






















Josh leaned down to look into her eyes, searching for answers in those blue depths.











“I can’t help you.” She stared back at him, unblinking.




“We don’t have to be on opposite sides here, Dr. Gannon.” He leaned closer to her. He couldn’t help it.




“I hope you’re right about that,” she said, lifting her chin.




Their lips were so close, it took almost nothing to brush his mouth against hers, to caress the softness of that full lower lip with his own. It was only a brush and only for a second, but fire raced through Josh’s veins. He pulled back and searched her face. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes wide. Her breath came in short pants, smelling of cinnamon. That one brief taste of her had been intoxicating, but he needed more. He leaned back in.




She stopped him with her hand on his chest.
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CHAPTER 1











Phone calls at two a.m. were never good news. So when Aimee Gannon’s cell phone rang, vibrating its way across the bedside table early Tuesday morning, she woke with a knot in her chest.




She’d been swimming at the edge of a nightmare, getting caught in its current and then fighting her way clear, never quite waking but not resting, either. It was almost a relief to be woken by the call. She groped for the phone as she struggled upright, then flipped the phone open. “This is Dr. Gannon.”




“Dr. Gannon, this is Detective Josh Wolf of the Sacramento Police Department.”




The police? “What can I do for you, Detective?” Aimee swung her feet over the side of the bed onto the cool wood floor. Why the hell were the cops calling her in the middle of the night? She stretched her shoulders, trying to unkink her neck and readying herself to find out who was in trouble and why.




“I think I have one of your patients in custody and I was hoping you could come help us with her. She’s…uncooperative at present,” the man said, his deep voice crackling over the cellular connection.




Uncooperative plus custody definitely equaled trouble. Janelle, maybe? She was an angry drunk, and altercations at bars often led to police custody. Or maybe Gary, her sex addict, had been picked up in a prostitution sting? Wait—the detective said “she.” “Who are you talking about, Detective?” Aimee rubbed some of the sleep from her eyes.




“The girl’s name is Taylor Dawkin,” Wolf said.




Aimee sat upright. “Taylor? In custody?” Crap. Taylor had plenty of problems, but Aimee felt they were making progress. Big progress.




“Can you come?” Wolf asked, ignoring her question. “She’s at Mercy General.”




“Why is she at the hospital? Has she been hurt?” Aimee tucked the phone against her shoulder and grabbed a pair of jeans out of the dresser.




“I’d prefer to explain things in person,” Wolf said, his staticky voice hard to read.




Shit. This guy was going to give her zero information. “Are her parents already there? Can I speak to them?” Taylor was only seventeen. Her relationship with Orrin and Stacey was everything ugly that a teenage girl’s could be, but they would certainly be at the hospital with her.




There was a pause at the other end. “That’s not an option at the moment. I can send a squad car for you. Someone could be there in ten minutes.”




Aimee froze for a second. Not an option—what the hell did that mean? “Has Taylor done something? Is she under arrest?”




Another pause. “I’d really prefer to explain in person.” Wolf’s impatience was clear despite the bad connection. “Shall I have an officer pick you up?”






“I can get myself there, Detective,” Aimee said curtly, fishing a tank top from a drawer. Impatience was a two-way street. “Give me thirty-five minutes.” She snapped the phone shut.




The bright bathroom lights hurt her eyes when she snapped them on and their faint electronic hum made the muscles of her neck tense up. She pulled her hair back into a ponytail, quickly brushed her teeth, then threw a jean jacket on over her tank top and hoodie. It had been in the sixties that afternoon, but the night would be cool and the hospital would be freezing.




Aimee took a deep breath at her front door. She hated the anxiety that formed in the pit of her stomach at the thought of walking through the parking garage alone in the middle of the night, but Taylor needed her. Push through it. You’re bigger than the fear.




She locked the condo and took the elevator down to the parking garage. Even wearing sneakers, her footsteps echoed in the deserted garage. The harsh lights cast stark shadows that seemed to leap out, and the low ceiling felt like it was pressing down on her. Checking behind her, she pressed the keyless entry and her Subaru gave a welcoming double beep. She got in and locked the door as fast as she could, then stopped and made herself breathe. The locked, secure garage was part of why she’d bought the condo after she and Danny had split up. She was safe here.




Still, as she drove up 18th Street to J and then headed east, she shivered as she drove past all the darkened houses. She reminded herself that her problems were much smaller than whatever had landed an already traumatized teenaged girl in the hospital with no one but the police looking after her.




Aimee pushed the gas pedal a little harder toward the floor.




 




Detective Josh Wolf closed his cell. The shrink didn’t sound delighted at being woken up in the middle of the night, but at least she was coming. It was a straw to grasp at, and he didn’t have much else. Who could have done this? And why?




He stared down at the two bodies that lay on the floor, hands duct-taped behind their backs and more duct tape covering their mouths. The back of the man’s head had been bashed in, most likely with the blood-covered lamp lying next to him. The woman had clearly been strangled. He didn’t know what had been used to choke the life out of the slightly overweight blonde with the gray roots; the murderer hadn’t left that behind. A souvenir, or something incriminating? He ran his hand over his face. It was going to be a very long night.




Camera flashes strobed the living room, making it even more macabre as the crime scene technicians and photographers tried to find anything and everything that could possibly point to who had done this. The place was covered with fingerprints and blood. The driveway was a road map of tire tracks. An empty wine bottle had been smashed. A pile of cigarette butts was mounded in the bushes outside the front door, a puddle of vomit nearby. Footprints abounded. Sorting through and tracking down the possible leads could keep him and Elise busy for weeks. His best lead was the girl, and she was in no shape to lead anywhere.




“Nice place.” Elise Jacobs, Josh’s partner, looked around the large living room.




She was right. Even with the bottom falling out of California real estate, this place would be worth a pile of dough. Great neighborhood in the Pocket, the little U-shaped section of Sacramento that jutted out into the river from the west side of I-5. A well-tended half-Tudor on a big lot with a pool in back. The kitchen was all stainless steel and granite, and an entire family could live in one of the bathrooms. They didn’t build places like this anymore. Josh had a cousin who was a contractor, and he knew this place must have cost a mint.




“Call me crazy, but I’m not sure I like what they’ve done with the place.” Josh gave Elise a wry smile. Not many other people appreciated his gallows humor.




“I know what you mean,” she replied and they both turned to look at the smears of blood covering the living room walls. “Someone spent some time on that, but it is so not a good thing.”




“True that,” Josh replied. A series of geometric figures covered the walls, the same pattern again and again: a long, low rectangle divided in three, a circle, then another long, low rectangle divided in three.




“Any idea what it means?” Elise stepped closer on her plastic-covered feet.




“Not a damn clue.” Josh moved up to peer more closely at the blood-smeared walls. Was it a message? From the killer? It wouldn’t be the first time that a killer had left messages to taunt the police. Josh had seen Zodiac, and that was based on a real case and one pretty close to home.




Elise shook her head and turned away from the wall as if to dismiss it from her mind. “They figure out what to do with the girl yet?”




“They’ve got her at the ER at Mercy with a guard. They already had two gunshot wounds at the ER at UC-Davis, and she didn’t need a level one trauma center. At least I didn’t think so. Hard to tell.”




Until they figured out whether the girl they’d found covered with blood, mumbling incoherently, and rocking herself violently needed a victim’s advocate or a lawyer. Or both.




“I called the shrink,” Josh said.




“Good.” Elise nodded. “Sometimes it’s easier to get what we need with honey than vinegar.”




Josh squatted next to the bodies, killed where they lay. The way the blood had pooled beneath them when their hearts stopped circulating it and the spatter of blood and brain matter on the carpet and furniture and walls told him that. Whoever had done this would be none too clean, either. There was no way you could bash a man’s brain in that way and not end up getting some on you. Was someone wandering around Sacramento right now with another man’s blood on his clothes?




Josh stood. “Meanwhile, whoever did this is getting a little extra time to clean up.”




Elise held up her hands. “The shrink’s worth a try and we need to try something. By the way, no forced entry at any of the doors and windows. Whoever did this waltzed right in.” She sighed, looking around at the crime scene.




Josh looked, too. It was littered with potential evidence. The problem was going to be figuring out what was evidence and what was only the detritus of an ordinary family leading their ordinary lives until someone interrupted them with unthinkable violence.




Unless that someone already lived here or had invited whoever had done it in. Then it was going to be even harder to figure it out what was what.




Hence the phone call to the shrink.




Josh had been half-ready to shake some sense into the girl, but Elise had suggested that contacting the shrink might be the kinder, gentler way of getting what he wanted, and wouldn’t that be nice for a change?




He was willing to try anything to get the girl to talk to them. It was hard to figure out what to do until he knew if the girl, covered in blood at the scene of her parents’ murder, was another victim, a witness, or his prime suspect.




“The girl wouldn’t have had to force entry,” he said. “She lives here. She had a key.”




Elise smoothed her hair back into her already smooth ponytail. “I’d like to think a child could never do this to its parents.”




“We both know better.” Their eyes met. They did indeed know better. He wished they didn’t. Josh didn’t know if it made him feel better or worse to see the same hopeless hardening in Elise’s eyes that he knew was in his own.




“It seems awfully brutal, though,” Elise observed. “She’s not that big. I doubt she’s much over five foot four and she’s pretty scrawny. Hard to believe she could get them bound up like that, bash her father’s head in, and choke her mother. It would take someone big, someone strong.”




“Or someone armed. Or she could have let someone else in to do the dirty work. Whoever did it didn’t feel bad about it.” The murderer had left them splayed on the floor like discarded rag dolls. Killers hit with remorse made attempts to cover the bodies or arrange them in a way that wouldn’t embarrass them. This murderer had dropped them like pieces of garbage when he or she was done with them.




“No sign of restitution attempts; you’re right.” Elise nodded. “Don’t you think a daughter would feel bad?”




“Maybe. Maybe not.” Josh shrugged. “No telling what’s going on inside with that one.”




That was an understatement. The girl had just sat there and rocked herself, making little whimpering noises. She didn’t respond to anyone except to try to slap away the paramedics when they were putting her on the gurney.




Josh glanced at his watch. “The shrink should be at Mercy in about thirty minutes. We should leave here in fifteen to beat her there.”




“It’ll be good to know what she was seeing the kid for.” Elise tapped her pen against her pad.




Absolutely—it could be a place to start to build his case. That and the fact that she was found covered with blood at the murder scene. Josh shook his head. Did a brutal double homicide become okay if the murderer had a rotten childhood?




Not in his book. No way.




“I found the roll of duct tape,” said one of the techs, a young Latino with a pierced eyebrow. “Over this way.”




The detectives followed the tech down the hallway to a craft room. A sewing machine with a swatch of fabric still pinned by the machine’s foot stood in the corner. A basket of yarn with knitting needles sat by a recliner. Shit. Had Stacey Dawkin been fucking knitting when someone came in and murdered her? Josh’s mother knitted.




A small TV mounted on the wall was still on. Loud. “Make a note of the channel and the volume and turn that crap off.”




A roll of duct tape sat on the credenza next to the chair. “Bag it and tag it,” Josh told the tech. Elise shot him a look. “Please,” he added.




There was no mark on the credenza from where the tape had sat. “It hasn’t been there long,” Elise observed.




“Check this out,” the tech said. “These marks in the carpet.”




Starting a few feet from the chair, there were long indentations in the carpet. “Drag marks?” Josh asked.




“Not long enough,” said the tech.




“We should go,” Elise said, glancing at her watch.




Josh nodded and they headed out. As they passed the brutally murdered bodies of the Dawkins, he took in once more the brutality of what had been done to them and let the outrage rise up in his chest.






Outside, the glare of TV camera lights engulfed them. Beyond the circle of their glare, Josh saw a small crowd of neighbors in bathrobes and sweatshirts, probably curious and frightened. He didn’t have time to reassure them now. He wasn’t even sure if he could. He took a deep breath of the cool night air and tried to clear his head, girding himself for the long night to come.




 




Mercy General blazed like a beacon among the bungalows and mock colonials that made up the rest of the neighborhood. Aimee parked as close as she could and jogged up to the entrance, willing the automatic doors to open faster.
 



The lobby was half full. A young Latina with dark circles under her eyes and smeared makeup sat in one of the cheap padded chairs and rocked a toddler sprawled in her arms. A skinny white girl with spiked bleached blond hair and tattoos that she’d regret before she turned forty clutched her stomach. A scared-looking middle-aged woman whose hair had been dyed way too many times pretended to read a six-month-old issue of People over in the corner. The small room behind the glass window marked triage was empty. Aimee pressed the button for service and waited.




A stocky woman in scrubs with short, bristling reddish hair and a stethoscope around her neck bustled into the room. She looked Aimee up and down, clearly searching for an injury. “Can I help you?”




“I’m looking for Taylor Dawkin,” Aimee said into the round metal grate on the window.






The woman’s face slammed shut. “I’ll send someone out,” she said and turned on her squeaky rubber-soled heel.




Aimee closed her eyes, let her head fall back, and shrugged her shoulders, trying to release the tension that knotted them.




“Dr. Gannon?” the deep voice she recognized from the telephone said.




She opened her eyes. “Yes.”




Talk about tall, dark, and armed. He had to lean down to speak into the microphone in the triage room, braced on muscled forearms visible under the rolled-up cuffs of the shirt. His tie hung askew across his broad chest. His dark hair was a little too long; it curled a bit over the collar of his faded blue shirt and fell forward over his forehead. Everything from his broad shoulders down screamed man.




Something completely female in Aimee fluttered in response, even as she checked out the gun and badge on his belt.




His gaze traveled up and down, assessing her with deep brown eyes, intense and unblinking. Aimee stared right back. He’d need more than Intimidation 101 to make her step back.




“I’m Detective Wolf.” He hit the buzzer to unlock the door. “Thank you for coming,” he said, extending his hand but keeping his hip cocked back. His gun hip, Aimee realized. Lord save her from big men with guns.




“May I see Taylor?” Aimee asked. His palm was hard and dry, his handshake businesslike and strong.






“Sure.” He turned and walked out of the little room, leaving Aimee to follow.




They walked past the chaos of the nurses’ station and a series of curtained enclosures. All around, Aimee heard moans and sobs, gasps and whispered reassurances. Even on a Tuesday night, the ER was brutal emotional territory. She drew her denim jacket tighter around herself.




At the end of the hall a uniformed officer sat on a plastic and metal chair, chatting with a woman wearing a dark navy suit and white lace shell. Her skin was the color of a New Orleans café au lait and her dark, curling hair was pulled into a ponytail at the nape of her neck. “You the doc?” she asked as they approached.




Aimee smiled. “Licensed clinical psychologist. I’m the Ph.D. kind of doc, not the M.D. kind.”




“Good enough for me. Plenty of the M.D. kind around here and they haven’t made much progress.” The woman held out her hand. “Elise Jacobs. I’m Detective Wolf’s partner.”




Aimee shook her hand. “Is Taylor okay?” she asked. “Is she in trouble? Did she do something?”




“We’re still trying to figure that out ourselves.” Wolf pushed aside the curtain. “She’s in here.”




Taylor Dawkin sat curled up on the floor in a corner. Her left wrist was handcuffed to the gurney, her arm twisted up above her head while the other wrapped around her knees. She had curled herself into a ball and was soundlessly rocking herself, eyes squeezed tight shut. Her arms and legs were scored with deep, sharp cuts that still oozed through the glistening antibiotic ointment. Her fingers were black with ink.




A cry escaped Aimee’s lips and she started toward the girl, but the world spun around her. She put her hands out to steady herself, but there was nothing to grab. She felt a hand at the small of her back, steadying her. She registered its strength and size and warmth and leaned into it. The heat of it traveled through her entire body. Then she realized the hand belonged to Wolf. She took a deep breath and tried to still the racing of her heart as she pulled away. “What happened to her?” she whispered.




“We’re trying to figure that out,” Detective Wolf said from behind her. “She’s not talking to us. She’s not talking to anyone.”




“She’s not talking, period,” Elise said, coming to stand next to Aimee.




“Where did you find her?” Aimee turned to look at the detectives.




“At home.” Wolf’s brown eyes watched her face, his gaze impossible to read.




“Home? Like this? Did someone break in?” Aimee turned back to look at Taylor and her gut clenched. Taylor had been cutting herself, but nothing remotely like this. The tentative cuts had been more for show than destruction. Aimee had interpreted them as a cry for help, an outward sign of the pain that the girl was feeling inside. This looked like Taylor had crashed through a plate glass window going ninety miles an hour.






“We don’t know yet,” Wolf replied.




“What about her parents? Were they attacked as well? Who did this to them?” Aimee’s mind raced through horrid possibilities.




Detective Wolf tilted his head at the uniformed officer in a silent command. The officer immediately stood and Wolf offered the chair to Aimee. “I think you’d better sit down to hear the rest of this.”




Aimee looked from one shuttered face to the other. She didn’t want to sit. She wanted to shake someone; she wanted to scream. But Taylor needed her, and to help Taylor, Aimee needed information. She sat, ready to spring up. “Please tell me what’s happening.”




Detective Wolf grabbed a chair from the other side of the hallway, turned it around, and straddled it. “We received a nine-one-one call from the Dawkin home at approximately ten thirty-five tonight. The father of one of Taylor’s friends had become concerned. Taylor had walked home from the Norchesters’ house after studying for a test with their daughter, and was supposed to call to let them know she’d arrived safely. When they didn’t hear from her and no one answered the Dawkins’ phone, Mr. Norchester drove there and found Taylor much as you see her now—sitting between her parents’ corpses.”






















CHAPTER 2











The shrink’s face went white. Her eyes looked huge in her face, wide and staring.




Her low, mellow voice on the phone had led him to expect someone older than the teenybopper outfit and the ponytail indicated. The harsh fluorescent lights showed the start of lines around her eyes, but hospital lights made newborns look wrinkly. Her eyes were startlingly blue in the frame of her dark hair, highly visible even behind the narrow black-framed glasses. The pull he felt low in his gut was totally unexpected; he hadn’t felt that in quite a while—not since Holly.




Elise tapped the back of his chair with her foot and Josh realized he’d been staring. He cleared his throat. “Taylor won’t speak to us. She’s covered with cuts, but it looks like she might have inflicted those herself. There was a lot of broken glass at the scene. We can’t tell if someone’s tried to hurt her, or…”




“Or what, Detective Wolf?” Dr. Gannon clasped her ringless hands in front of her. She looked calm, but Josh could see her fingers trembling.




“Or if she might have done some of the hurting herself,” Elise said behind him.




The comment was well put. They weren’t sure if Taylor had inflicted those cuts on herself, nor were they certain whether or not she had had something to do with killing her parents. Elise’s words left the question of whose wounds they were discussing ambiguous. How the shrink interpreted Elise’s remark could be just as informative as the answer itself.




Gannon took a deep breath, then rubbed her forehead. “Taylor has never been violent toward anyone. Her problems run more toward self-destructive behavior, but nothing anywhere near this level.” Gannon glanced over her shoulder into the curtained cubicle again. “Nowhere near,” she murmured.




So she could have made those cuts on herself. It wasn’t exactly a Sherlock Holmes–worthy deduction, what with the bloody broken glass that had littered the floor around her. The question in Josh’s mind was what kind of response that was to her parents’ murder. Guilt? Or had shock and grief made her attack herself? Violence touched different people in different ways.




Or was it something else? Something that he couldn’t possibly guess without help from someone who knew Taylor inside and out? Like her therapist.




If Taylor had stumbled on that scene, lost it, and needed help, he wanted her to get that help, and fast.




“How was Taylor’s relationship with her parents?” Josh asked.




Gannon sighed. “What seventeen-year-old girl gets along with her parents? It’s a difficult age. I certainly didn’t get along with my parents when I was seventeen, did you, Detective?” Her hands dropped back in her lap and the trembling lessened.




“So no more anger than a typical adolescent might have?” Elise asked. That honey-sweet voice and serene face fooled a lot of people into not noticing the razor-sharp mind beneath.




Gannon’s brow furrowed. “I wouldn’t say that, either. In fact, I’m not quite sure what I can and can’t say. There are confidentiality issues here.”




“There’s also a double homicide here,” Elise said icily. “Two people are dead. Murdered in their own home.”




“I realize that as well.” Gannon’s voice shook a bit and Josh thought he saw more there than shock. What precisely was Aimee Gannon afraid of? “And I want to help. There’s an aunt in Redding who’s close with Taylor. I’m not sure if she’s the legal guardian now, but there’s a good chance she is. If we could contact her and get permission to release my files…”




Wolf flipped open his notebook and scanned through his notes. “Marian Phillips? Of 2752 Hummingbird Lane?”




“Quite possibly,” Gannon said. “I can check my files.”




“Not necessary,” he answered. “We’ve already called. She’ll be here in the morning.”




Gannon nodded and twisted her hands in front of her again. “All right, then. Contact me when she gets here and we can talk more about why I was seeing Taylor.” She hesitated. “May I to speak to Taylor?”




Josh exchanged a look with Elise, who gave an imperceptible nod. If she could get the girl to do something besides make little animal noises, maybe they could get some information out of her. It was entirely possible that this girl held the key to the case. If she hadn’t done it, she may well have seen something that could break the thing wide open. “Of course, be my guest.”




The uniformed officer pulled the curtain aside again and Gannon stepped through.




“Taylor,” she said, her low voice quiet. “Taylor, it’s me, Dr. Gannon.”




If Taylor heard her, she gave no sign. She continued rocking and making the whimpering noises she’d been making since she’d been found.




Gannon knelt beside the girl, placing her hand lightly on her back. “Taylor, it’s all right. You’re safe now,” she murmured.




Taylor rocked faster.




“No one here is going to hurt you,” Gannon said.




Taylor kept rocking.




“Can you tell me what happened? What happened to your parents? To you, Taylor? Can you tell me what happened to you?” Gannon’s voice was nearly a whisper, as if her throat had constricted.




Taylor didn’t even look at her.




Gannon turned the force of her blue eyes onto Josh, who now leaned against the counter that ran along the side of the cubicle, arms folded across his chest, legs crossed at the ankle in front of him. Fatigue dragged at him like cement boots. He’d been on duty for eighteen hours, and everything that happened in these first few hours of the investigation was crucial. Mess up now, and he could find himself in the kind of quagmire that never got fully resolved and would leave a stain on his record. He’d push through it. It wasn’t like he hadn’t done it before.




People expected homicides to be cleared up fast. People especially expected to have homicides involving upstanding citizens who were knitting in their homes when they were bound and strangled to be cleared up lightning fast.




“She’s in shock,” Gannon said.




“Really,” Wolf said. Did she think he was an idiot? He was hoping for some way to bring Taylor out of shock that didn’t involve a slap across the face. “I’d never have guessed.”




Gannon’s eyes narrowed and her lips pursed. “Do you have a plan to deal with that?”




She was cute when she was mad, especially with those hot librarian glasses. Not that he was noticing or anything. “Calling you pretty much was my plan.”




She sighed and sat back on her heels, her hand never leaving Taylor’s back. “She’s freezing. She needs a blanket and someplace to sit besides the floor.”




“She wouldn’t stay on the gurney,” Smitty, the uniformed cop, volunteered. “She kept climbing down onto the floor. After a while, I figured it was easier to let her stay there.”




Gannon’s head turned toward him with a laser-beam stare. “Easier for whom?”




Smitty blushed.




“And why is she handcuffed?” Gannon’s voice rose a bit.




Smitty glanced over at Josh, and Gannon’s gaze followed. Josh felt that tug in the pit of his belly again.




“Because we didn’t—don’t—know what we’re dealing with here,” he said.




“Meaning what?” Gannon asked, rising to a standing position.




“Meaning that I don’t know if Taylor had something to do with her parents’ murder or not.” Josh shoved himself off the counter to stand up straight.




“Is Taylor a suspect?” Gannon’s feet were spread, her hands fisted on her hips. Her eyes narrowed into slits.




He liked that she challenged him about it. He also liked that she was almost tall enough to look him in the eye. “Yes, as far as I’m concerned, she’s still a suspect here, Dr. Gannon. She’s lucky I’m not putting her under arrest and sending her over to the correctional medical facility.”




“Taylor didn’t do this. She couldn’t have.” Her chin jutted out.




“Can you alibi her? You have something that proves she didn’t do it?” If the shrink knew something more solid than namby-pamby feelings, he needed to know it now.




The blue eyes shuttered closed. “No,” she said on an exhale. “No. I don’t have anything like that.” Her head dropped.




Josh felt disappointed, and he wasn’t sure if it was because she didn’t have any info to further his case or if it was because he wasn’t looking into the deep blue lakes of her eyes anymore.






“Could we at least uncuff her and get her some more blankets?” Gannon’s head rose back, challenge in her voice.




“Sure.” He was willing to give a little, especially if it might get him something. He glanced over at Smitty, who came over and uncuffed Taylor’s arm. The girl wrapped the freed arm tightly around her knees and rocked a little faster.




“I’ll see about more blankets,” Elise said, heading down the hall toward the nurses’ station. Most of the staff were too busy for requests for things like blankets.




“Where will you keep Taylor until her aunt gets here?” Gannon asked.




Josh held aside the curtain and motioned with his head for her to follow him. Once they were outside, he said, “Right here. Her wounds aren’t deep enough to admit her, according to the doc. We’re lucky they’ll let us have this space. She won’t be alone. We’ll keep a guard on her.”




There was no pysch ward at Mercy. He looked around the understaffed ER. Keeping her here on the floors would mean restraining her physically or chemically. Gannon was probably more aware of that than him.




“Here?” Gannon didn’t sound pleased.




“You got another suggestion? I could 5150 her, but then she’d be in the system for days. Juvie doesn’t seem like the place for her right now, either.”




The doctor’s hands unclenched and she nodded thoughtfully. “This way the aunt can get her out of here tomorrow. I suppose it’s the best we can do for now. I’m not crazy about it, though.” She pulled her jacket closed and rubbed at her arms as if to warm herself.




Elise returned with two thin blankets. “This is the best I could do.”




Gannon took the blankets from Elise. “Thanks. I’d like to wait with Taylor until she’s more settled.”




“Of course. Any idea what could have made her act like this?” Josh asked.




“I’m guessing that finding your parents’ murdered bodies would send anyone into shock,” Gannon answered. Sarcasm tinged her reply.




“Sure. Being in that house upset me tonight, and I’m used to it. But shocked into being totally nonverbal? Not so much.” He crossed his arms across his chest. “Anything I should know about this girl?”




The blue eyes narrowed for a moment as if she was considering, then she took a deep breath. “I’d prefer to wait until the aunt gets here and gives me formal permission to discuss Taylor’s case with you.”




Damn, he’d thought he had her on his side. Maybe he could still eke a little more information from the good doctor. “The first twenty-four to forty-eight hours of a case are crucial. If there’s information that could lead to arresting her parents’ killer and I don’t have it when I need it, I doubt anyone’s going to congratulate you on what a great job you did of protecting client confidentiality by withholding information from the police.”




She bit her lip, and Josh could see the indecision on her face. Then she took a deep breath and said, “Taylor’s parents brought her to me because her behavior changed about six months ago. She’d started cutting herself, although nothing like what I saw tonight. Her grades had dropped. She’d become uncommunicative. We’ve been getting closer in our therapy to her revealing what had happened to start all this, but we haven’t gotten there yet. I suspect it was something quite traumatic, something that she’s been repressing. Being close to remembering something like that puts a person in a very emotionally fragile state. And finding your parents dead on your living room floor would affect a fragile person more than one who was emotionally stronger.”




“What kind of traumatic event?” Josh pressed.




Gannon bit her lip and leaned toward him. He caught the floral scent of her shampoo and swallowed hard. She straightened again and shook her head. “I don’t know anything for sure.”




Josh leaned forward. “But you suspect something?”




“Nothing definitive.”




Josh uncrossed his arms, his face impassive. “That’s all you’re willing to say?”




She massaged the wrinkle that had formed between her brows, and Josh’s pulse quickened. He was wearing her down. Screw waiting for the aunt. He wanted whatever information Dr. Gannon had now.




Then his cell phone buzzed in his pocket. He sighed and pulled it out. Miss one step in these delicate dances of negotiation, and you never got back in the rhythm. He flipped the phone open. “Wolf here.”




“We’ve got some preliminary fingerprint information you’ll want to see,” Clyde said on the other end. “And the PIO wants to see you and Jacobs pronto. All the morning news shows are going to lead with this thing. He needs to know what you’ve got.”




“We’ll be there in twenty.” He snapped the phone shut, then looked at the shrink. “Detective Jacobs and I are going to have to leave.”




 




Aimee settled Taylor as comfortably as she could on the bed with a few blankets tucked around her. Her skin was no longer ice cold to the touch and the rocking had almost stopped. She lay on the thin mattress and stared at the wall, her dyed black hair limp against the hospital pillow. The room smelled like antiseptic. Not exactly where Aimee wanted to see her traumatized patient warehoused for the rest of the night. She wanted to wrap her in soft quilts and make her feel safe again, but neither was remotely possible at the moment.




The police would never let her take Taylor home with her, even if she dared to do it. She continued patting Taylor’s back, one of the few places not covered with scores of cuts. How much pain had she endured? How much pain was it masking? And was there anything Aimee could do to make it stop?




For months, they’d been circling the issue that had sent Taylor into the self-mutilating, substance-abusing tailspin that had prompted the Dawkins to bring her to Aimee. In the past few sessions Aimee had become convinced that they were about to come in for a very bumpy landing, but a landing that could be the beginning of the healing for Taylor.




Aimee couldn’t begin to imagine how far back Taylor’s therapy had just been set. As if any of that mattered now.




Hot tears filled her eyes. Her relationship with Orrin and Stacey had been strictly professional, especially with Orrin, who had always struck her as chilly and distant. Still, they were gone, irrevocably and completely erased from the world. It wasn’t right. How could this have happened? And now that it had, what would happen to Taylor?




 




Josh made sure Smitty was stationed outside Taylor’s bay with orders to call if the girl started to talk, and headed out of the hospital with Elise. He was relieved that there were no TV crews waiting for a glimpse of Taylor or to ambush Elise and him with questions, but he knew that wouldn’t last long. There’d already been at least two crews at the Dawkin house. Two upright citizens killed in their nice house in the Pocket? Blood smeared on the walls? A catatonic teenager? The news crews would be on this like white on rice and twice as sticky. He probably should have warned Dr. Gannon about it. Speaking of which…




“What’s your take on the shrink?” Josh asked. Elise had great instincts; he’d learned to trust her judgment of people long ago.




“Mmm mmm mmm,” Elise cooed as they reached the parking lot. “She’s a looker, all right. I’d sure like to have that swing in my backyard.”




Josh snorted. “Don’t try to talk girls with me, Jacobs. Where’d you hear that, anyway? A construction site?”






She laughed. “Just tryin’ to be a full-service partner, big guy. She is most definitely your type, right down to those ‘Hot for Teacher’ glasses.”




“I don’t have a type.” Those quiet, smart ones weren’t his style at all. Holly hadn’t been anything like that, except for the graduate student thing.




“And I’m Paris Hilton,” Elise said, unlocking their sedan and getting behind the wheel.




Josh snorted again as he got in. “Not unless Paris gets one heck of a tan.”




“Disparaging remarks about my ethnic background? I’m wounded!”




Josh looked at his watch—almost four a.m. “Well, Paris, don’t you think you should be getting back to your penthouse suite?”




“As soon as Clyde gives us the down-low on whatever he’s found.” She headed toward Broadway.




“You want me to talk to the PIO?” The public information officer would need the basics to give to the press soon, and Josh didn’t mind talking to Mark Elder. The guy was ambitious, but he wasn’t an ass.




“Okay by me,” Elise said.




Josh’s eyes were starting to droop by the time they turned into the parking lot for the coroner’s office and forensic lab sandwiched between the DMV and the UC-Davis Med Center’s Broadway building. They walked past the metal sculpture that Josh always thought looked like an elongated surfboard stuck into a rock, and buzzed to be let in.




Clyde was waiting for them on the second floor, practically dancing from foot to foot.






“Calm down, buddy,” Elise said, dropping into a chair. “You don’t want to burst something.”




“You’ll never guess!” the lab tech said. “You won’t believe it.”




Josh leaned against a desk. “We won’t bother trying, then. What’s up?”




“All that stuff on the walls? All those rectangles and circles?” Clyde looked from one to the other. “The girl did it. She painted that wall with her own blood.”






















CHAPTER 3











Dawn began to streak the sky as Aimee drove down the alley behind her building and pulled up to the grated gate on her garage. She pressed the button and let her head fall back against the seat while the gate creaked its way upward. Exhaustion was catching up with her.




She pulled through the gate, parked in her assigned slot, and took the key from the ignition, her movements slow, like someone moving underwater. She felt as if she were drowning, this nightmare of a night dragging her down.




Aimee locked the car and went to the elevator, her hand never far from the canister of pepper spray in her purse. Her thoughts whirled back to the first time she’d met the Dawkins. Stacey’s fear and revulsion about her daughter’s behavior had been clear.




“She’s cutting herself with a razor blade,” Mrs. Dawkin had said, her voice trembling, looking almost nauseated. “On purpose.”




“Deep cuts?” Aimee had asked. She needed to differentiate between the kind of cutting that signified a failed suicide attempt and the shallower cutting that seemed nearly pandemic among teenage girls these days.




“Not deep. Just enough to make herself bleed. Please, Dr. Gannon, tell me why my baby is hurting herself this way,” Mrs. Dawkin had pleaded with her.




If only it were that simple.




If only half the time, the parents didn’t already have all the information they needed to understand why their baby was hurting herself.




Was there even more to it than Aimee had thought? Had Stacey Dawkin known more than Aimee realized? Had that gotten her killed?




The elevator doors slid open and with a quick glance to make sure the car was empty, Aimee stepped inside. She pushed the button for the third floor and leaned against the wall while the elevator rose.




Besides cutting, Taylor had been experimenting with alcohol and marijuana, skipping class, and generally isolating herself from the friends she had treasured only a few months before, hanging with a new crowd that wasn’t a stellar influence. Actually, everything had started to fall apart for Taylor.




At first Taylor’s parents had thought that it was just a phase, something Taylor would grow out of, like Pretty Ponies and the Backstreet Boys. Then Stacey had walked in on her daughter in the bathroom, seen the cuts on Taylor’s thighs and breasts, and panicked.




Orrin Dawkin had been concerned but had remained calm, possibly even a little bit detached. It was hard for some fathers to stay connected with their teenaged daughters. All those hormones, all that burgeoning sexuality. It changed everything.




The elevator doors opened and Aimee glanced up and down the hallway as she stepped out. Empty. No surprise there, at five-thirty in the morning. She walked to her apartment, where she clicked the lock shut behind her and put on the security chain. Her tight shoulders and neck relaxed and she sagged against the door, glad to be back safe in her cocoon.




It would be pointless to go back to bed now. She wouldn’t sleep, even though she was exhausted. She set her keys on the table by the door and headed to the kitchen. Acid churned in her stomach, and the thought of coffee made her a little queasy. Toast, she decided. A little comfort food. One of her clients, a middle-aged woman coping with the stresses of being trapped in the sandwich generation with elderly parents and dependent children, had described eating more than a dozen English muffins at one sitting as a way to deal with having to take her mother to the cancer center one more time. She’d talked about melted butter the way Aimee had heard junkies talk about heroin.




Aimee didn’t get a butter-high, but the toast did help settle her stomach. She put the coffee on.




A knock at the door made her jump. She looked through the peephole. Damn, she’d forgotten to call Simone. There was no way she was going running this morning.




Aimee undid the chain and the deadbolt and let her friend in.




“You’re not dressed,” Simone said, clearly dismayed. She had on running tights and a tank top and was bouncing on the toes of her running shoes. “Well, I mean, you are dressed. Just in the wrong stuff.”




Aimee smiled. “Do you want some coffee?”






“Are the novels of Cormac McCarthy pretentious and misogynistic?” Simone replied, following Aimee into the kitchen.




“You are so going to have to get over him winning the Pulitzer.” Aimee grabbed two mugs from the cabinet.




“No, I don’t. It’s a bone I’ll be able to gnaw on for the rest of my natural life.” Simone sighed as she sat at the granite counter and looked around at the open loft. “Your place is always so clean. I want my house to be this neat and restful.”




“You should probably have thought about that before you had the three kids and adopted the two dogs.” Aimee poured two cups of coffee and pulled the half-and-half out of the refrigerator.




“I also wish I had your metabolism, and could have half-and-half and not gain weight.” Simone poured a liberal amount of cream in her coffee anyway. She was two inches shorter than Aimee and about ten pounds heavier, but she carried it in all the right places.




“I gain plenty of weight.” Aimee sat down at the counter, braced her elbows on it, and covered her eyes, which suddenly felt scratchy.




“Rough night?” Simone asked.




“You could say that,” Aimee replied from behind her hands. “A two a.m. phone call about a client.”




Simone’s nose wrinkled. “Bummer. Say what you will about the sorrows of writing copy for the biology department’s newsletter, they never have middle-of-the-night emergencies. Was it bad?”




Aimee nodded. “And probably going to get worse.”




Simone patted Aimee on the back. “Sorry.” She’d learned not to ask for particulars about Aimee’s clients; she just listened to whatever Aimee could share and offered sympathy. She was worth her weight in gold. “Will it at least be over soon?”




“I’m guessing I’ll be out of it by tomorrow. She needs to be institutionalized—at least for a while. And once a patient is committed, the psychologist who had the case isn’t generally wanted anymore.” The new doctor would want to make his or her own diagnosis and treatment plan.




Whoever took over the case was going to be starting from square one without any of the background and history Aimee had with Taylor. On the other hand, maybe someone looking at it with fresh eyes could be of more assistance. Things were very different now for Taylor than they had been twenty-four hours ago.




“There’s no way I’m running this morning. Why don’t you go ahead, and I’ll join you tomorrow morning. Okay?”




Simone hopped up and gave Aimee a quick squeeze. “Sure. Let me know if you need anything. I’ll call tonight and check on you.”




Aimee locked and chained the door after her. Great—Simone would call and check on her. She didn’t like being treated like a piece of fine china; she wasn’t that fragile anymore. She hated feeling like an item on someone’s to-do list. Defrost chicken for dinner. Check on Aimee. Pick up dry cleaning.




She refilled her coffee mug. She might as well take a look at Taylor’s file before she handed her off to her new doctor. Maybe there was something there that could help with the investigation. Something whose significance she’d missed before.




 




Josh and Elise had given the PIO enough for the Sacramento Bee to run a two-paragraph teaser about the murders on the second page of the Metro section, and the morning TV news shows would have a few facts to go along with the footage they’d taken at the house. The press would want more soon, but Elder thought he could hold them off for a while. Good thing; there wasn’t much to give them yet.




The chief, however, had made it clear that there better be something sooner rather than later. Josh had expected to get heat from up top; he just hadn’t expected it this fast.




After meeting with the chief, they’d each headed home briefly. Josh had showered, changed, and dropped a few crickets into the cage of his gecko, Dean. The lizard was pretty much the only pet that could withstand his sudden and prolonged absences. Dean didn’t exactly greet him at the door, but he did hiss and then slurp up a cricket. If that wasn’t love, what was? He was all the company Josh needed most nights; Dean might be a little grouchy, but he never talked during the game or drank the last of the beer.




When they returned to headquarters on Freeport, the M.E. had left a message that he already had preliminary autopsy results on the Dawkins. He must have put a hell of a rush on it; the screws were clearly being turned on the M.E. as well.




Josh and Elise climbed into their city-issued white sedan and headed up Freeport toward the morgue, past the strip malls filled with check cashing stores and nail salons and the occasional fast food restaurant.




“It’ll be faster if you cut over on Sutterville and tack over on King,” Elise said.




“Do I kibbitz when you drive?” Josh shot her a look.




“No, but you sigh a lot.”




“Fine. I’ll go up King.” He hung a right and then a left.




At the morgue, they flashed their badges and were buzzed through. The forensic pathologist was waiting for them in the autopsy bay.




“Whatcha got for us, doc?” Elise asked, popping her gum like a teenager.




Dr. Halpern smiled his too toothy and whitened grin. “What might make you consider spending a little more quality time here?”




Josh shook his head. Halpern had had a little crush on Elise ever since she was a cadet, and he flirted with her whenever they came in. Elise either didn’t mind, or had decided it was worth it to get autopsy results faster.




Elise fluttered her eyelashes. “Well, a cause of death on that double that came in last night might soften my heart a little.”




Josh rolled his eyes.




Halpern waved his hand in the air. “You’re setting the bar far too low, m’dear. You’re worth so much more.”




“I’m all ears,” Elise said, perching on the stool next to Halpern’s desk.




“Well, your forty-seven-year-old male died between eight and ten p.m. last night from a cerebral hemorrhage caused by blunt force trauma. The lamp found at the scene is undoubtedly your weapon. I found flakes of the copper plate finish from the lamp base in the head wound.”




Josh nodded. No surprise there.




“Your female vic had a slightly different story to tell.”




Josh settled down in the chair across from Halpern, braced his elbows on the arms, and steepled his fingers. “Do tell.”




“She was strangled. I’m guessing with some kind of electrical cord, probably the cord from the lamp used to kill her husband. It was missing, you know.” Halpern smiled and leaned back in his chair.




Elise looked over at Josh, brows slightly raised. Josh raised his, too, and shook his head. Why take the cord? What made it necessary to take it? Or worth potentially being caught with it?




“Here’s the interesting part, though. The male vic was killed wham bam thank you, ma’am. The female? He took his time with her.” Halpern stood up and motioned them over to where Stacey Dawkin’s body lay on the cold metal gurney. “See how there are multiple ligature marks around her neck? I think he toyed with her. Choked her almost unconscious, released the cord and let her think she might still have a chance, then choked her some more. Based on what I’m seeing here, he went through that cycle three or four times.”




Josh was known for his iron stomach; he was used to walking out of these autopsy bays and then going to order a gyro. But what the doc had just said made him a little sick.




“She fought,” Halpern said. “She’s got something under her fingernails. We’re sending it on for analysis. Clyde’ll have more details for you later.”




Josh had been a homicide cop long enough to understand how a person could be driven to take another’s life. But to savor it? To prolong it and enjoy it like that? “Sadistic son of a bitch,” he muttered.




“Absolutely.” Halpern lifted the lower part of the sheet that covered Mrs. Dawkin. “Look at her knees.”
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