She looked back down at the bone, inching closer so she could see better.

Leach squatted down and inserted a stick into one of the bone’s cavities, pulling the bone clear of the needles. They all fell silent.

Joe took a deep breath. “Sir?”

He looked up at her.

“I think it’s a pelvic bone,” she said.

She could feel the damp press of the polyester uniform on her back and thighs. She could feel all their eyes on her.

“And I think it’s from a female,” she said.

A snort and a chuckle, but she wasn’t sure which of them it had come from. She kept her eyes on the sheriff.

“Why female?” Leach asked.

When she hesitated, he motioned her forward with a small nod. She squatted next to him and picked up a stick.

“See this?” She pointed to the base of the butterfly-shaped bone. “This is the pubic arch. In a man, it is real narrow. But a woman’s arch is wide, like this one. It’s part of the birth canal.”

“How do you know that?” he asked.

She shrugged, her eyes willing him not to press it.

Leach tossed his stick aside and let out a sigh. “Great,” he said softly, his eyes wandering over the pine needles and dirt before he looked up to Mack. “This looks like it was dug up. Did the kids do it?”

Mack looked at the other rookie officer standing next to him. “Holt,” he said, “you were here first. Who dug it up?”

Holt licked his lips. “I don’t know, sir. I just know the two kids and the dog were standing here when I showed up.”

Leach grunted to a standing position. He was a burly man, with a halo of sparse white hair surrounding a florid face punctuated by a thick white mustache. Joe suspected he probably got whatever Santa Claus gigs there were in Echo Bay. He had that kind of gentle aura—until you got a good look at the keen gray-green eyes behind the wire-rimmed glasses. She had seen him angry only once, and those eyes had turned as dark as a storm-tossed Lake Michigan.

Holt was getting that look from the sheriff now, and the rookie gave an embarrassed shrug. “I’ll go talk to the kids,” he said.

“No,” Leach said. “You and Mack start looking for more bones.” He wiped his sweating face, leaving a smear of dirt near his nose. “Frye can deal with the kids.”

Joe stood up, her eyes locked on Leach. What was this? One minute, he was bringing her in, and now he was banishing her to babysitting chores? She tried to catch Leach’s eye, but he had turned away.

She took off her hat, wiped her wet hair off her forehead, and put the hat back on. The two boys were still waiting at the top of the ravine. She trudged up to them.

“Okay,” she said, “which one of you found the bone?”

They just looked up at her. Even the damn black Lab was staring at her. The cicadas were going at it again, their buzz and the awful heat bringing on a headache.

The kids were still staring. She was twenty-two, unmarried. What did she know about kids? “What are you looking at?” she blurted out.

The older boy looked at his friend, then back at Joe. “You really a policeman?”

“Yeah, I’m really a policeman.”

“I ain’t never seen a lady policeman before.”

“Well, now you have.”

Joe realized the kid was staring at her breasts. His eyes flicked to the gun at her hip and back to her chest. She couldn’t help it. She laughed. The kid’s face went crimson beneath his freckles.

“Okay, okay,” she said. She pulled a small pad and pencil from her pocket. “Let’s get to work here. You two are witnesses, and I need your statements.”

The boy’s eyes widened. “Witnesses? Wow.”

Joe held back her smile. “Names?”

“I’m R. C. Mellon. That’s R.C., like the cola,” the boy said.

“And Mellon, like muskmelon brain,” the other boy chimed in.

“Shut up, Frankie!”

“Make me.”

“All right,” Joe broke in. “Spell your names for me, and give me your addresses and phone numbers.” Joe wrote it all down. “And who found the bone?”

“Farfel did,” R.C. said, patting the Lab’s big head. “We were playing, and Farfel ran off. I whistled for him, but he didn’t come. We finally saw him over that way.” He pointed north to a stand of tall pines. “But when we went after him, he ran off.”

“Did he have the bone?”

“Yeah. We chased him, and when we caught up with him, he was down there burying it.”

The boy pointed to where Holt was stringing up more yellow crime tape. Joe surveyed the trees. She knew a little bit about this part of the woods, knew it covered a couple of miles, running all the way west to the shore of Lake Michigan. If the dog had found the bone somewhere other than where it lay now, the search for the rest of the bones or for a crime scene would be near impossible.

She closed the notepad. “You guys have been a big help. Wait here, okay?”

Sheriff Leach was standing back at his cruiser, talking on the radio, the coiled cord stretched through the open window. It sounded as if he were making arrangements for the coroner. The coroner would come from Traverse City, if he was in town. And any crime-scene guys would probably travel from Cadillac or even Lansing.

She tapped Leach’s shoulder. He held up a finger as he gave directions to their location. She tapped him again. Leach finally told them to stand by for a moment and looked at her. “What is it, Joe?”

“Where we found the bone is not a burial site.”

“What do you mean?”

“The kids say the dog picked it up somewhere else.”

“We know where?” he asked.

Joe shook her head. Leach let out a sigh and rekeyed the microphone. “Yeah, Augie,” he said. “We’re going to need more than just the usual team. Give Michigan State a call, and see if they have any criminology students who want to participate in a search for some remains.”

Leach signed off and leaned an elbow on the cruiser. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his face.

Joe glanced back at the kids. “I’ll see if the kids can show me where the dog found the bone.”

The boys were sitting on a log, the Lab sprawled at their feet. When she asked them to show her where they were playing, the boys started off down the incline, the dog following. Joe trailed, kicking softly at the pine needles, her eyes scanning the ground. The kids led her into thicker trees and the shadows deepened as the leaves grew denser, blocking the sun.

“This is it. This is the tree we were climbing on,” R.C. said suddenly.

Joe glanced up. It was a majestic old beech tree, set down in a clearing of smaller trees. The canopy was so dense it almost felt like nightfall. Joe looked at the boys. “You’re sure this is the tree?”

R.C. nodded and pointed. “Yup. I remember ’cause of those two weird branches that look like arms.”

The dog was whining and pawing at the leaves. Joe pulled him away by the collar. “R.C., hold him back,” she said, handing the dog off.

She knelt and brushed away the remaining leaves and needles. The ground seemed untouched underneath. She grabbed a stick and tried to work away some of the dirt. But she quickly realized that if there was a shallow grave here, a stick wasn’t going to get her to it. She stuck the stick in the dirt to mark the spot and looked back at the kids.

Their faces were lined with dirty sweat. “I’m tired. Can we go now?” Frankie asked.

“I’m sorry, you guys are probably hungry,” she said. “How about I buy you a hamburger on the way home?”

Suddenly, the dog started growling, and Joe turned. He had something in his teeth. As she grabbed for his collar, he dropped what he had at her feet. It was another bone. Long, thin, whitish-brown, and perfectly clean. Maybe an arm or leg bone.

Joe cupped her hands around her mouth and hollered, “Sheriff Leach! Over here!”

She heard footsteps and the snapping of brush, and she glanced back to make sure the kids were still with her. R.C. was holding a third, smaller bone between his fingers, looking at her.

“R.C., drop that, please,” she said.

“It’s not yucky.”

“I know, but please put it down.”

The boy dropped it just as Leach, Mack, and Holt reached them. Leach immediately saw the large bone and motioned to Holt.

“Holt, take the kids back to the cruiser and drive them home.”

“I promised them a burger,” Joe called as Holt herded the kids and the dog back toward the road.

When they were gone, Leach knelt by the two bones. Mack remained standing, his little eyes scooting over the leaves, past the bones, and finally back to Joe.

Leach pulled himself up. “I’m guessing this is an arm bone and maybe a rib.”

Joe was scanning the ground around the tree. Something odd and clumped caught her eye. She squatted down for it, then remembered she shouldn’t touch it. She carefully cleared away the dead leaves.

“Sheriff,” she said.

Both Mack and Leach came up behind her, bending to look over her shoulder.

“What is that?” Leach asked.

“I don’t know,” Joe said. “Maybe a piece of jewelry?”

Mack picked up a stick and poked at the caked dirt, trying to break it loose from the object. A glint of tarnished silver appeared, and what looked like a tiny cross. He let out a grunt and tossed the stick aside.

Then he turned and walked away. Joe watched him until he disappeared into the trees, then she picked up the stick Mack had left.

Leach touched her shoulder. “Don’t touch it,” he said. “Let the tech get it.”

She stuck the stick in the ground near the piece of silver, then dusted her hands on her trousers. Leach was staring out at the forest.

“What are you thinking, sir?” she asked.

“That this is going to be a helluva investigation,” he said.

She knew their small department couldn’t handle a homicide and that Leach would ask the state for help. But she hoped he would let her be marginally involved.

“Sir, is there anything I can start doing?” she asked.

Leach smiled, hearing the eagerness in her voice. “Let’s relax here a little,” he said. “First, we have to let the experts take a look. It doesn’t look like she was buried, so her bones could be scattered for miles. We can keep searching for that, at least.”

Joe’s eyes wandered out over the heavy woods, coming back finally to the tree. She hadn’t noticed it before, but now its strange beauty registered.

The tree rose from a base of knotted roots covered by green moss. About ten feet from the ground, its wide, straight trunk split into two thick branches that curved straight upward. Like arms, just as R.C. had said.

Like a woman’s arms, Joe thought. The tree looked like a kneeling woman, her emerald skirt spread out and her arms reaching upward as if awaiting rescue or salvation.
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The sun was low in the sky by the time Joe started back to the station. The forensic crew had set up shop at the prayer tree, as Joe had come to call the spot where the dirt-caked jewelry had been unearthed. The coroner had offered his opinion that the three bones were probably from the same victim, and that they were, indeed, a rib, a humerus, and a female pelvis.

Joe had caught the question again in Leach’s eyes: How did you know?

Hell, she knew a lot about bones. Like, that there were two hundred and six of them in the human body. She could still name most of them, thanks to an instructor back at Northern Michigan University who had made the art majors memorize all the names. Joe had signed up for the instructor’s life drawing class after her roommate said it would be an easy way to see cute guys naked.

Joe’s lips turned up in a smile as she drove.

The models all turned out to be fat old women. She didn’t see a man fully naked until that January night after her nineteenth birthday when Jack Oberfell took her to the old lighthouse, gave her some Boone’s Farm Strawberry Hill, spread his Tau Kappa Epsilon jacket on the hard floor, and efficiently claimed her virginity. The only thing she could clearly remember from the night was the sight of Jack’s shivering white body and his pecker retreating like a scared turtle in the cold.

The road took a bend and changed from gravel to pavement as she turned out of the woods and onto M-22 South. Joe kept the cruiser going at a slow speed, savoring the time alone to think and drive. Her partner, Mike, didn’t like to relinquish the wheel of the cruiser, so she was glad he had stayed behind to man the station when the call about the bone came in.

The bone…

She couldn’t get the sight of it—so white against the black dirt—out of her head. And she couldn’t let go of the idea that there were other bones, the rest of that unknown girl, still out there somewhere.

The cruiser rounded Cemetery Point. Soon the woods gave way, and the roadside was dotted with the neat bungalows and cottages that shepherded in Echo Bay.

She wondered what the reaction in town would be once word of the bones got out. Echo Bay was just a village, really, wedged between the meandering waspwaisted Lake Leelanau to the east and the oceanlike stretch of Lake Michigan to the west. “Downtown” was a blinking-light intersection with a small grocery, a post office, a couple of shops, the white clapboard Riverside Inn, The Bluebird restaurant, and its sister breakfast nook, the Early Bird. Most of the buildings had a soft, weather-beaten look that whispered of Echo Bay’s origins as an 1800s fishing settlement. A turn at the blinking light led down to Fishtown, a collection of docks and shanties lining the mouth of the Carp River, which tumbled down, turquoise and cool, from an old mill dam into Lake Michigan.

She stopped at the blinker to let the Wonder Bread truck back out of the grocery store lot.

Brad popped into her thoughts, and what he had said the first time they had driven into Echo Bay, pulling the U-Haul. It was a dreary April day, with a fog curling in from the lake.

“Looks a little like Brigadoon emerging from the mist,” he said.

She had laughed and leaned over to kiss him, surprised by his romanticism. Brad wasn’t given to such whimsy. He was a serious man, and she liked that about him. She had liked it from the first moment she met him. She had been waiting tables at Shammy’s, three months after having to drop out of Northern. The money had run out; she was lonely, far from home, and maybe, she admitted to herself, a little afraid for the first time in her life. The bar that night was filled with drunken jocks, her feet were throbbing, and someone kept playing “Basketball Jones” on the jukebox, giving her a grinding headache.

She delivered the pitcher of beer with a sharp thud, and the three men had all looked up at her. One of them said something smart, and his friend laughed. But the third man, the blond with the soft brown eyes, was quiet. Through the smoky haze and neon glow, she met those eyes, and it was like sliding into a warm bath after being out in the cold too long.

Later, after she moved into his apartment, Brad joked that “Basketball Jones” was their song. In bed, he would sing the song’s stupid words against her neck: “Baby, I need someone to stand beside me. I need someone to set a pick for me at the free-throw line of life, someone I can pass to, someone to hit the open man on the give-and-go and not end up in the popcorn machine.”

She loved Brad Schaffer. Loved that he could make her laugh. Loved that he was a veterinarian. Loved that his devotion to his large family came so easily and his roots to his boyhood home in Marquette ran so deep. Loved that his compass seemed so true when her own had always been so unreliable.

Things were perfect for a year as Brad worked in the small clinic in town and she kept waiting tables. Perfect until the day Leach called out of nowhere to offer her a job. He had taught the criminology course that she had taken on a whim. But she had aced it and Leach had noticed her interest. “Had she ever considered being a cop?” he asked during the phone call. Truth was, she hadn’t until then. But she was intrigued. Leach told her that he had relocated to Echo Bay and was now county sheriff, and if she could make it through the academy, he had a job for her.

The night she told Brad about it, they had their first real argument. He didn’t understand why she wanted to be a cop, he said, why any woman would.

I want to try this, Brad, I have to try this,” she said. “Can’t you understand? Your work means something to you. And that’s what I’m trying to find, too. I can’t wait tables for the rest of my life. I need to do something I love.”

It was February, and a driving sleet was beating against the window. For a long time, it was the only sound in their bedroom. They lay there side by side without touching. Finally, Brad turned toward her. “All right,” he said. “We’ll go to Echo Bay. We’ll give this a try for a year.”

“I love you,” she said. “Thank you for doing this.”

He was quiet again, then, slowly, he smiled. “You’ll turn me into a troll. Are you happy?”

A troll was what people from Michigan’s Upper Peninsula called anyone who lived “below the bridge,” the five-mile-long span that connected the Upper and Lower peninsulas.

“Yes, I am very happy,” she said.

She suspected he gave in because he thought this whim of hers would pass. Or that she would never make it through the academy. But when she did, he was there, applauding in the front row on graduation day.

The bread truck pulled out, and Joe glanced at the dashboard clock, remembering that Brad was working an extra shift at the vet clinic down in Traverse City tonight. Nothing to look forward to but an empty cottage and dinner with their dog, Chips.

She pulled into the station lot. The Leelanau County sheriff’s department was on the marina road that fronted Lake Michigan, and Joe had always thought it funny that one of the best pieces of real estate had been given to the cops. The old stone building had once been the county library but now housed the sheriff’s office on the first floor and the county courthouse on the second. The jail was in the basement, a dank cavern cut into three holding cells that were hardly ever used.

Joe paused just inside the entrance to take off her hat. The interior, now carved up into offices, was softened by its original oak paneling, fireplace, and old milk-glass light fixtures. Augie Feldman, the dispatcher who had ruled over the department for twenty years, had left his own mark—from the spider plants that he hung everywhere to the cinnamon coffee he brewed every morning.

“Hey, Augie,” Joe said as she came in the door.

“Joette, mi amore,” he said. “So give.”

“Nothing to give,” Joe said, coming up to Augie’s desk to sign off shift.

“What did you guys find out there?” Augie asked.

“Bones. Definitely human, probably a girl.”

“Last time we found any bones was somewhere around 1961,” Augie said. “Turned out to be a hunter who got drunk and wandered off and passed out. No one found him until spring thaw. And not entirely in one piece.”

“Why did it take so long to find him?”

“Took that long for his ex-wife to report him missing.”

Usually, Augie’s humor made her smile, but not today, not after seeing the bones in the woods. She reached up to the sheet on the wall to sign out, but her eyes caught a two-ringed blue binder on the shelf. It was the missing persons file, a compilation of Teletype bulletins that routinely came from law enforcement all across the state.

Damn. Somebody had to be missing the girl in the woods. At least she could check the bulletins. Grabbing a cup of coffee, she took the binder back to her desk.

There were so many. She hadn’t expected that.

Page after page of faces. A few men, but mostly women, some very young. The photographs were mainly school portraits with a few snapshots thrown in. Some of the faces—the men, mostly—seemed to hold a mild look of resignation or defeat, as if they were saying, “Forget me, I’m gone.” But others, the young women, seemed to be looking out with beseeching eyes that said, “I don’t know what happened. Find me.”

She took a slow sip of coffee, trying to decide how to narrow her search. For lack of a better plan, she looked for any females who had disappeared within a hundred-mile radius of Echo Bay in the last ten years.

“Joette, dear, I am going home,” Augie called out. “Do you need anything before I leave?”

Joe looked up to see Augie slipping on his jacket. His replacement, Bea, was behind the dispatch desk, already immersed in her crossword. “No, thanks, Augie, see you tomorrow,” Joe said.

Joe turned back to the bulletins. She flipped to the next one.


Name: Virginia McCafferty

Age: 17

Date of birth: 12–5–1956

Height: 5’4”

Weight: 114

Hair: Red

Eyes: Green

Distinguishing marks: Freckles on face

and shoulders

Missing since: 10–16–1975

Last seen: Leaving Big Boy’s Drive-

in on 2nd St. Mackinaw City. Please

contact the Michigan State Police with

information.



Virginia McCafferty had gone missing only a few days ago. This could not be the girl in the woods.

As Joe moved on, it occurred to her that there seemed to be no order to the bulletins, and she guessed someone had once pulled them off the rings but had not put them back in the proper ascending order by date gone missing. The papers needed to be in order. Not just out of respect but because it was the right way to file them. She unsnapped the rings, took all the bulletins off, and started arranging them by date.

“Don’t you have a dog to walk or something?”

She turned in her chair. Mike Villella stood in the doorway. He was in civvies, snug jeans and a blue T-shirt emblazoned with a hound dog and the words don’t let the bastards wear you down. Joe seldom saw Mike out of uniform, and she was struck by how different he looked. He was only five-nine, maybe one-fifty, but wiry with muscle. He had the dark, thick hair of his Italian ancestors and an expressive face that reminded her of those Greek twin masks of tragedy and comedy. One minute Mike’s face could be sullen, but in the next it could crease upward to a sudden smile.

Mike was holding a green notebook in his hand.

“What’s that?” she asked, nodding toward it.

He wrapped it into a tight tube and stuffed it in his back pocket. “Just my son’s homework. Amazing what second-graders are being asked to do now.”

Mike went to the small refrigerator, grabbed a Coke, and came over to prop a hip on the desk next to Joe’s. “What are you doing?” he asked.

“Researching missing girls.”

“This about those bones they found this afternoon?”

Joe nodded.

“How many bones did you find?” he asked.

“Three so far,” Joe said. “The sheriff has called in the county search team, but I don’t think we’ll find too many more. She wasn’t buried, and the animals probably scattered her.”

“Yeah, and that’s rough terrain up there,” Mike said. “Mack said he was lucky to find what he did.”

Joe looked up. “He was lucky to find what he did?”

“He said he was rewalking the area with the kids, and that’s when he found the other bones.” Mike took a swig of the Coke. “At least, that’s what he was saying over at the Riverside tonight.”

Joe held his eyes for a moment before she looked away. She knew Mike had caught her disgust, but he didn’t say anything more. When his sneakered feet started rhythmically tapping the side of the desk, she finally looked up.

“Don’t you have a wife to go home to?” she asked.

Mike grinned. “Mindy’s having a Tupperware party tonight. I’m making myself scarce. Want to grab some dinner?”

She was surprised at the offer. In the past six months, she and Mike had managed to forge a decent partnership, even though she knew he hadn’t quite gotten past the stereotype of a female cop as a lesbian looking to kick ass.

For a second, Joe considered taking Mike up on his invitation. But she knew that Mindy was still adjusting to the fact that her husband spent eight hours every day in a car with another woman. And that it took very little to trigger Mindy’s imagination.

“No, thanks,” she said. “Like you said, I got a dog to walk.”

She gathered up the fifteen bulletins she had set aside and went to the Xerox machine. The grind of the copier was the only sound in the office, except for Bea’s nasally voice sending the lone swing-shift cruiser to an accident. A Chevy had hit a deer.

A phone rang, and Mike grabbed it. Joe listened as she slapped another paper on the glass. Mike was talking to Sheriff Leach, and she heard Mike tell him that he would deliver the message.

“What message?” she asked when Mike hung up.

“Sheriff wants all of us here tomorrow at ten for a powwow on the bones,” he said.

“Did he say if he called in the state investigators?”

“Nope, but he will. What the hell are we going to do? None of us has ever handled anything like this before.”

“I thought Mack had.”

“Mack’s idea of himself and his experience is highly inflated,” Mike said. “He’s nothing but a small-town cop with big-city dreams that have passed him by.”

“Nothing wrong with dreams, Mike. You can’t live without them.”

“Yeah, but how long do you hang on to one you’re never going to have? At some point, you just got to decide that isn’t what life had in store for you and move on.”

Joe watched him as he finished off the Coke and tossed the can into the trash. She didn’t know a lot about Mike Villella, but she knew he had lived in the Leelanau Peninsula his whole life, had two children, a boy seven and a girl eleven, and a wife he called twice a day. Joe could do the math and figure he had married at eighteen.

She went back to her desk, sliding the bulletins back onto the ring binder. Mike was watching her as she stuck the copies in a manila folder.

“What you gonna do with those?” he asked.

“Not sure yet,” she said.

He grunted and headed to the door. “Well, I’m out of here. See you at the powwow,” he said.

Joe pulled open a desk drawer and started to drop the folder in. But then she closed the drawer. She would take the bulletins home, although she wasn’t sure why. Maybe to study them, maybe because she just wanted to keep them close. She gathered up her hat and keys and went outside.

Out in the parking lot, she paused, turning toward the lake. It was still warm, and the sky was a shimmering red curtain behind the black shanties of Fishtown. A gull screamed and disappeared.

She was remembering what she had said to Mike about dreams, but she was thinking about her father now. Thinking about the smoky smell that he carried home with him every night on his fireman’s uniform. Thinking about his warmth when she nestled into the crook of his arm and his voice when he read from Charlotte’s Web. Thinking about the little poem he used to tell her at night: Hold fast to dreams, for if dreams die, life is a broken-winged bird that cannot fly.

She brushed her hair back from her face and put on her hat, pulling it snugly down over her ponytail. The fingers of her right hand found the top edge of her holster, and she fingered the leather and the metal beneath it.

A shiver snaked up her spine and she knew immediately what it was. She had been here seven months now, and the most pulse-quickening thing she had done was take a slap to the head as she helped Mike push an unruly drunk into the back of the car.

All those weeks in the academy, she had dreamed of putting on a uniform. But never—not once in her wildest dreams—did she think she would be working a possible homicide. She felt charged by all this, the sight of the yellow tape, the chatter of the radios, the faces of those forgotten girls in the bulletins, and that pelvic bone, its stark whiteness standing out against the dark leaves.

A stab of guilt pierced her, and she looked at the manila folder in her hand.

Was this what it felt like to be a cop? To feel so alive because someone was dead?
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It was dark by the time she pulled into the gravel drive. She gathered up the folder of bulletins and got out of the Jeep. Propping open the screen door with her hip, she fumbled for her house key in the dark. A scratching sound behind the wooden front door, then a low whine.

“Okay, okay, Chips, I’m coming,” she said.

Before she could get the door completely open, a snout thrust through and the rest of the big yellow mutt emerged. The dog’s front legs came up on her thighs as his long, skinny tail swung like a racing metronome.

“What’s the matter, kiddo? You afraid of the dark?” Joe said, scratching the dog’s ears.

She hit the light switch at the left of the door. She had started toward the table when her shoe hit something soft, and she skidded. She looked down.

Shit.

She held up her foot and let out a sigh. Then she saw Chips sitting there, staring at her balefully.

“It’s all right,” she said. “It’s my fault for being late.”

She opened the screen door, and Chips ran outside. She hopped into the kitchen, tossed the folder on the counter, and grabbed some paper towels. Once she had cleaned her shoe and the floor, she stood up, wiping her sweaty forehead and looking around the cottage.

The cottage had been closed up all day, and it was hot and stuffy. But it was neat and clean, as usual. The plaid throw was folded over the arm of the sofa, the breakfast mugs were left clean in the sink drainer, and that morning’s Echo Bay Banner was already rolled into a tight bundle for the winter kindling pile.

Joe stared at the newspaper in consternation. The log newspaper roller was Brad’s new toy. He had bought the gadget, which looked like a big pasta maker, out of a catalogue, and every morning, he fed the Banner into the roller and added the paper log to the pile by the sink. Problem was, he never seemed to remember that she liked to read the paper at night when she got home.

A scratching at the door. She went to let Chips back in. He followed her into the kitchen, waiting patiently while she dumped a glob of Alpo into his bowl and refreshed his water.

Then she went around the cottage, throwing open the windows to let in the sultry night air. After changing into an old T-shirt and running shorts, she got an icy Stroh’s from the refrigerator. She leaned against the counter taking a long drink as she watched Chips lick the empty bowl in the hopeful way that only an ex-stray could. Her eyes drifted to the folder of missing persons bulletins. She opened it and looked at the face of the first girl. Dark hair. Lovely eyes. Sixteen years old.

She turned away from it and took her beer out to the screened-in porch, settling into the wicker lounge. The darkness enveloped her, endless and deep, glittering with a million pinpricks of light. The sky was different up here that way. No city lights to mask the beauty of the stars. No smog to sour the night air. Their rented cottage was about a mile outside town in a stand of pines, and while Joe could sometimes—when the wind was just right—smell the lake, she couldn’t see it.

She thought about her mother suddenly, and something she had once told her.

You’re an Aquarius, Joe, you should live near water.

Ma, the only water in Cleveland is the Cuyahoga River, and that is more solid than liquid.

Don’t get smart. I’m just telling you what your chart says.

The phone rang. She didn’t want to get up, but it might be Brad. She was eager to tell him about the bones. She went in to grab the receiver.

“I called earlier. Where were you?”

“Ma! I was just thinking about you.”

“I know. That’s why I called. I know when my daughter needs me. I can feel it. Don’t tell me I can’t.”

Joe’s smile lingered. In addition to doing astrology charts, Florence Frye claimed to have ESP. But only with her daughter, she would always add whenever someone gave her the usual look.

“I’m fine,” Joe said, as a way of short-circuiting her mother’s inquiries into her personal life.

“Did I say anything?”

“Don’t start.” Joe took a swig of the beer. Her mother wasn’t crazy about Brad, said he wasn’t “right” for her, because she had done their charts and said their moons were squared. Joe decided to divert the subject.

“Have you heard from Dennis lately?” she asked.

“Well, you know your brother,” Florence said. “Seeing the world on a wing and a prayer. Last I heard, he was working the pipeline in the Yukon or somewhere.”

Joe smiled. She missed her older brother.

“But I didn’t call to talk about him,” Florence said.

Joe waited, hearing some small catch in her mother’s voice.

“The divorce is final,” Florence finally said.

“Oh, Ma…”

“It’s okay. I’m okay. He was a horse’s ass. I’m better off without him.”

Gus Grandle had been Florence Frye’s fifth husband. Joe didn’t know Gus well, because Florence had married him while Joe was away at Northern. Joe met him at the wedding in Cleveland and once more at Christmas. He was a gregarious, red-faced truck driver whom Joe remembered as having a too-loud laugh and a penchant for Polack jokes. But the guy doted on Florence, took her to Vegas, bought her a pair of rhinestone earrings the size of ice cubes, and seemed to make her happy. For three years at least.

“I thought you and Gus were trying to work things out,” Joe said.

Joe could feel her mother’s shrug through the phone. “The magic wore off. He gave me snow tires for my birthday.”

Joe laughed. She could hear her mother lighting up one of her Salems. In the long pause Joe could read that her mother was taking this harder than she was letting on. And she knew that Gus wasn’t the man foremost in her mother’s mind tonight.

“I was thinking about Daddy today,” Joe said quietly.

Her mother was silent for a moment. “Yeah, me, too.” More silence. “God, I miss him.”

“Me, too, Ma.”

Joe cradled the phone close, waiting. She could hear the chit-chit-chit of her mother’s parakeet in the background. Finally, Joe heard the sharp intake of smoky breath as her mother came back from her memories.

“So!” Florence said, coughing. “What’s new in your life? Tell me something to get my mind off things. Make it up if you have to.”

Joe laughed softly. “We’ve got a good case,” she said, putting her legs up on a table. She went on to tell her mother about the bones.

“Well, you’ve got to find out who she was.”

“Yeah, Ma, I know that.

“I’m not talking about just IDing her. I’m talking about finding out who she really was. You got anything other than bones?”

Joe hesitated. She thought about mentioning the piece of silver they had found but a part of her didn’t want to go into this, but a different part of her knew that even when her mother was pressing like this, she could be helpful. Florence Frye had been a cop once, after all. Sometimes Joe had trouble remembering that. Her mother…a policewoman on the Cleveland force, one of the first, back in the late fifties. Not a commissioned officer, of course. Her mother had been assigned to the jail as a matron and later worked the parking-meter circuit, but she prided herself on the fact that she had a badge. Every time Joe got to thinking how hard she herself had it back in the academy, or even how much crap she had to take from guys like Mack, all she had to do was imagine how much tougher it had been for Officer Florence Frye.

“Joe?”

“Yeah, Ma, I’m here.”

“There’s always something you can use. You just gotta find it. Find it, and you will find this girl.”

Joe almost said it, almost said, You were a jail matron, Ma, not an investigator. Sometimes it was just too hard to hear the echo of dead dreams in her mother’s voice. Sometimes it was just too hard being the depository for those same dreams.

She took a swig of beer. “I’ll try,” she said softly.

“You can get to know a victim from something as small as a button,” Florence went on, her smoke-rasped voice taking on an edge of excitement. “A button can lead to a blouse and a blouse to a store and to a credit-card receipt.”

“They’ve got a search team out there. Maybe they’ll find something.”

There was a long pause on Florence’s end. “They’re not letting you in on this, are they?” she said.

Joe waited too long to answer, and Florence’s sigh filled the dead space. “Look, sweetheart, now that the papers are signed and all, I don’t have much on my plate,” she said. “How about if I come up for a visit?”

Joe was surprised to feel a slight tightening in her throat. She hadn’t seen her mother in months. She missed her.

“I’d like that, Ma. When could you come?”

“Hell, I’ll throw a suitcase in the Pontiac, get Audrey next door to come in and feed the bird. I can be there in two days.”

Joe smiled. “Pack light. We’re having a warm fall.”

They said their goodbyes, and Joe hung up the phone. She took her beer back out to the porch, switching on a small table lamp to break up the darkness. She pushed Chips aside to make room on the lounge and picked up the Echo Bay Banner.

The paper was filled with its usual fare: hopeful predictions for a good winter of skiing at Sugarloaf; the Sutton Bay Norsemen had trounced Benzie Central; the Yarn Barn down on Main was celebrating its fiftieth anniversary; the Ruffed Grouse Society was getting ready for its annual banquet. But the big story was about the cormorants nesting on South Manitou Island. Wildlife officials were considering letting hunters shoot the birds because their droppings were killing off all the native orchids and trillium.

Joe knew the bones would make tomorrow’s front page, bumping the cormorants inside. She set the paper aside, rubbing her eyes.

She didn’t realize she had dozed off until she heard the crunch of tires on gravel and the thud of a car door. She could tell from the slump of his shoulders that Brad was tired.

“Hey there, why so late?” she asked as he came onto the porch.

“Good Samaritan rescue,” Brad said. “They brought in a shepherd that had been hit by a car. Dog had no tags. There ought to be a law against some people having animals.”

Joe rose and wrapped her arms around his waist, giving him a kiss. She pulled back to see his face. Brad had the clean features of his Finnish ancestors, a wide smile, sandy blond hair, and pale brown eyes. But when he was tired or upset, an opaqueness could settle over his face like a November fog and he would look suddenly ten years older than his twenty-eight years. As he did now.

“Did you eat?” she asked.

He shook his head. “Wasn’t time. Didn’t stop all day.”

“Come on. I’ll fix you something.”

Brad followed her into the tiny kitchen, and she saw him stop and look down at the bulletins. She was about to reach over and close the folder, but he picked it up and set it over on a chair near the door, where they put things they didn’t want to forget to take back to work.

Joe turned back to the stove, gathering up the things needed to make bacon and eggs. Brad slid into the chair, welcoming Chips’s snout on his thigh with a stroke of the dog’s head. Joe glanced at Brad and then looked away, easily reading his silences. She knew what this one was about.

“Any progress on getting a new vet?” she asked as she poured the beaten eggs into the skillet.

Brad leaned back in the chair, spreading his long blue-jeaned legs out and shaking his head. “Tom says he can’t find anyone. I don’t think he’s even trying.”

Tom was Brad’s boss, the vet who owned the clinic in Traverse City. It was a big clinic, always busy. Brad was the only other vet, and he put in long hours, sometimes six days a week. They never seemed to have days off together anymore, not like it had been back in Marquette when she was just waitressing. But Joe knew that wasn’t the real source of Brad’s discontent.

Brad wanted his own clinic. And not here. She knew he missed the U.P. and wanted to go home. But she also knew he wouldn’t bring it up. He had been the one to say they would give Echo Bay one year’s try. Still, she wondered sometimes lately if he wasn’t marking off the months on his mind’s calendar.

Joe set the plate of bacon and eggs in front of Brad, and sat down. Neither of them spoke until Brad pushed the plate away.

“Brad,” Joe said softly, covering his hand with hers. “Ask Tom for some time off. Maybe we could go back to Marquette for a few days.”

His eyes came up to meet hers. For a second, she could see the man who had swept into her heart like a cyclone and left her ravaged with his sexual energy.

“I’ve been neglecting you lately,” he said softly.

“We’ve both been busy,” she said quickly.

He pulled his hand away, and she leaned back in the chair. She didn’t look up as Brad took his plate and went to the sink. He began to wash the dish and the skillet. Joe waited until he was almost done to speak again.

“My mother called today.”

“How is she?” Brad asked without turning.

“Fine, fine,” Joe said, picking at a paper napkin. “Actually, not so fine. She’s getting divorced.”

“Is this number six?”

“Five.” Joe hesitated. “She wants to come for a visit.”

Brad didn’t say anything as he stashed the skillet in the stove drawer. Then he turned to face her. “Joe, this isn’t a good time,” he said. “You just said—”

“I know, I know. She needs me right now, Brad.”

He was just standing there, looking at her. The guilt was there again, tugging at her insides. He came over and squatted down in front of her, taking her hands and holding them together in his as if he were saying a prayer for both of them.

“Tomorrow I am going to ask Tom for some time off,” he said. “And then you and I are going up to Mackinac Island.”

Before she could say anything, he leaned in and kissed her, a deep kiss, the kind of kiss that neither of them seemed to have time for lately.

When he pulled back to look at her, he was smiling. “Mackinac Island? Breakfast in bed? At the Grand Hotel? All the fudge you can eat?”

“We can’t afford the Grand Hotel,” she said.

“We can afford fudge.”

He kissed her again, and this time she felt herself responding. “All right,” she said.

“Great. Now I am going in and wash all this dog smell off.”

Brad left the kitchen. Chips was whimpering by the door, so she rose and let him out. She followed him onto the porch.

The yard was washed with a silver light. She watched Chips rolling in the grass, watched the tops of the trees dancing in the wind. A voice floated to her, Brad singing “Someone Saved My Life Tonight” off-key in the shower.

She smiled with the sudden recognition that in such a short time, she had grown to love this place, love its beauty, love the fact that they never bothered to lock their doors at night. No one in Echo Bay ever did.

She looked up at the half-moon. It hung above her, waning and white, like a shard of bone in the black sky.
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He was up high, and he could see everything. Above, the pearly glow of the bone-colored half-moon. Below, the endless black expanse of the lake, moving like oil. And all around him, the rolling mounds of sand that glittered in the moon’s light.

The soft pounding of the waves blended with the pounding in his head. This was not where he wanted to be. But it was the only place he could think of that was without people. This time of year, the woods—his woods—had too many hunters and hikers, so he would not have the privacy he needed. This place would have to do this time.

He looked around him. The footprints left in the sand by the tourists were gone now, erased by the shifting winds of Lake Michigan. His own prints would be gone by dawn. Erased here, just as they had always been erased in other places, and other months, by snow.

No snow here. That was wrong, too. And no hunger in the air either.

The hunger…it had been with him this morning. It had started as a sour-meat taste rising in his throat as soon as he saw that stupid girl. She had been standing there by his car at the gas pump when he walked up to it. Stupid girl, asking him if he was heading up north. Asking him to do this to her. Stupid, stupid girl.

He closed his eyes, willing the hunger to come back. But it was gone, and he knew why. It was because everything was wrong right now, this time, this place. He had made a mistake this time, and now he had to fix it.

He walked down the sandy slope to his car, his ears alert for human sounds. When he heard none, he unlocked the trunk and threw it open. The moonlight offered him an image of bare skin, tangled rope, and two dark eyes swimming with fear.

Her mouth was covered with a strip of duct tape. He would have liked to remove it so he could hear her beg, but he didn’t dare. This place might be patrolled after dark, and it was already risky being here. And despite the sudden hardness in his body as he looked down at her, it still didn’t feel right.

She was light as he lifted her from the trunk, balancing her bound body upright against the rear fender. He grabbed the bulky canvas bag and closed the trunk.

She began to whimper, but the cries were absorbed into the tear-soaked duct tape. He glanced toward the dunes, then in the other direction, into the darkness of the footpath that led down into the trees. He needed the trees, but he didn’t know how far they went or if there were other parking areas here or if there might even be a ranger station nearby.

Indecision. Ignorance. Stupidity. This was so wrong.

He looked to her, realizing that he could not carry her and the heavy bag that deep into the trees. He would have to cut the ropes on her ankles and make her walk. He set the bag down and unzipped it. When he pulled out his hunting knife, she cried out again and twisted away, falling against the car, then smacking to the sandy asphalt.

He flipped her over. Her skin was damp and gritty, the sliver-moon reflected back at him in her wide, dark eyes. She had been a bitch all day, kicking and screaming, and sometimes when she got mad enough, calling him names, reminding him a little of Ronnie. He had already cut her once on the arm to get her in the trunk. And he thought about cutting her calf now so she couldn’t run, but if he didn’t do it just right, she wouldn’t be able to walk.

He slipped the knife between her ankles and, in one upward jerk, severed the ropes.

“You remember how sharp this knife is,” he said, pulling her to her feet. “Now walk.”

She stumbled, and he stopped, again trying to find the patience not to slice her up right now and just abandon this whole fucking night.

He gave her a shove toward the trees.

She began to move forward, her head swiveling to scan the darkness around them. Then suddenly she stopped again, spinning to the lake behind her. She couldn’t see it, he knew. But she could hear it, maybe even smell it.

He turned, too, a strange idea crossing his mind. Maybe it would be better to do the first part of this out there on the sand, where the moonlight would illuminate her face. It might be interesting, different from the others, who had been in the snow, numbed by the frozen ground. Would she feel different to him if her body was warmer? Would it give him more power to take her that way?

He heard the sudden slap of bare feet and turned back to her. She was gone, running blindly across the parking lot, struggling to keep her balance as she worked furiously to free her hands from the rope.

He threw down the canvas bag and ran after her. She was easy to see, bare skin gleaming in the moonlight, and as he ran, he was washed with an excitement he hadn’t felt yet today. Something primitive and savage that came from chasing a woman who was just as naked and untamed as the wilderness in which she sought escape.

She struggled up the dunes, her arms free now, her hands ripping at the tape over her mouth. Her screams fractured the night.

He had to stop her. Now.

But she shocked him by stopping herself. Then he realized she was trapped at the edge of the bluff, nothing below her but darkness and the blind rush of waves against the beach. She spun to him, eyes wide in horror. Her body was so white it already looked dead. His erection pressed painfully against his pants, thickening the taste in his mouth.

He teased her with the knife, flashing in the moonlight. “Here, little girl,” he said, holding out his hand. “Come on.”

A tiny cry. A look over her shoulder. Then she disappeared.

He ran forward. She hadn’t thrown herself over. She was trying to crawl down the steep, sandy slope. Her skin was the same color as the sand, making her almost invisible except for her brown hair.

No. He couldn’t let her get down there. He would never get her back up here to the trees.

He stepped off the edge, digging each footstep into the deep sand so he wouldn’t slip, quick but careful to keep himself balanced as he started groping for her arms, knowing that at any second, she could lose her balance and tumble to the beach below.

He finally caught her wrist. She screamed and slapped at him, but she was on her stomach and had no leverage or strength.

“Don’t!” she cried. “Let me go! Let me go!”

He twisted her palm upward and slashed her forearm.

She screamed. He stabbed at her shoulder, spewing blood onto her back, his hands, and the sand.

“Stop! Oh, God…please…please…”

She was becoming dead weight, and he dropped to his knee to keep his balance on the shifting sand. She was sobbing, her legs flailing, still fighting him. Blood was everywhere, slicking her arms and his hands. He couldn’t hold on to her much longer.

He slashed at her, each stab taking more air from her lungs and weakening her screams. Then a hard plunge that went all the way through her, thudding into the sand.

She stopped moving. It was quiet again, the sound of the surf coming back in to fill the night.

He pulled back, jerking out the knife. Panting, he stared down at her.

“It wasn’t time!” he said. “It wasn’t the fucking right time!”

He looked at the moon. A huge sob convulsed his body, and he fell to his knees beside her on the blood-wet sand.
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Joe had expected the powwow on the bones to be held in Leach’s office. But Augie pointed her down the hall to a closed door. There was a sign taped to it in Augie’s careful printing: CONFERENCE ROOM.

A table and six chairs had been crowded into the windowless room. A bulletin board and a clock had been hung on the wall, a phone installed on the table. It took Joe a minute to realize this was the room Augie had been using to stow old files and his boxes of Christmas decorations.

There had been no need for a true conference room before. She guessed that Leach had ordered the room prepared only because of the bones.

Joe claimed a chair by the door, setting her pad and folder in front of her. Mack came in five minutes later, giving her a grunt of acknowledgment before dropping into a chair as far away from her as possible.

They sat in silence for several minutes before the door banged open and Mike burst in. He held his leather utility belt in one hand and his hat in the other. His uniform shirt hung open. “Sheriff not here yet?” he asked.

When she shook her head, Mike tossed his belt onto the table and hurriedly started tucking in his shirt, mumbling something about the school bus being late. Behind him, Holt squeezed by and quietly took a chair. After a few seconds, he realized he hadn’t brought anything to write on, and he left quickly.

Mike was buckling his belt when Leach came in. Leach walked to the head of the table and set down two folders. Before he could say anything, the door banged open again and Holt slid into a chair.

Leach let the silence hang for a moment. “You don’t know what great comfort I get from knowing how prepared we are this morning.”

No one said a word. Leach gave a small shake of his head and opened the top folder. “Okay,” he said. “First off, I want to make it clear that under no circumstances will we refer to this as a homicide until we know for sure that it is one.”

“What else could it be?” Mack asked.

Leach threw him a sharp look, but before he could say a word, Mack slapped open his own folder, grabbed an eight-by-ten glossy, and shoved it down the table toward Leach. Joe caught only a glimpse of it, but she could see it was of a teenage girl with long blond hair.

“It’s a homicide, and that’s our victim,” Mack said, pointing at the photograph. “Annabelle Chapel.”

Leach picked up the photo. “For those of you who do not know,” he said, “Annabelle Chapel was a sixteen-year-old girl who disappeared from the Petoskey area about seven years ago.”

“Six years ago,” Mack said. “And when she disappeared, she was wearing a necklace. A crucifix. Her mother told me she never took it off.”

Everyone was staring at Mack, except for Leach who was studying the photo. “Mack used to be with the Petoskey PD,” Leach said, looking up. “He was the investigator assigned to the Chapel case.”

Joe couldn’t hide her surprise. She had always thought Mack’s crustiness came from walking the streets in a city like Detroit or Flint. Petoskey was a small resort town northeast of Echo Bay. It was a popular second-home spot for moneyed downstaters and Chicagoans. She thought back to Mike’s comment about how Mack’s big-city dreams had passed him by.

“The Chapels are from Chicago but had a second home in Petoskey,” Leach said, drawing her attention back. “The family was up here on vacation in February 1969. Annabelle left the family home with friends to go skiing at Boyne Mountain, about thirty miles away. She never made it home. Her disappearance remains unsolved.”

Leach set the photograph of Annabelle Chapel on the table. “Mack,” he said, “I assume that sometime between yesterday and this morning, you verified that Annabelle Chapel has never been found, dead or alive?”

“I have,” Mack said. “She’s still missing.”

“And how did you determine that?” Leach asked.

“I called her parents,” he said.

Leach looked to the ceiling, furious. “Good Lord, man, we haven’t even confirmed we are dealing with a homicide here.”

“We are,” Mack said.

“Not until the medical examiner signs his name to it,” Leach said. “And until he does, we have to consider any and all possibilities. Like, the victim may have gotten lost and died of exposure. Or was attacked by a bear. Or was shot in a hunting accident.”

“We found a crucifix,” Mack said. “Annabelle wore one. It’s her.”

Leach leaned down on the table. “Even if you are right, we don’t know how she died or if she was murdered. We don’t know who killed her. And we won’t ever know without real evidence. We still have an investigation to do.”

Mack sat back in his chair, crossing his arms.

“And in the meantime, we keep all other possibilities open,” Leach said, raising his voice. “Is that understood?”

Mack stared at his folder. Holt looked as if a bomb had gone off, and Mike was looking up at the blank bulletin board. Joe reached across the table and pulled the photograph of Annabelle Chapel close. It was a portrait, and from the white formal gown, Joe guessed it might be a school dance or a debutante type of thing. Annabelle Chapel was gorgeous, long blond hair, a hint of a smile, and wide pale eyes. A delicate crucifix encircled her neck.
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