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				One

				“This is ridiculous,” Marcia Taggart said. “You’re telling me this woman here, just by holding something of Justin’s, she’s going to be able to figure out where he is? Are you kidding me? She’s going to forge some kind of some psychic link with him by fondling one of his childhood action figures or wrapping her arms around his pillow? What kind of fool do you take me for?”

				“Marcia, for the love of God,” said her husband, Dwayne. “If you’re not going to call the police, you need to do something. For all you know, your boy’s in a ditch somewhere. We have to find him.”

				“You know as well as I do that’s probably exactly what’s happened,” Marcia snapped at him. “He’s gotten drunk, or high, or he’s shacked up with some slut somewhere, or most likely all of the above. If I go running to the police every time he does something like that, we’ll need a bigger driveway for all the patrol cars that’ll be sitting here all the time.”

				Keisha Ceylon sat and listened, and watched. Let them have their argument. She could wait.

				Dwayne said, “It’s been three days. The boy’s never been gone this long before.”

				“That’s the problem,” Marcia said, pointing an accusing finger at her husband. “You think of him as a boy. He’s not a boy any more. He’s twenty-two and it’s time he learned to stand on his own two feet, not waiting around for handouts from his mother. Why do you think I’ve cut him off? So he’ll learn to be responsible, that’s why.”

				Quietly, Dwayne said to her, “I’m not saying you’re wrong about any of this. I know what he’s put you through. I know it’s been hard, raising him on your own after Oscar passed away. I know Justin needs to get his act together. He’s a scheming little pain in the ass.”

				Marcia shot him a look that said, I can call him that, but you’re not his father, so watch it.

				“Sorry,” he said, receiving her unspoken message loud and clear. “But I’m not saying anything you haven’t said yourself. He can be a handful. But Marcia, just because he’s irresponsible doesn’t mean he couldn’t be in some real trouble.” He pointed to the window. A light snow was falling. “It’s freezing out there. Suppose you’re right. Suppose he did get drunk, or high, and ended up passing out in a snow bank. He could have frozen to death out there. Is that what you want for your own—”

				“Of course not!” she shouted. Her lower lip quivered, her eyes glistened.

				Here we go, Keisha thought.

				“Oh my God,” Marcia Taggart said, putting her hands over her face, walking over to the couch and sitting down. She kept her face covered, not wanting her husband, or Keisha, to see her lose control. She plucked a tissue from the box sitting on the coffee table and quickly dabbed her eyes, blew her nose, then sat up very straight. Composed now. Positively regal.

				“Well,” she said. “So.”

				Dwayne walked around behind the couch, standing at his wife’s back, and rested his hands uneasily on her shoulders. Like he was trying to be comforting, but they were too cold to the touch.

				“Even if I accept what you’re saying,” she said, turning and talking to the hand on her left shoulder to indicate she meant these words for her husband and not their visitor, “why on earth would we turn to this woman for help?”

				Still talking like she wasn’t there. Keisha knew the type. Before she got into this line of work, when she was cleaning houses for a living—something she still did when money ran short—she’d had clients who treated her like she was a piece of furniture. They’d leave her notes about what they wanted done—“dust TOPS of ceiling fans, wipe stainless-steel sinks dry”—even though she was standing there and they could have told her to her face.

				“You won’t let me call the police,” Dwayne reminded Marcia.

				“We’ve been through this,” she snapped. “I just—you know what he’s like, what the boy is capable of.” She sighed. “Suppose he’s fine, but the reason we haven’t heard from him is, I don’t know, maybe he stole someone’s car. Or shoplifted again. Sending the police out to look for him means they’ll probably end up charging him with something once they find him. Is that what you want?”

				It was Dwayne’s turn to sigh. He nodded with false sympathy. “We’ve called all his friends, we’ve been to all the places we thought he might be. We’re running out of options.”

				“But her?” Marcia tipped her head toward Keisha. “Wouldn’t we at least be better off with a private detective?”

				Dwayne came around the couch and sat down next to her. “We’ve been through that, too, Marcia. When I suggested hiring a private eye, you just about bit my head off, because they ask lots of questions like the police would. That’s how they work. They have to find the facts, they have to dig them up, they have to talk to lots of people, and that’s how everyone gets to know your business, Marcia, and I know how you want to protect Justin, to be discreet about his . . . errors in judgment. But Ms. Ceylon here, she doesn’t work that way. She senses things. She might be able to find out where Justin is without having to stir things up, without having to talk to anyone.” He looked at Keisha. “Isn’t that right?”

				She nodded. “That is the way I work.” It was the first time she’d spoken in twenty minutes.

				Marcia Taggart shook her head. “But honestly, Dwayne, the woman—really, every New Age psychobabble thing that comes along, you buy into it. This woman—”

				“My name,” Keisha said, interrupting for the first time, “is Keisha. Keisha Ceylon. I usually answer to Keisha, but if you’d like to keep referring to me as ‘this woman’, then I suppose that’s your prerogative.”

				Marcia turned her eyes on her. “I don’t believe you can do what you claim to do.”

				“You would be in the majority,” Keisha agreed.

				“It’s utter nonsense,” Marcia said.

				“Well, then,” Keisha said, standing, “I suppose I should be on my way.” She offered up her most sincere smile. “I wish you every success in finding your son.”

				As she started for the door, Dwayne stood in her path. “Now wait, hang on just a second. Marcia, the woman—Ms. Ceylon—went to all the trouble of coming here. I think the least we could do is hear her out.”

				Marcia snorted. “At what cost?”

				Keisha turned to look at the woman, didn’t hesitate. “My fee is five thousand dollars.” She managed to say it without flinching. It was more than her usual rate, but from what she’d been told, the Taggarts could afford it.

				Marcia threw her hands into the air. “Well, there you go, Dwayne. I think we know exactly where this woman’s coming from.”

				“But only if I find your son,” Keisha added. “If I’m unable to lead you to him, then you pay me absolutely nothing.”

				That made the room go quiet for several seconds.

				“Well, that seems more than fair to me,” Dwayne said. “Doesn’t that seem fair to you, honey? I mean, come on. Even if you thought this woman was some kind of fraud, how can you lose here?”

				Marcia Taggart was thinking and, Keisha guessed, swallowing her pride. Enough to say, “Sit down . . . Ms. Ceylon.”

				Keisha sat back down.

				“Just how do you go about this? We turn off the lights, get out a ouija board and start speaking in tongues?”

				“No,” Keisha said. “Just bring me some of Justin’s things. Small, personal items. Things that mattered to him. A sample of his handwriting would be useful, too.”

				“I can do that,” Dwayne said, and left the room hurriedly.

				There was an awkward silence between the women. Marcia broke it with, “My husband believes his late mother communicates with him.” She accompanied the comment with a roll of the eyes. Telling Keisha she was entertaining this nonsense only to satisfy her husband.

				Keisha said nothing.

				“He says she gets in touch with him in his dreams, that she calls him from the beyond.” The woman made another one of her snorting sounds. “Knowing what a penny-pinching bitch she was, they’re probably collect calls.”

				Keisha didn’t laugh. She said, “I know you feel a lot of anger toward your son, but I also sense that you love him very much.”

				“Oh, you sense that, do you?”

				“Yes, I do. And I know you’re actually very worried about him.”

				“Because of these psychic powers you have?” Marcia asked sarcastically.

				“No,” Keisha said. “Because I’m a mother. I have a son, too.”

				Marcia’s face softened ever so slightly.

				“Matthew. He’s ten. And believe me, there are days . . . But no matter what he does, no matter what kind of trouble he gets into at school, I love him. There’s nothing he could do that would ever change that. There might be times when I want to wring his neck, but I’d still love him as I was doing it.” Keisha smiled. “I’m joking, of course. About wringing his neck.”

				“No, you don’t have to apologize,” Marcia said. “Justin, I swear . . . you just want to slap some sense into them.”

				“I know.”

				“He’s been a handful from the time he could walk, but once he hit his teens, it just got worse. Drinking, drugs, skipping school. I stopped giving him money because I knew he’d just blow it on drugs. But the thing is, this is the part that’s so heartbreaking, he’s such a smart boy.”

				“I’ll bet he is,” Keisha said.

				“I mean, anything he puts his mind to, he can do it. Computers, he’s a whiz with those. He can add up a column of numbers in his head. You say to him, what’s four hundred and twenty times six hundred and three, and just like that, he can tell you the answer. He’s probably some kind of genius, but instead of using his brain to accomplish something, he’s always trying to figure out how to work the system, get some money out of his mother, or”—and she nodded in the direction her husband had gone—“Dwayne. I know he gives Justin money behind my back. He’s got a soft spot for him, thinks I’m too tough on him. I think he was so taken with the idea of becoming a father, even a stepfather, that it’s blinded him to Justin’s faults. The thing is, he’s . . . there’s something not quite right about Justin. Sometimes he—and this is an awful thing to say, but sometimes he actually kind of scares me. Not physically, but what goes on in that head of his. I just wish . . .”

				And then, without warning, tears welled out of her eyes and ran down her cheeks. “Oh, God, I hope nothing’s happened to him.”

				Keisha got out of her chair and sat on the couch next to Marcia Taggart. “It’s going to be okay,” she said.

				“I hope these will do,” Dwayne said, coming back into the living room with several items in his hands.

				“Put them there,” Keisha said, indicating the coffee table, where she had already laid out two of her business cards.

				Dwayne set them down gently. An iPod, a paperback copy of the novel American Psycho, a cancelled check, a plastic collectible figure of a grotesquely well-endowed woman in superhero garb.

				Keisha handled them dubiously. “I’m not sure about—would you have an article of clothing? Something Justin wears regularly? Something that suggests his personality?”

				Marcia said, “Get one of his hats.” She looked at Keisha. Her eyes were suddenly very weary. “Would a hat work?”

				“I think so. In the meantime, let me have a look at these.”

				Marcia picked up the cancelled check from the things Dwayne had delivered to Keisha and scowled. After a shake of her head, she folded it in half and held it in her fist. With her other hand she picked up the female action figure and studied it as though it were some obscure artifact from an alien civilization.

				“Justin collects these things,” she said. “I just want to throw them all into the garbage. What’s a man in his twenties doing with toys like these? He must have five hundred of them. I don’t even know who this is supposed to be. Wonder Woman or—”

				“Shh,” Keisha said gently, and closed her eyes. She handled the toy, then opened her eyes and picked up the iPod.

				“He listens to this a lot,” Keisha said.

				“He does.”

				“I can feel . . . when he carries this, it’s often in his shirt pocket, right next to his heart,” she said.

				“Well, I guess that’s where lots of people carry them,” Marcia said, looking skeptical again. “When you touch his earbuds, are you going to say he wore them right close to his brain?”

				Keisha smiled ruefully at the woman. “I thought we were starting to get along.”

				“All I’m saying is, that was a pretty obvious observation about the iPod.”

				Keisha closed her eyes again and ran her fingers along the cool surface of the device. “I’m seeing . . . his eyes are closed.”

				Marcia said, “What do you mean, closed? Like, sleeping? You see him sleeping? Lying down?”

				“I don’t know. I’m just seeing him . . . I’m sure this doesn’t mean anything.”

				“No, what is it?” Marcia asked. Pretty interested for someone so cynical.

				“I don’t know whether he’s sleeping, or if it’s something else.”

				“Like what? Are you saying he’s—are you saying he’s not alive?”

				“No, I’m not saying that. I’m sure he’s alive. But his eyes are closed, and I’m wondering if he might be unconscious.”

				“But you really don’t know,” Marcia said impatiently. “Don’t get me all upset if you don’t know what it—”

				“Here’s one of his hats,” Dwayne said, coming back into the room. It was a basic ball cap, blue with a green visor, and a Hartford Whalers logo on the front.

				Marcia opened her fist and displayed the check for her husband. “What’s this?”

				“Justin endorsed it. His signature’s on the back,” Dwayne said defensively. “Keisha said she needed a sample of his handwriting. I didn’t know what else to get. Kids today, they do all their writing on the computer.”

				“You wrote him a check for two hundred dollars behind my back?”

				“Marcia, really, this isn’t the time.”

				“Let me see that,” Keisha said, and took the check from the woman’s hand. She flipped it over and ran her index finger back and forth across Justin Wilcox’s signature. Wilcox was the last name of Marcia Taggart’s first husband, Justin’s father. “Can I have this?”

				Marcia snatched it back, and tore away all the sections of the check surrounding the endorsement, including the part on the front with the account number, then returned the shred of paper bearing the signature to Keisha. “I don’t see any sense in giving you all my husband’s banking information.”

				“Oh for the love of God,” Dwayne said. “Why not insult the woman while she’s trying to help us.”

				“It’s all right,” Keisha said with unoffended patience as she tucked the slip of paper into the pocket of her jacket.

				Marcia, plowing through her opportunity to apologize, said, “You were seeing Justin with his eyes closed. What’s that supposed to mean?”

				Instead of answering, Keisha took the hat from Dwayne, stood up and started to walk around the room very slowly.

				“What are you doing?” Marcia asked, but Keisha, who seemed to have slipped into some kind of trance, did not respond.

				“Just let her do her job,” Dwayne said.

				Keisha was saying something under breath, mumbling. Marcia said, “What did you say?”

				She held up a hand and continued wandering. Then she stopped abruptly, turned and looked at Marcia. “What does scarf, or scarfy, or something like that mean to you? Does that word make any sense?”

				Marcia’s mouth opened. “What? That doesn’t mean anything. I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

				Keisha made a show of mental struggle. “Could it be ‘scar free?’ Is that possible? I’m seeing some kind of office. With empty filing cabinets. But ‘scar free,’ that must be wrong. Does Justin have any scars? Let me see his picture again.”

				Dwayne had shown her a picture of his stepson moments after she’d arrived, a framed high school graduation shot. A thin boy, with a long, angular face. Dwayne was about to grab it off the mantel and show it to her again when Marcia said, “Oh my God. You said ‘scar free?’ Is that what you said? That does mean something.”

				Keisha stopped kneading the hat in her hands. “What?”

				“It was a clinic,” she said quietly.

				“A clinic?”

				“They did laser treatments, that kind of thing.”

				“What could that have to do with your son, Ms. Taggart?”

				Marcia had become flustered. “They rented from—I have some properties. Investment properties, business space I rent out. I rented office space to the Scar Free Clinic, out past the Post Mall.”

				Keisha said, “Well, I must have this wrong. Your son could hardly be hiding out in a clinic.”

				“No, but they went out of business. The office space is empty.”

				Dwayne’s eyes lit up. He gave Keisha an approving look. “That’s why you just saw the empty filing cabinets.”

				“Could Justin have got a key to that place?” Keisha asked.

				“I suppose it’s possible,” Marcia said. “Just a minute.”

				She got off the couch and hurriedly left the room. Dwayne said, “She’s got an office in the house where she keeps keys to her various rental properties. Do you think he could be there? Is that what you’re getting? Is that the vision you’re seeing?”

				“Please,” Keisha cautioned. “Don’t get your hopes up. I get these little flashes, I see things, but this might not be the thing that—”

				“They’re gone!” Marcia screamed from another part of the house. “The keys are gone!”

				“There’s something else,” Keisha said. “I keep seeing him with his eyes closed.” She paused. “Maybe he’s just sleeping.”

				* * *

				The three of them went over in Dwayne’s Range Rover. Marcia, rattled, sat in the passenger seat, squeezing her hands together. Dwayne hit the wipers to keep the windshield cleared of snow.

				“Why’s he sleeping?” Marcia kept asking. “What does that mean?”

				“I don’t know,” Keisha said quietly from the backseat. “But I think we should hurry.”

				“Can’t you go any faster?” Marcia said.

				“The roads are slippery!” Dwayne said.

				“It’s four-wheel drive, for Christ’s sake!”

				The former offices of Scar Free were on the second floor of a four-story office building. The three of them ran into the lobby, and after waiting ten seconds for the elevator to show up, Marcia lost patience. She took off down a nearby hall, pushed open a door marked “Stairs” and scurried up the single flight.

				As they exited onto the second floor, they faced a door to an accounting firm. “This way,” Marcia said, turning left, running to the end of the hall and stopping at a frosted-glass door with “Scar Free Clinic” painted on it in black letters. Someone had Magic Markered “CLOSED” on a sheet of paper and taped it to the glass.

				“I have no key, I have no key,” Marcia said. “How am I supposed to get in?”

				Dwayne tried the door, in the unlikely event it was unlocked. No luck. He puffed up his chest and said to the women, “Stand back.”

				Keisha said, “I could be wrong. He may not even be in there.”

				But Dwayne wasn’t hearing her. He reared back, brought up his leg, and kicked in the glass with his heel. It crashed to the floor with the sound of a hundred cymbals. Seconds later, the accounting office door whipped open and a short, heavyset man in a white shirt and skinny black tie looked on with alarm.

				“What the hell is—Marcia?”

				“It’s okay, Frank,” she said.

				She reached in through the broken door to turn the deadbolt. The door swept back some broken glass as she swung it into the room. Their shoes crunched on the shards as they entered.

				“Justin?” Marcia called out.

				There was no answer.

				The place was as Keisha had so briefly described it. Empty. Shelves cleared, filing cabinets half open, nothing inside them. No generic landscape pictures or diplomas or anything else on the walls.

				But on the floor, several discarded fast-food containers. A pizza box, a Big Mac container still smeared with special sauce. Several empty beer cans.

				“Someone’s been here,” Dwayne said. “Someone’s been living here.”

				There was a spacious foyer, then a short corridor that serviced four examining rooms. Marcia was moving that way, opening one door, then another, Dwayne and Keisha running to keep up with her.

				When she opened the last door, she screamed. “Oh God!”

				A second later, Keisha and Dwayne found her on her knees next to Justin, who was lying on the floor, dressed in a pair of jeans and a black T-shirt, feet bare. His shoes and socks were scattered alongside him, and a winter coat was rolled up and tucked under his head as a pillow.

				The young man’s eyes were closed.

				An orangey opaque pill container lay on its side a foot away from his head. Dwayne bent over at the waist, one leg raised behind him, and snatched it off the floor.

				“Marcia,” he said. “Aren’t these the sleeping pills you were on a year ago?”

				“Justin!” she said. “Wake up!”

				“It’s full of pills,” he said. “It doesn’t look like he’s taken any.”

				Justin stirred. “What, what’s going on?”

				Marcia pulled him into her arms. “Are you okay? Are you all right?”

				Groggily, he said, “I’m okay. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, Mom. I’m so sorry.”

				Now Dwayne had seen something else on the floor. A sheet of paper, with something scribbled on it. He grabbed it, saw what was written on it, handed it to Keisha without saying a word.

				It read: “I know I’ve been a huge pain, Mom. Maybe your life will be better now.”

				“My word,” Keisha whispered. Dwayne shook his head, looked at the pill container in his hand.

				“God, if we’d been a few minutes later . . .” he whispered back.

				“Justin, listen to me,” Marcia said. “Have you taken anything? Have you taken any pills?”

				“No, no, I just . . . I just had some beers, that’s all. I was going to take them later, maybe. I don’t know. I don’t know what I was going to do. I’m sorry if I scared you.”

				Marcia clung to him and began to sob as he patted her head. Before Dwayne knelt down next to his wife and wrapped his arms around her and his stepson, he said to Keisha, “I’ll see that you get your money this afternoon.”

				Keisha Ceylon smiled modestly.

				Justin weakly put his own arms around his mother and stepfather. His face was buried in his mother’s neck, his eyes closed. But then they opened, and fixed on Keisha.

				Justin winked at her.

				And Keisha winked back.

			

		

	
		
			
				Two

				Ellie Garfield had been dreaming that she was already dead. But then, just before the dream became a reality, she opened her eyes.

				With what little energy she had, she tried to move, but she was secured, tied in somehow. She wearily lifted a bloody hand from her lap and touched her fingers to the strap that ran across her chest, felt its familiar texture, its smoothness. A seat belt.

				She was in a car. She was sitting in the front seat of a car.

				She looked around and realized it was her own car. But she wasn’t behind the steering wheel. She was buckled into the passenger seat.

				She blinked a couple of times, thinking there must be something wrong with her vision because she couldn’t make anything out beyond the windshield. There was nothing out there. No road. No buildings. No street lights.

				Then it dawned on her that it wasn’t a problem with her eyes.

				There really was nothing out there. Only stars.

				She could see them twinkling in the sky. It was a beautiful evening, if she overlooked the part about how all the blood was draining from her body.

				It was difficult to hold her head up, but with what strength she still had, she looked around. As she took in the starkness, the strangeness of her surroundings, she wondered if she might actually be dead already. Maybe this was heaven. There was a peacefulness about it. Everything was so white. There was a sliver of moon in the cloudless sky that illuminated the landscape, which was dead flat and went forever. It was, it occurred to her, more like a moonscape than a landscape.

				Was the car parked on a snowy field? Off in the distance, she thought she could make out something. A dark, uneven border running straight across the top of the whiteness. Trees, maybe? The thick black line, it almost had the look of a . . . of a shoreline.

				“What?” she whispered quietly to herself.

				Slowly, she began to understand where she was. No—not understand. She was starting to figure out where she was, but she couldn’t understand it.

				She was on ice.

				The car was sitting on a frozen pond. Or maybe a lake. And quite a ways out, as far as she could tell.

				“No no no no no,” she said to herself as she struggled to think. It was the first week of January. Winter had been slow to get going, and temperatures had only started to plunge a week or two ago, right after Christmas. While it might have been cold enough for the lake to start freezing, it certainly hadn’t been cold long enough to make the ice thick enough to support a—

				Crack.

				She felt the front end of the car dip ever so slightly. Probably no more than an inch. That would make sense. The car was heaviest at the front, where the engine was.

				She had to get out. If the ice had managed to support something as heavy as a car, at least for this long, surely it would keep her up if she could get herself out. She could start walking, in whichever direction would get her to the closest shore.

				If she could even walk.

				She touched her hand to her belly. Everything was warm, and wet. How many times had she been stabbed? That was what had happened, right? She remembered seeing the knife, the light catching the blade, and then—

				She’d been stabbed twice. Of that, she was pretty sure. She remembered looking down, watching in disbelief as the knife went into her the first time, then seeing it come back out, the blade crimson. But it was only out of her for a moment before it broke her skin and was driven in a second time.

				After that, everything went black.

				Dead.

				Except she wasn’t.

				There must have been just a hint of a pulse that went unnoticed as she was put into the car and buckled in, then driven out here to the middle of this lake. Where, someone must have figured, the car would soon go through the ice and sink to the bottom.

				A car with a body inside it, dumped in a lake close to shore, someone might discover that.

				But a car with a body inside it that sank to the bottom out in the middle of a lake, what were the odds anyone would ever find that?

				She had to find the strength within her. She had to get out of this car now, before it dropped through. Did she have her cell phone? If she could call for help, they could be looking for her out on the ice, she wouldn’t have to walk all the way back to—

				Crack.

				The car lurched forward. The way it was leaning, her view through the windshield was snow-dusted ice instead of the shoreline. The moon was casting enough light for her to see the interior of the car. Where was her purse? She had to find her purse. She kept her cell phone in her purse.

				There was no purse.

				No way to call for help. No way to get someone to come and rescue her. Which made it even more critical that she get out of this car.

				Now.

				She reached around to her side, looking for the button to release the seat belt. She found it, pressed hard with her thumb. The combined lap and shoulder strap began to retract, catching briefly on her arm. She wriggled it out of the way and the belt receded into the pillar between the front and rear doors.

				Crack.

				She reached down for the door handle and pulled. The door opened only slightly. Enough for freezing-cold water to rush in around her feet.

				“No no,” she whispered.

				So cold. So very very cold.

				As water began swirling in, the car tilted more, its trajectory becoming alarmingly apparent. With her hands placed on the dash, she braced herself as her world began angling down. She took her right hand off the dash and used it to push against the door, but she couldn’t get it to open any further. The front part of the door, at the bottom, was jamming up against the ice.

				“Please no.”

				The last crack she heard was the loudest, echoing across the lake like a clap of thunder.

				The front end of the car plunged. More water rushed in. It was over her knees. Then up to her waist. The windshield went black.

				In seconds, the water was to her neck.

				The intense pain, where the knife had pierced her twice, receded. Numbness spread throughout her body.

				Everything became very black, and very cold, and then, in a strange way, very calm.

				Her last thoughts were of her daughter, and of the grandchild she would never see.

				“Melissa,” she whispered.

				And then the car was gone.

			

		

	
		
			
				Three

				The thing was, Keisha usually worked alone.

				Okay, sometimes she’d have her boyfriend Kirk on standby to take a phone call if necessary, to provide a testimonial to a skeptical prospective client. But other than that, she liked to run her own show. The way you maintained control was to handle all the details yourself.

				Bringing someone else into the mix, particularly someone without much experience, was risky. But there hadn’t been much money coming in lately, what with Kirk not back to work, Keisha’s car needing all new tires—she’d been running on three bald ones for months—and Matthew having to have those couple of teeth pulled. Keisha didn’t have the luxury of being picky these days, and besides, she figured Justin Wilcox had as much to lose as she did—maybe even more—by screwing up this con on his mother and stepfather.

				She had to admit, the kid was good. He not only conceived the whole thing, but pulled off his part without a hitch. He’d heard about Keisha from one of his old high school English teachers, Terry Archer, who had been persuaded to tell the class some of the details of what had happened to his wife, Cynthia, whose family had disappeared when she was only fourteen, and whose fate had been unknown for twenty-five years.

				It was big news at the time, when they found out what had actually happened. The story even made CNN. Archer had told his students that an incident like that, it brought all sorts of people out of the woodwork, which led him to tell them about the Milford psychic who’d claimed to know what had happened to Cynthia’s family. How she watched the news, hunted for people who were desperate for information about missing loved ones, then swooped in and offered to help bring them all together again. Once they’d coughed up a thousand bucks, of course.

				Keisha certainly remembered Terry Archer. It would have been hard to forget him. She hadn’t liked him one little bit, or the wife, either. Not during her first visit with the Archers, at the TV station, where they were going to do a story on Keisha’s amazing vision, or her second visit, to the Archers’ home, when they literally threw her out on her ass.

				You try to help people. No good deed goes unpunished, her mother used to say.

				Justin told her Archer’s experience had stayed with him, even though it had been four years since he’d heard it. His new stepfather, Dwayne, was a total sucker for this stuff, it turned out. He believed some people really possessed this ability, to sense things that others could not. He even watched repeats of Ghost Whisperer, which drove his mother crazy. Marcia said she could probably get the dead to communicate with her too, if she wandered around all the time in low-cut halter dresses like Jennifer Love What’s-her-face.

				“There are some things,” Dwayne had evidently told his wife, “that we aren’t meant to understand.”

				Justin told Keisha that was about the time the idea started forming in his head. What really helped spur it along was that his mother had cut him off financially. She used to give him, right off the top, fifty dollars a week, no questions asked, but how far did that go, really? You couldn’t even do one night on the town for fifty bucks. How were you supposed to buy your beer and your weed and maybe something a little stronger, and something to eat on top of that? He tried to tell his mother, without actually mentioning the beer and the weed, that fifty bucks might have been a year’s salary when she was a little girl riding around in a rumble seat, but these days you couldn’t even put half a tank of gas in the car for that.

				Then get a job, Marcia told him.

				So that was how she was going to play it.

				For a while, he managed to wheedle a hundred here, a hundred there, out of her. One time, he said he was debating whether to go back to school, which brought a smile to his mother’s face. He had dropped out of UConn after the first semester. Loved the partying, but found the going-to-classes thing very intrusive. He told her he’d gotten his head back on straight, and was thinking about enrolling in a business school in Manhattan. There were several he wanted to check out. It was time to learn something practical, not all this airy-fairy shit they taught at university. That was music to his mother’s ears. So he needed train and cab fare, and he might need to stay over one night. She gave him four hundred. Just like that. He never got on the train, but he did attend a fabulous party in New Haven and passed out on a Yale buddy’s floor. Another time, after telling his mother he’d decided against school, but was going to get a job instead, he said he needed new clothes for interviews. He pocketed the cash she gave him, but stole a few things from a Gap so he’d have proof of a shopping trip.

				Marcia asked him to model his new tops for her. When he pulled them on, he realized everything he’d stolen was a small, and he needed a large because he was six feet tall. No problem, his mother said. She asked for the receipt. She’d exchange the items for the right size next time she was at the mall.

				No big deal, he said. He’d do it.

				But she insisted.

				Lost the receipt, Justin said.

				You didn’t have to be Sherlock Holmes to figure out what he’d done. That was when she cut him off completely. Even the fifty bucks.

				Zero cash flow.

				He didn’t have any qualms about lifting a few things from the Gap, but he wasn’t about to start robbing banks. A little too risky. Justin needed a way to get money out of his mother and stepfather, because when you were ripping off your family, it wasn’t like you were actually stealing.

				But you had to be creative.

				Which was when he found Keisha Ceylon online, got her number, and got in touch. Face to face, he made his pitch. It was pretty simple.

				“I vanish. They bring you in. You find me. They pay you. We split it.”

				Keisha saw a hundred things wrong with the idea. “Suppose they don’t want to hire me. I show up, they slam the door in my face.”

				“You’re not going to call them. They’ll call you. Or Dwayne—that’s my mom’s new husband—will. See, my mom, she’s not going to be in a hurry to call the cops, ’cause she’ll figure the reason I haven’t come home is I’ve done something really bad, like stolen a DVD at Best Buy or broken a cop car window or bitten the head off a squirrel. If she calls the cops and they find me, I’ll just be in even more trouble, and when I’m in trouble, that means more aggravation for her.” He grinned. “But Dwayne, he’s totally into the kind of shit you do, no offence intended.”

				Keisha said nothing.

				Justin continued. “I’ll plant the seed. Next time we’re watching Ghost Whisperer. I’ll tell him, hey, there’s a lady right here in Milford, does this kind of thing all the time. I’ll tell him about when my teacher was talking all about you.”

				“Terry Archer.”

				“Yeah.”

				“I don’t exactly have an endorsement from him on my website.” The truth was, all the endorsements on her website had been made up.

				“I won’t tell Dwayne that part. But I’ll send him a link to the website, so when I vanish, he’ll know just how to find you. Who knows, he might even call you before we do this thing. Because he says he hears from his dead mother every now and then. He’s a pretty nice guy, but he is a bit of a whack job. Do you believe that stuff? That you can get in touch with the dead and talk to them?”

				She knew there wasn’t much point in bullshitting with this kid, but it was hard for her to admit outright that what she did was all a crock. “Well . . .”

				He grinned. “Yeah, that’s what I think, too. Anyway, when I disappear, Dwayne’ll remember that link I sent him.”

				Keisha shook her head. “He might not take the bait. He might never call me.”

				“Okay, well, I think you’re wrong there, but the worst thing that could happen is I have to come back and think of some other way to get money out of them. But if he goes for it, and he calls you, then you text me, tell me it’s on. No, wait, there’s records of that shit. I’ll check in with you from pay phones.”

				She thought about it. “There’s another problem.”

				“What’s that?”

				“There’s not enough money in it. I usually charge people a thousand. This is a lot of trouble to go to split that much money.”

				Justin flashed her a pitying smile. “You aim too low. Dwayne, and my mom, they’ve both got money. They’d be insulted to be ripped off for only a thousand. You could charge them at least five.”

				If she went fifty-fifty with the kid, that was a fast twenty-five hundred, tax free, because this was definitely a cash-under-the-table kind of transaction. Not bad for what would be a day’s work, when all was said and done. It was hard to say no to a job this straightforward, even if it did mean taking on a partner. And it wasn’t like there were people going missing every day to whose families she could offer her special talents.

				A girl had to make a living. If something didn’t come along soon, she’d be back to cleaning houses, and she did not want to start dealing again with rich, bitchy, mid-cleanse Darien housewives who had coronaries when they came home and found a soggy Cheerio in the drain basket.

				Maybe it was the recession, but Keisha’d been seeing fewer clients lately for many of the services she offered. She read palms, told fortunes, organized psychic reunions. She’d throw in a little astrology if that was what floated their boat. The thing was, as long as you had a good imagination, there really was nothing to it. All you had to do was make it up.

				Years ago, Keisha cleaned for a woman—not one of those Darien housewife types, but a nice lady—who’d once worked on the copy desk of a newspaper out west. Three weeks of their syndicated astrology column went missing in the mail so she cranked it out herself, off the top of her head. “Take the second bus, not the first. A good day for investing in friendship. A simple act of kindness will reap great rewards.” How hard was it, really? The paper even got a few phone calls, that the horoscopes of late had been really dead-on, good stuff. Keisha figured if this lady could do it, what was to stop her?

				At least Keisha had a few regulars, like Penny, the eighty-two-year-old totally batshit lady she went to visit every week so the old woman could talk to the child she aborted when she was seventeen. Handed over a hundred bucks every time because Keisha told her just what she wanted to hear: “Your unborn child forgives you, she’s even grateful. This is not a world she wanted to be brought up in.”

				And there was Chad, the gay guy who ran a health-food store in Bridgeport and wanted his palm read whenever he was about to start a new relationship, which was often. Or Gail, one of her most needy, and well-heeled, clients, who believed she was, in an earlier life, either an Egyptian queen, Abraham Lincoln’s wife Mary Todd, or Joan of Arc. She managed at least a visit every two weeks, and would have been in even more often if husband Jerry hadn’t been clamping down on her nutbar spending.

				Still, it was all barely enough to pay the bills, especially when her live-in boyfriend Kirk wasn’t able to do much work since he dropped a cinder block on his foot five months ago when he had that part-time job with Garber Contracting. The foot was close to healed. Kirk wasn’t limping all that much now except when he wanted to get out of doing something, like taking out the trash, or shoveling the driveway when there was enough snow that Keisha was probably going to get stuck.

				He hadn’t always been this way.

				Okay, she had to admit, he’d never been a genius. He wasn’t the sharpest tooth in the rotary saw. He didn’t get a lot of jokes, unless they involved boobs, and once asked how they got the bones out of boneless chicken wings. But Kirk seemed like a good guy when she met him thirteen months ago. She was coming out of Penny’s house after telling her that her aborted child, had she lived and grown to adulthood, would have ended up in a very unhappy marriage, and saw that her front right tire was flat. She’d never had a flat tire before. She’d had cars stolen before, but never a flat. Keisha didn’t know if there was a spare in the trunk, and even if there was, she didn’t have the first clue how to put it on. She stared at that tire the way she used to stare at formulas scribbled on the blackboard in high school chemistry class.

				She didn’t have money to call a tow truck. Well, she had Penny’s hundred, but she needed that for groceries, and the rent, which was overdue. That was probably why she started to cry.

				Across the street, a construction company was replacing a rotting porch on one of Milford’s century-old homes. One of the workers cutting some boards for the decking noticed Keisha’s plight, took his finger off the trigger of the saw, and strolled over.

				Introduced himself as Kirk Nicholson.

				Kirk looked in the trunk and found no spare. But there was a jack, which he used to get the flat off the car. He said his boss, a nice guy named Glen, would probably let him take his lunch break early. He’d take the flat over to the nearby Firestone store in his 2003 Ford F-150—how he kept it so immaculate when it was a working vehicle amazed Keisha—so she could get a new tire put on the rim. He knew a guy there, could give her a deal, wholesale price. Shouldn’t take that long. Then he’d give her a lift back and put the tire on for her.

				That’s the way it happened.

				While they were waiting at the Firestone store, Keisha learned that Kirk’s mother, who raised him on her own, had died recently of a heart attack. He had no brothers or sisters. He told her about Glen, the man he was working for, whose wife Sheila had died in a bad car accident, and how he was raising their daughter on his own. Then he talked about his truck, that he’d got a great deal on it, he’d done a number of repairs on it himself, and was saving up to buy some high-end rims for it.

				Keisha was more interested in learning whether he was seeing anyone. She asked him something really clever, like “Does your girlfriend like your truck?” At which point he said he wasn’t seeing anybody right now. He was patient, and courteous, and never put a move on her once. When he was done putting the new tire on her car and had the jack stored back in the trunk, Keisha blurted out that he was welcome to come over for dinner.

				That very night.

				He said yeah, okay.

				Kirk even seemed to like Matthew, nine at the time, who sat at the table with them while Keisha served spaghetti and meatballs. Gave the boy a ride in his truck, even let Matthew show how good he was at one of those Mario games. After the boy went to bed at ten, Keisha cracked two beers and she and Kirk sat on the couch and watched that show with Charlie Sheen, the one he was on before he went nuts and got fired.

				“He falls asleep real fast,” Keisha said. “And he’s a sound sleeper.”

				Kirk wasn’t so slow that he didn’t understand what she was getting at. He started sleeping over that night. Within a month, he’d let his apartment go and had moved in with Keisha and Matthew.

				It was perfect. At first. So nice to have a man around the house, reaching over and feeling someone in the bed next to you, bumping into each other in the kitchen, curling up on the couch to watch TV. Keisha kept waiting for him to hand her his share of the rent. She wasn’t even expecting half. After all, she had Matthew. She was looking for just a third.

				Finally, after he’d been there a month and a half, she worked up the nerve to ask.

				“Work’s kinda slow,” he said. “Glen only needed me two days this week. And didn’t I take us all out to Burger King Friday night? Even let the li’l fucker get a dessert.”

				It was the first time he’d ever referred to her son that way.

				Keisha arrived home one day, four months after Kirk had moved in and still no contribution toward the rent, and there, in the living room, for God’s sake, was a set of four mag wheels for his Ford F-150. “Winter’s coming,” he explained, “so there’s no sense putting them on the truck now, and you don’t have a garage, so they’ll be okay here till spring. I’m gonna get a shelf from Ikea in New Haven, put them on display right there by the TV.”

				Not long after that, he injured his foot.

				Even wearing safety boots, when the cinder block landed on his right foot it broke a couple of bones. Kirk had to quit work and keep his weight off it while he recovered. His biggest fault up to now had been how cheap he was, but these last few months he’d become increasingly, well, mean. Keisha didn’t buy him enough beer, he complained. How could she have forgotten to buy him Oreos? How much had she made reading palms and telling fortunes this week, because he wanted his share? And the kid? Could he dial it down a bit? Always yelling and running around and waking me up when I’m trying to have a nap? And if he touches my wheels one more time, I swear to God—

				Keisha, queen of the psychic con, had been flimflammed. Bamboozled. The wool pulled over her eyes. Kirk had her thinking he was her dreamboat, but he turned out be the anchor tied around her neck.

				So, the bottom line was, Keisha needed money. If she couldn’t get Kirk out of her house, she was going to need enough cash to move herself and Matthew out. Justin Wilcox’s scam presented an opportunity she was willing to take, even though there was something about that kid that gave her the creeps.

				“You sure you can pull this off?” she asked Justin.

				“I took drama,” he said. “Piece of cake. I got it all worked out. What I was thinking was, we pull this off, maybe we could do some other things together? I bet lots of times you need a backup person, am I right? Someone to help fool the customer? The mark? Isn’t that what you call them?”

				“This thing you want to pull on your parents, it’s the kind of game you can only run once,” Keisha warned him. “Once you’ve spent this money, you’re going to have to find a new way to make more, and it’s not going to involve me.”

				“Whatever,” Justin said. “But let me ask you something.”

				“What?”

				“All the other times when you go see people and tell them you have some vision about what’s happened to a loved one, don’t they get mad when you turn out to be wrong?”

				“Who said I’m wrong?”

				“Come on. It’s just us.”

				“There’s always something in what I tell my clients that connects in some way. I often tap into something that’s very true.”

				“Except it’s not something that actually helps them find who they’re looking for,” he countered, grinning.

				“What I give everyone, for varying amounts of time, is hope,” Keisha said defensively.

				“Yeah, well,” Justin grinned. “You know what’ll be really good about this thing we’re doing? This time, you’ll be right. You’re going to know exactly where I am. It’s gonna look good on your resumé.”

				* * *

				The job was behind her now.

				It had been a week since Keisha had led Marcia and Dwayne Taggart to Justin’s hiding spot in those deserted offices. Dwayne had, as she’d requested, paid her in cash later that day. She’d taken Justin’s half, put it in a sandwich bag, put that bag of cash into a small Tupperware container, poured some spaghetti sauce around it, and tucked it into the freezer so Kirk wouldn’t find it. He never made the meals, so she wasn’t running any risk. As for her share, she’d lied to Kirk, telling him she’d only made a thousand on this job, half of which he demanded. The remaining two grand she’d hidden in a Tampax box that sat under the sink.

				Justin had told her he probably wouldn’t be around for a few days to collect. He knew his mother would want him to see “someone,” and that she wouldn’t be letting him out of her sight for a while. His stealing the sleeping pills, and that note he’d written her, had her scared to death he might hurt himself.

				But sooner or later, he’d escape. He was planning to make a speedy recovery, psychologically speaking. He’d tell whatever shrink his mother lined up that it was just a blip, he was right as rain, it was all triggered by his troubled relationship with his mother (lay as much guilt on her as possible, he figured), but they’d patched things up, he couldn’t be better, he was never going to do anything like that again, and while I’m here, have you got any samples of some fun meds I could take with me?

				So when the doorbell rang that morning, seven days later, Keisha was not surprised to see Justin on her doorstep.

				She’d been making Matthew’s breakfast, the kitchen TV on, the volume down low. Kirk was sleeping in. Last time he’d been awakened too early, he’d come hobbling into the kitchen like a bear with its leg in a trap and thrown a glass up against the wall. He scared the hell out of Matthew.

				So Keisha tried to keep things quiet this early, but at the same time, she liked to know what was going on in the world, so the TV was on.

				“Hurry up,” she said to Matthew, “or you’re going to be late for school.”

				He picked at his breakfast, which was a piece of toast with peanut butter slathered all over it.

				“Did you hear what I said?” she asked him.

				“I’m not hungry,” he said.

				Keisha had noticed he’d been particularly mopey these last few days. Quiet, withdrawn, spending a lot of time in his room. She’d asked Kirk, “You got any idea why he’s so down in the dumps?”

				Kirk, dusting his mag wheel display in the living room, said, “Beats me what’s wrong with the li’l fucker. He’s just moody.”

				But Keisha thought it was something more than that. Now, at breakfast, she said, “Somethin’ on your mind?”

				Matthew shook his head.

				“Anything going on at school?”

				“Everything’s fine,” he said. “Haven’t I been good lately? Have I done anything wrong?”

				She didn’t have to think. “You’ve been good.”

				“So I don’t see what the big deal is,” he said.

				“I was thinking,” she said, “maybe after school today, we could go to the Post Mall, get you some new shoes.” She could spare a little of that cash she had tucked away.

				“I don’t care about new shoes,” Matthew said. “I just want to be able to stay here with you.”

				“You want to hang around the house after school today?”

				“No, I mean, all I want is to be able to keep living here.”

				“What on earth are you talking about?” Keisha said. “You’re losing your tiny mind.”

				“We never have a vacation,” Matthew said. “We should go someplace. Just me and you. We could go visit your cousin in San Francisco.”

				“Yeah, well, Caroline may think the world of you, but she hasn’t got much use for me,” Keisha said. “You need to get moving. Go brush your teeth.”

				The boy took one last bite of toast and bolted from the kitchen. Keisha sighed and turned her eyes toward the television.

				“We got off kind of easy with winter so far, not too cold, but that’s going to change starting tomorrow and continuing through the weekend as temperatures dip below freezing. And we’ve got a warning that even though it’s getting colder, people should stay off ponds and small lakes, that the ice hasn’t gotten all that thick yet and—”

				The doorbell rang.

				Keisha left the kitchen and walked to the front door. Standing there, one hand shoved in his pocket, the other texting on a phone, was Justin. His stepfather, Dwayne, was parked at the curb in his Range Rover, engine running to keep the heater on. He waved.

				“I told Dwayne I wanted to come by and say thank you,” Justin said, ending his text conversation and devoting all his attention to Keisha.

				“Come on in,” Keisha said, and motioned for him to follow her into the kitchen. “And keep your voice down. My boyfriend’s asleep.”

				Justin nodded, glanced around the living room as he stepped in, his eyes stopping briefly on the four oversized mag wheels on the rickety-looking shelves. He walked over to examine them, ran his finger over one, checking for dust and finding none. The shelf wobbled slightly.

				“We have books on our shelves,” he said.

				Keisha said, “Come on into the kitchen.”

				“Police are investigating two liquor store robberies in Bridgeport last night. For a report, let’s go to . . .”

				“So,” she asked, “how’s it going?”

				“Good,” he said, nodding. “Like I figured, they got me seeing a shrink. Mom wants me to see her a couple of times a week for like a month. But I can ride that out. Great thing is, Mom’s being so nice to me. Buying me stuff, some video games, DVDs. I just got the whole original Star Trek on Blu-ray.” He nodded and smiled, impressed with himself. “Things are good. But she’s still kinda tight with the cash.”

				Keisha swung open the freezer and took out the Tupperware box. “Here’s your share.”

				“Huh?” he said, looking at the frozen container. “What’s in here? Lasagna?”

				She ran the tap until it was hot, took the lid off the container, and ran hot water on the bottom. The sauce came out in one solid chunk. Keisha kept it under the hot tap until the sauce melted away, revealing the sandwich bag stuffed with cash.

				“Man, you’re like a spy or something.”

				Keisha opened the bag, took out the cash and handed it to Justin.

				“In other news, a Milford area woman who went missing Thursday night is still unaccounted for.”

				“Awesome,” Justin said, pocketing it just as Matthew walked into the kitchen.

				“Who are you?” he asked.

				“I’m Justin,” he said.

				“How many apps you have on that?” the boy asked, seeing the phone in his hand.

				“A whole bunch.” He held the phone so the kid could see the screen. “I got lots of games.”

				“Take my picture,” Matthew said. “My mom says she doesn’t have any good pictures of me.”

				“Matthew, please, the man—”

				“It’s okay,” Justin said. He opened the camera app, took a shot of Matthew. Then he asked Keisha for her email address and sent the picture to her, the phone making a barely audible “whoosh.”

				Keisha handed the boy a paper sack that held his lunch. Matthew threw on his coat, ignored his mother’s pleas to zip it up or put on his mitts and hat, and went out the front door.

				The kid gone, Justin said, “You remember what I was saying to you before? That we could try something else? You and me? I mean, we did good together, right? It was fun. I should have job-shadowed you on careers day back in high school.”

				“I told you, this is it with us,” Keisha said. “You had a good idea, it paid off, and now we’re done.”

				She didn’t want anything else to do with him. Something was wrong with the wiring in his head.

				“Yeah, well, okay.”

				On the television, a man, his arm around a young woman, was talking about his wife. How he wanted her to come home. That if anyone was watching, who knew anything at all about what had happened—

				“So, anyway, thanks. I better go. I keep Dwayne waiting any longer—”

				“Shh,” Keisha said, watching the report. The words at the bottom of the screen read: Wendell and Melissa Garfield: “Mom, come home.”

				“Whoa,” Justin said, watching the TV. “You got a prospect?”

				“Don’t keep your stepdad waiting,” she said, and ushered him out.

				By the time she got back to the kitchen, they’d moved on to the next story.

			

		

	
		
			
				Four

				Keisha Ceylon stared at the house and thought, maybe she did have a little bit of the gift. Because there were times when she thought she could tell, just by looking at a place, that there was hurt inside those walls. Even a house where the blinds had been lowered, and turned so no one could see inside.

				She sat in the car with the motor running, the wheezy defrosters just barely keeping the windows clear. Keisha was sure her feelings about the house were not influenced by what she already knew. She told herself that if she’d been strolling through the neighborhood, and had merely glanced at this home, she’d have picked up something.

				Despair. Anxiety, certainly. Maybe even fear.

				She thought about what this man, this Mr. Garfield, must be going through. How was he dealing with it? Did he still have hope the police would find his wife? Was he starting to lose confidence in them? Had he had any to begin with? Was he at the point where he’d be open to considering other options? Would he be desperate enough to accept, and pay, for the very special service she could provide?

				Keisha was confident her timing was right. The man had gone before the cameras the day before. He’d been all over the news this morning. That was evidence of desperation, going to the media. That surely meant the police weren’t making progress. That was always the best time to move in. You didn’t want to leave it too late. If you hesitated, the police might actually find a body, at which point no distressed relative was going to need Keisha Ceylon’s visions for directions.

				It was, as she’d told Justin, all about hope. You had to get to these people while they still had some. As long as they had hope, they were willing to try anything, throw their money at anything. This was especially true when all conventional methods—door-to-door canvasses, sniffer dogs, aerial patrols, Neighborhood Watch—had turned up zilch. That’s when relatives were open to the unorthodox. Like a nice lady who showed up on their doorstep and said, “I have a gift, and I want to share it with you.”

				For a price, of course.

				Today’s missing person was Eleanor Garfield. She was, according to the news reports, white, forty-three, five foot three, about a hundred and fifty pounds, with short black hair and brown eyes.

				Everyone called her Ellie.

				She was last seen, according to her husband Wendell, on Thursday evening, around seven. She got in her car, a silver Nissan, with the intention of going to the grocery store to pick up the things they needed for the coming week. Ellie Garfield had a job in the administrative offices of the local board of education, and she didn’t like to leave all her errands to the weekend. She wanted Saturday and Sunday to be without chores. And to her way of thinking, the weekend actually began Friday night.

				So Thursday night was dedicated to errands.

				That way, come Friday, she could have a long soak in a hot tub, according to everything Keisha had quickly read and seen online or on television. After her soak, she’d slip into her pajamas and pink robe and park herself in front of the television. It was mostly for background noise, because she rarely had her eyes on it. Her primary focus was her knitting.

				Knitting had always been a hobby for her, though she hadn’t been as devoted to it the last few years. But according to one newspaper backgrounder that had tried to capture the essence of the woman, Ellie had picked up the needles again when she learned she was going to become a grandmother. She had been making baby booties and socks and a couple of sweaters. “I’m knitting up a storm,” she’d told one of her friends.

				But this particular week, Ellie Garfield did not make it to Friday night.

				Nor did she, by all accounts, make it to the store on Thursday. None of the grocery store staff, who knew Ellie Garfield by sight, if not by name, could remember her coming in that night. Nor was there any record that her credit card, which she preferred to cash (she collected points), had been used at that store or any other that evening. Nor had it been used since. Her car was not picked up on the surveillance cameras that kept watch over the grocery store lot.

				From what Keisha could glean, the police didn’t know what to make of it. Had Ellie met with foul play? Did she start off intending to go to the grocery store but someone prevented her from getting there? Or was it possible she had vanished of her own accord? The news reports didn’t pose all the questions running through Keisha’s mind. Was the woman having an affair? Had she gone to meet a lover? Did she wake up that morning and decide she’d had enough of married life? Got in the car and just kept on going, not caring where she ended up?

				She certainly wouldn’t have been the first.

				But the woman had no history of that kind of behavior. She’d never run off, not even for half a day. The marriage, from all appearances, was sound. And there was the matter of the grandchild. Ellie Garfield was about to have her first, and had already knitted the kid a full wardrobe. What woman disappears on the eve of something like that?

				Police considered the theory that she was the victim of a carjacking gone horribly wrong. There’d been three incidents in the last year where a female driver stopped at a traffic light had been pulled from her vehicle. The perpetrator—believed to be the same man in all three cases—had then made off with the car. But none of the women, while shaken up, had been seriously hurt.

				Maybe Ellie Garfield had run into the same man. But this time things had turned violent.

				On Sunday, Wendell Garfield went before the cameras, his pregnant daughter at his side. The girl was crying too much to say anything, but Wendell held back his tears long enough to make his plea.

				“I just want to say, honey, if you’re watching, please, please come home. We love you and we miss you and we just want you back. And . . . and, if something has happened to . . . if someone has done something to you, then I make this appeal to whoever has done this . . . I’m asking you, please let us know what’s happened to Ellie. Please let us know where she is, that she’s okay . . . just tell us something . . . I . . . I . . .”

				At that point he turned away from the camera, overcome.

				Keisha almost shed a tear herself when she rewatched the clip on the TV station’s website. It was time to make her move.

				So that morning, about an hour after Justin had left, she looked up the address for the Garfield home, which she found set back from the street in a heavily wooded neighborhood just off the road that led up to Derby. The lots were large, and the houses spaced well apart, some not even within view of each other. Keisha wanted to see whether the place was surrounded with cop cars, marked or unmarked.

				There was a decade-old Buick in the drive, dusted white from a light overnight snowfall. Nothing else. This looked like as good a time as any.

				She’d done enough of these that she didn’t have to think about strategy. In many ways, dealing with someone whose loved one was missing wasn’t all that different from dealing with someone who wanted their fortune told. It was the people themselves who fed the vision. She’d start off vague, something like “I see a house . . . a white house with a fence out front . . .”

				And then they’d say, “A white house? Wait, wait, didn’t Aunt Gwen live in a white house?”

				And someone else would say, “That’s right, she did!”

				And then, picking up the past tense, Keisha would say, “And this Aunt Gwen, I’m sensing . . . I’m sensing she’s passed on.”

				And they’d say, “Oh my God, that’s right, she has!”

				The key was to listen, have them provide the clues. Give them something to latch onto. Let them lead where she thought they wanted her to go.

				Keisha just hoped Wendell Garfield wasn’t as closed-minded as that Terry Archer character, who wouldn’t let Keisha help his wife, Cynthia. The hell of it was, she’d actually got part of it right. Just before the Archers threw her out of their house, she’d told them their daughter would be in danger. In a car. Up someplace high.

				Wasn’t that exactly what happened?

				Let it go, she told herself. It was years ago.

				But Keisha had a better feeling about Wendell Garfield. And the circumstances were totally different. With the Archers, it was a twenty-five-year-old case. There was no real urgency. But Mrs. Garfield’s disappearance was in its early stages. If she was in some kind of trouble, presumably there was still time to rescue her.

				Before heading up here, Keisha had tiptoed into the bedroom to do some accessorizing. You needed a touch of eccentricity somewhere. People figured that if you could talk to the dead, or visualize the hiding places of people still alive, or see into other dimensions, you had to be a little off your rocker, right? It was expected. So she went with the earrings that looked like tiny green parrots.

				“What’s going on, babe?” Kirk said, his face half buried into his pillow.

				“I’ve got a lead,” Keisha told him. “I need you on standby in case they want a reference.”

				“Yeah, yeah, I know the drill,” he said, never even opening his eyes.

				Sitting out front of the Garfield house in her little Korean import a moment longer, she checked the rear-view mirror to be sure she didn’t have any lipstick on her teeth. Got her head into the right space.

				She was ready.

				Time to go in and explain to the frantic husband that she could help him in his hour of need. She could be his instrument in determining what had happened to his wife.

				Because Keisha had seen something. She’d had a vision. A vision that very possibly held the answer to why his wife of twenty-one years had been missing for four nights now.

				A vision that she would be happy to share with him.

				For the right price.

				Keisha Ceylon took a deep breath, took one last look at her lipstick in the rear-view mirror, and opened the car door.

				Showtime.

			

		

	
		
			
				Five

				“So, what are you telling me, that there’s been nothing, nothing at all?” Wendell Garfield said into the phone. “I thought, I really thought someone . . . well, if you hear anything, anything at all, I expect to hear from somebody, goddamn it. Do you have any idea what we’re going through, what my daughter is going through? You tell Detective Wedmore I called. I want to hear from her. I want to hear from her the moment she gets this message.”

				He slammed the phone down. He’d decided, when he got up that morning, that he was going to be all over the police today, call them every hour if he had to. It had been a full day since the news conference. Half a dozen stations had aired the story. There was a clip on YouTube. It had made that morning’s papers. If anyone was going to call in with a tip, it would be now. Wendell needed the police to know just how impatient he was. How he was expecting some action on this.

				He’d called demanding to speak to the lead detective, a woman named Rona Wedmore. But she was out, and Wendell was transferred to someone else who claimed to be more or less up to speed on the investigation, and what sort of response the news conference had produced. There had been half a dozen calls to the hotline police had set up. None had been considered useful. At least one was from an outright lunatic—a woman who claimed to have seen an actress on an Italian soap opera who looked just like the picture of Ellie Garfield. Had the police checked to see whether the woman had run off to pursue an acting career?

				After hanging up, Garfield decided to make himself some tea, thinking it would help calm him. He hadn’t slept more than a few minutes overnight. He was trying to think, since Thursday, when this had all started, just how much sleep he’d had. Five, six hours maybe? His daughter Melissa had probably had a little more than that, if only because the pregnancy so exhausted her.

				Garfield hadn’t wanted Melissa to go before the cameras. He’d told the police he wasn’t sure she could handle the stress. She was seven months pregnant, her mother was missing, and now they wanted her to be on the six o’clock news?

				“I don’t want to put her through that,” he’d told the police.

				But it was Melissa herself who’d insisted she appear alongside her father. “We’ll do it together, Dad,” she told him. “Everyone needs to know we want Mom to be found, that we want her to come home.”

				With some reluctance, he agreed, but only on the condition that he would do all the talking. Once the lights were on and the cameras in their faces, Melissa went to pieces. She managed only to splutter, “Mommy, please come back to us” before she dissolved into tears and put her face into her father’s chest. Even he wasn’t able to say very much, just that they loved Ellie and wanted her back.

				He could hear murmurs among the news people, all indistinct save for one: “Good stuff.”

				Leeches.

				He took Melissa home with him, tried to get her to eat something. “It’s going to be okay,” he told her. “We’re going to get through this. We will, I promise you. But you have to eat. You have to take care of yourself. You have to think about the baby. You’re going to have this baby, and you’re going to take care of it, and everything’s going to be okay.”

				She sat there at the kitchen table, looking as though she would crumble. “Oh, Daddy . . .”

				“Trust me,” he said. “Everything will turn out fine.”

				“How can you say that?” Melissa asked, her eyes red from crying.

				“Because it has to,” he said.

				Melissa spent the night at her parents’ home, but around six in the morning she walked into her father’s bedroom to say she wanted to go back to her apartment across town. Garfield was still under the covers, but he was awake, and had been all night. He was reluctant to let her out of his sight, but Melissa said she could handle it. She wasn’t going to stay at her place. She’d return and stay overnight in the room she lived in before moving out. But she needed to pick up some things, clothes mostly, and wanted a moment or two by herself. Melissa shared the apartment with her friend Olivia, but Olivia was away right now, visiting her parents in Denver. She didn’t know anything about Melissa’s mother.

				Garfield said, hesitantly, “You’re not going to do anything I should be worried about, are you? I mean, your state of mind and all.”

				She said no.

				So he drove his daughter back to her place. Parked out front of the apartment, which was actually the top floor of an old house with a separate entrance. “Why don’t I just wait here while you grab a few things?” he said. “Then you can come back with me.”

				Melissa told him to drive home, that she would call him when she was ready for him to pick her up.

				Even though she was only nineteen, Melissa had been living away from home for three years. She was willing to admit, on the eve of becoming twenty, that she had been a difficult teen. She’d been a handful even before that. She’d gotten drunk the first time when she was eleven, lost her virginity at thirteen, and was dumb enough to leave marijuana in her room where her mother would find it a year after that. She openly ignored the limits her parents tried to set. Curfews were for breaking. Groundings meant nothing when you could open a bedroom window.

				When she was sixteen, she dropped out of school. Ellie and Wendell decided they could take no more. They gave her an ultimatum. Get an education and live by the rules of this house, or move out.

				The second option appealed to her more.

				Melissa found a place to live with a friend from school. Olivia, two years older, was also young to be living on her own, but when you had a father who liked to crawl under the covers with you at night and a mother who refused to see what was going on right in front of her, you only had so many choices. You could stay and put up with it, kill the bastard with a frying pan upside the head, or get the hell out. Olivia got out. But as difficult as her home life was, she did well at school, wasn’t into drugs, and held down a part-time job at Pancake Castle. She introduced Melissa to the manager, who gave her a stint waiting tables three nights a week. It turned out that getting kicked out of her parents’ house was the best thing that had ever happened to Melissa. She looked up to Olivia, who was becoming a role model. Melissa was getting her act together. Without her parents to catch her when she fell, she had to stop falling so much.

				She started to become responsible. Who could have guessed?

				Ellie and Wendell were cautiously optimistic. Once Melissa got her head screwed on right, they figured, she could go back and finish school. If she did well enough, she might have a chance at college, Ellie mused one evening. Maybe she’d even think about becoming a veterinarian. Remember, she’d say to her husband, how when she was little, she said one day she’d love to work with animals and—

				“For God’s sake, Ellie, let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Wendell said.

				Melissa would come over for dinner. Some of these get-togethers went better than others. One night, Melissa would tell them about how she was getting her life back on track, and her parents would nod and try to be encouraging. But another night, Ellie, anxious to see her daughter’s rehabilitation move with more speed, would start pushing. She’d tell her daughter it was time—now—to stop being nothing more than a waitress and get back to school and make something of herself. Did Melissa have any idea just how embarrassing it was for her mother, an employee of the board of education, to have a daughter who was a dropout? Who hadn’t even completed the eleventh grade? How long was she expected to wait to see her daughter get on a path where she would amount to something?

				Then they’d start fighting and Melissa would storm out, but not before asking out loud how she’d managed to live in this house as long as she had without blowing her brains out.

				It always took a few days for the dust to settle after a night like that.

				Ellie and Wendell still kept their fingers crossed that Melissa, despite these occasional blowups, was growing up. She held on to her waitressing job. She was saving some money, mostly from tips. Fifty to sixty dollars a week, which was at least something. And one day, talking to her mother on the phone, she happened to mention that she’d been on a college website, looking at what qualifications you needed to enroll in the veterinary program.

				Ellie was beside herself with joy when she told Wendell the news.

				“Isn’t it wonderful?” she asked. “She’s growing up, that’s what she’s doing. She’s growing up and thinking about the future.”

				What neither Ellie or Wendell had counted on was that the immediate future would include a baby.

				Melissa was already three months along when she broke the news to her parents. They did not, to say the least, take it well, but Wendell searched for a silver lining. Maybe this meant Melissa would get married. She was young to be a mother, but at least if she had a man in her life, a man who could look after her, wouldn’t that take some of the pressure off Ellie and him?

				The man’s name was Lester Cody, and he was thirty years old. A Pancake Castle regular. Always ordered four frisbee-sized chocolate-chip pancakes with double syrup and a side of sausage, only 1,400 calories. (Melissa had ceased to be amazed at how many people liked to eat this stuff for dinner.) He was, not surprisingly, somewhat heftier than the average man, at two hundred and eighty, but there was encouraging news. He was a dentist. He drove a Lexus. He had his own clinic. He pulled down a hundred grand a year. And—best of all—he was not married.

				Ellie felt herself coming unraveled. One day she’d tell Wendell their daughter was ruining her life, having a child so young, but the next she’d confess how excited she was at becoming a grandmother. “At my age, who’d believe I’m a granny?” she’d say. She’d have long discussions with her husband about whether it would be a boy or a girl, to which her husband would grumble, “One of those two, I suspect.” Then the next day she’d ramble on about Lester Cody, how he was really too old for Melissa, though he had a good job and could provide for their girl and their grandchild. But then Melissa dropped the bombshell that she really didn’t have any feelings for Lester, that he was nice enough and all, but she never imagined that she’d be married to a dentist. She’d met another man, who worked at the Cinnabon in the mall, and he was pretty cute, and not as fat as Lester, even though he could sneak as many frosted buns as he wanted. Ellie tried talking some sense into her daughter, telling her that if Lester Cody was interested in her, and could provide for her, then she’d be out of her mind not to invest in that relationship. Because, let’s face it, even if she wanted to go to veterinary college, she was going to have to complete her high school first, and how long was that going to take? Lester could probably get her a part-time job at the dental clinic after the baby came, answering phones and booking appointments and taking X-rays.

				Melissa would scream at her mother to stay out of her life. And the next day, she’d call her up, asking for a lift to the doctor’s office for her ultrasound appointment.

				In between all the hand-wringing and exorcising, Ellie Garfield resumed her knitting.

				“This child is coming one way or another, and it’s going to need something to wear,” she said, and she would hold up half a sleeve and ask her husband what he thought of it.

				It was more than Wendell Garfield could stand. Most times, in fact.

				All this tension between his wife and daughter, the relentless discussions Ellie wanted to have with him about what their girl was going to do with her life. All this talk about the baby. How would Melissa manage? Would she marry Lester? Would he provide for the child even if Melissa didn’t want to share her life with him? Would Melissa keep her waitressing job at Pancake Castle after the baby was born?

				Sometimes Ellie would do a one-eighty, and lash into Lester Cody as though he were in the house with them. “Thirty years old! Sleeping with a teenager! He took advantage of her, that’s what he did.”

				The discussions. They never stopped.

				Wendell Garfield wondered if it was all this that had driven him into the arms of Laci Harmon, or if it would have happened anyway.

			

		

	
		
			
				Six

				They both worked at the Home Depot, Wendell in plumbing most days, unless they were shorthanded in some other department, and Laci over in home lighting fixtures. They’d had coffee breaks together, talked about their families, the joys and—mostly—heartaches of raising kids. She had two boys aged fifteen and seventeen who did nothing but fight with one another. Laci confessed once, only half jokingly, that she wished they’d have one final no-holds-barred battle and kill each other.

				Wendell laughed. He said he knew exactly how she felt.

				He always found reasons to stroll through the lighting section.

				Laci often seemed to be passing through the plumbing department.

				It started with friendly teasing, then double entendres. When Laci wandered by, she’d narrow her eyes and say she needed help with her plumbing. When Garfield was over in light fixtures, he’d bump into Laci on purpose and say he wondered if she could help him keep his light switch in the up position.

				All in fun, of course. Totally innocent. After all, they were both, from all indications, happily married. Wendell and Ellie had been together for twenty-one years. Laci and Trevor, an assistant bank manager in Bridgeport, had just celebrated their twenty-third anniversary. They’d caught the train into New York, checked into the Hyatt by Grand Central, and taken in Priscilla Queen of the Desert, which Trevor, to his amazement, absolutely loved, even though he was not what you’d call a big fan of the drag queen community. It would have been a perfect getaway, except for when Laci took a beer from the minibar, and Trevor had a fit, telling her they could have gone to the closest grocery store and bought a six-pack for what that one beer was going to cost them. He wasn’t going to mention it when they checked out, see if they figured it out later and charged it to his Visa.

				Which they did.

				One day at work Wendell had been asked to assemble, for display purposes, a vinyl-sided utility shed. He was inside the nearly finished structure, tightening up some bolts to make sure the thing wouldn’t fall down in the wind, when Laci Harmon stepped inside, slid the door shut behind her, and placed his right hand on her left breast.

				“Feel my nipple,” she whispered. “Feel how hard it is.”

				Wendell had been touching the same two nipples for all of those last twenty-one years, although not quite as often as he once did, so feeling an unfamiliar one, even through Laci’s blouse, was an electrifying experience. He thought he’d explode right then, and probably would have if he hadn’t received a call on his employee radio that someone needed help picking out a leaf blower.

				They agreed to rendezvous that night at a Day’s Inn. It was a Thursday, which meant Ellie would be out doing the weekly shopping, and Wendell wouldn’t have to make some excuse about why he was leaving the house. But they’d have to be quick. Ellie was never gone more than two hours.

				Turned out all they really needed was about ninety seconds.

				“You’re just nervous,” Laci told him. “You’ve never done anything like this before.”

				“Have you?” Wendell asked.

				Laci was horrified by the question. “Of course not.” She pointed out that she was not that kind of girl.

				Except now she kind of was.

				They managed to meet once or twice a week. Not always at the Day’s Inn, because it was expensive to have to rent a room every time. Sometimes they did it in Laci’s Honda minivan. One time, they tried it in the backseat of Wendell’s Buick, but he concluded that you’re not quite as limber in your forties as you were in your teens, so they opted for Laci’s van, which had seats that folded right down into the floor.

				Handy.

				The first few times, Wendell felt consumed with guilt. But the more Ellie went on and on about their daughter, the more he told himself that he had been driven to this. It wasn’t his fault. It was survival. It was the only way he could cope.

				Maybe, once the baby was born, and things with Melissa had settled down, he’d end it with Laci.

				That was what he told himself. There were times when he even believed it.

				* * *

				A few minutes after he’d finished talking with the police, the phone rang. He thought maybe it was Detective Wedmore calling, but when he saw the call display, he swore under his breath. What the hell was she doing, phoning him at home? Did the woman have no sense?

				“Hello?”

				“Oh, Wen, I just had to get in touch.”

				“Laci, this isn’t a good time.”

				“But I can’t stop thinking about you, about what you must be going through,” she said. She wasn’t whispering, which told Garfield that she was alone in her house.

				“Where’s Trevor and the boys?” he asked her.

				“He took the boys to Schenectady for a long weekend to see his parents,” Laci said. “They’ll be back later today. I’m just heading out the door to work. Wendell, you have to talk to me.”

				“What do you want me to say?”

				“Have they found out anything? Do the police know what happened? I watched it on TV. I watched it at six, and I watched it again at eleven. It was very moving. You were very good, if you know what I mean. You held it together really well. I think, if anyone knew anything, if they knew anything at all, they’d call if they saw that.”

				“I just got off the phone with the police,” Garfield said. “They haven’t received any good tips.”

				“I feel . . . I feel so . . . It’s hard to explain,” Laci said. “I feel sort of guilty, you know? Because of what we’ve been doing, behind her back.”

				“Those things don’t have anything to do with each other.”

				“I’m sure that’s true, but I keep thinking, what if someone finds out? What if someone finds out what’s going on between us, and they think it has something to do with what’s happened to Ellie? And if, God forbid, something actually did happen to Ellie, then how is it going to look if—”

				“Laci, please, don’t go there,” he said. “Maybe she just decided to go away for a while, clear her head.”

				“Is that what you think?”

				“I don’t know what to think. But I suppose it’s a possibility. I mean, they haven’t found her car or anything. If something had happened to her around here, you’d think they’d have at least found her car.”

				“So you think she just decided to drive away? Like, to Florida or something?”

				“Laci, I don’t know, okay? I don’t have any goddamn idea.”

				His tone stopped Laci for a second. “You don’t have to get angry with me.”

				“I’m going through a lot right now. I’m just trying to keep it together.”

				“How’s Melissa coping?”

				“Not well.”

				“What about that man who got her pregnant? Is he still in the picture? Can he be there for Melissa at a time like this?”

				“She says she doesn’t want anything to do with him. Honestly, I don’t think it would make things any easier for me if he was around right now.”

				“I was just—oh my God, I just thought of something,” she said.

				“What?”

				“They’re not tapping your phone, are they? They’re not listening in?”

				He felt a chill run down his spine. Could they be? He could kick himself. It hadn’t even occurred to him until she mentioned it. He’d been doing such a good job, being the distraught husband, he hadn’t thought there was any reason for the police to be bugging his phone. Sure, he knew the cops would probably be looking at him sooner or later, but he didn’t believe he’d given any indication that he was in any way responsible for his wife’s disappearance.

				“I mean, if they hear us, and know we’ve been seeing each other, then—”

				“Hang up, Laci,” he said.

				“—then they might think that you had something to do with it, you know, so that you could spend your life with me and—”

				He slammed down the phone. If the police had been listening, the damage was done. They’d know he’d been having an affair. They’d know he and Laci had been seeing each other for weeks now.

				Not good, not good at all.

				Laci’s call left Garfield rattled. He tried to tell himself he was going to get through this. He had to keep his wits about him. Even if the police found out he’d been sleeping with Laci, it didn’t have to mean he’d had anything to do with this business about his wife.

				They hadn’t found a body. Or her car.

				And he was as sure as he could be that they never would.

				Pull yourself together, he told himself.

				The doorbell rang.

				Jesus, he thought. They really were listening to his phone, and now they wanted to question him about Laci, about whether he’d killed his wife to be with this other woman.

				He took a couple of deep breaths, composed himself, and strode through the living room to the front door. He pulled the curtain back first, to see who it was.

				It was a woman.

				A woman with green parrot earrings.

			

		

	
		
			
				Seven

				Keisha Ceylon was ready with her “I feel your pain” smile. First impressions were everything. You had to come across as sincere, so you couldn’t overdo the smile. It had to be held back. You didn’t want to show any teeth. No empty-headed Stepford Wife/Jehovah’s Witness smile that looked like it had been pasted on. You had to get into the moment. You had to believe you were on a mission. And you had to look as though you were sorry to even be here, that if there was anywhere else on this earth you could be, you would.

				But you were compelled to be here. You simply had no choice.

				She saw the man pull back the curtain to get a look at her, and gave him the smile. Almost apologetic.

				Then the door opened.

				“Yes?” he said.

				“Mr. Garfield?”

				“You a reporter? We did the press conference yesterday. There’s nothing else I have to say at this time.” He leaned out of the door, looking past her down to the street, wondering, maybe, if a news van was nearby.

				“I’m not a reporter, Mr. Garfield.”

				“What do you want, then?”

				“Let me give you my card,” she said, handing one to him.

				He glanced down at it. The card read:

				 

				KEISHA CEYLON

				 

				Psychic Finder of Lost Souls

				Under that, a web address and a phone number. “What the hell is this?” he asked.

				“Like it says there, I’m Keisha, and I’m so very sorry to trouble you at such a time. But I think, if you’ll be kind enough to give me a moment, you won’t regret my knocking on your door.”

				He looked at the card again. “Psychic finder. Sounds like total bullshit to me.”

				Keisha smiled. Not too much. Made the smile look just a little sad. “I encounter that a lot. Maybe it would be better if I just put the word ‘consultant’ on there, but that would be a misrepresentation of the type of service I provide.”

				“A consultant,” he said, slipping her card into his shirt pocket.

				“I consult for people who find themselves in situations such as yours, Mr. Garfield.”

				“So you’re what, some kind of psychic detective? Like that Medium woman on TV?”

				“Actually, a bit, yes.”

				“You have a nice day, Miss Cylon.”

				“That’s Ceylon,” she said, and put a palm on the door as he started closing it. “Let me ask you one thing before you send me away.”

				“What’s that?” he said.

				“Are things going so well in the search for your wife that you’re willing to dismiss all other avenues?”

				She could see the hesitation in his eyes. She said, “I’m not going to kid you, Mr. Garfield. What I do, it takes a leap of faith, I know that. And I’m not always right. It’s not an exact science. But what if there’s a chance, maybe just one chance in ten—a hundred, even—that I can help you find Mrs. Garfield, isn’t that a chance worth taking? If it isn’t, tell me, and I’ll leave here and never trouble you again.”

				He held the door, frozen. It was wide enough that he could still see her, but not wide enough to allow her in.

				After several seconds of hesitation, he opened it wider. “Fine, then.”

				She stepped into the house. There was a small foyer, and a living room to the right with a couch and a couple of soft armchairs. A set of windows along the front, the blinds letting in very little light, and a second, smaller window, on the side wall, where the blinds had not been closed tight.

				“Do you mind if I sit down?” she asked. It was always a lot harder for them to throw you out when you were sitting down.

				He pointed to an armchair. Before she could sit, she had to move a ball of green yarn with two blue, foot-long knitting needles speared through it. She tucked the bundle over to the edge of the chair.

				“Have you ever heard of me?” she asked as he took a seat across from her on the couch.

				“No,” he said.

				She nodded. “Well, it’s not as though I’m famous or anything. But I do have something of a reputation. Just last week I helped a couple find their son. He’d been depressed and they were worried he might do harm to himself. We found him just in time, too.”

				“My wife was not depressed,” Garfield said.

				Keisha nodded. “Of course. Every case is different.”

				He eyed her as though she might already have had a chance to pocket the silverware. “Why don’t you tell me what it is, exactly, that you do.”

				“As I said, I offer my services to people when they’re in crisis. When they desperately need to find someone. Do you mind if I ask you a couple of questions first before I start getting into how I do what I do?”

				“I suppose not.”

				“I saw you and your daughter—Melissa, is it?”

				He nodded.

				“I saw you on the news, making your appeal. Asking for information about Mrs. Garfield, asking her, if she was watching, to come home so you could stop worrying.”

				“That’s right.”

				“I was wondering, what sort of tips have the police received since then? I’m assuming they’ve been in touch.”

				“There’s been nothing. At least nothing helpful. A couple of nuts called in.”

				Keisha nodded sympathetically, as though this was about what she expected. “And aside from waiting for tips, what other efforts have the police been making to find Mrs. Garfield?”

				“They’ve been trying to trace her movements since she left the house Thursday night. That’s the night she does the grocery shopping, but she never got to the store.”

				“Yes, I knew that.”

				“And her credit cards haven’t been used. I know they’ve been showing her picture around to all the places she usually goes, talking to her friends, talking to people she works with. All the things you might expect.”

				Another sympathetic nod. “But as with the tips, nothing very helpful. Is that what you’re telling me, Mr. Garfield?”

				“It would seem so,” he said.

				Keisha Ceylon paused for what she thought was a dramatically appropriate period of time, then said, “I believe I can help you where the police cannot.”

				“Is that right?”

				“The police do what they do, but they are not trained to—what’s the phrase?— think outside the box. What I offer is something more unconventional.”

				“I’m waiting.”

				She looked him in the eye. “I see things, Mr. Garfield.”

				His mouth opened, but he was briefly at a loss for words. Finally he said, “You see things.”

				“That’s right, I see things. Let me make this as simple and as straightforward as I can, Mr. Garfield. I have visions.”

				A small laugh erupted from him. “Visions?”

				Keisha was very careful to maintain her cool. “Yes,” she said simply. Draw him out. Make him ask the questions.

				“What, uh, what kind of visions?”

				“I’ve had this gift—if you can call it that, I’m not really sure—since I was a child, Mr. Garfield. I have visions of people in distress.”

				“Distress,” he said quietly. “Really.”

				“Yes,” she said again.

				“And you’ve had a vision of my wife? In distress?”

				She nodded solemnly. “Yes, I have.”

				“I see.” A bemused smile crossed his lips. “And you’ve decided to share this vision with me, and not the police.”

				“As I’m sure you can understand, Mr. Garfield, the police are often not receptive to people with my talents. It’s not just that they’re skeptical. When I’m able to make progress where they have not, they feel it reflects badly on them. So I approach the principals involved directly.”

				“Of course you do,” he said. “And how is it you get these visions? Do you have, like, a TV antenna built into your head or something?”

				She smiled. “I wish I could answer your questions in a way that everyone would understand. Because if I knew how these visions come to me, I might be able to turn them off.”

				“So it’s a curse as well as a blessing,” he said.

				Keisha ignored the sarcasm. “Yes, a bit like that. Let me tell you a story. One night, this would have been about three years ago, I was driving to the mall, just minding my own business, when this . . . image came into my head. All of a sudden I could barely see the road in front of me. It was as though my windshield had turned into a movie screen. And I saw this girl, she couldn’t have been more than five or six, and she was in a bedroom, but it was not a little girl’s bedroom. There were no dolls or playhouses or anything like that. The room was decorated with sports memorabila. Trophies, posters of football players on the wall, a catcher’s mitt on the desk, a baseball bat leaning against the wall in the corner. And this little girl, she was crying, saying she wanted to go home, pleading to someone to let her leave. And then there was a man’s voice, and he was saying not yet, you can’t go home yet, not until we get to know each other a little better.”

				She took a breath. Garfield was trying to look uninterested, but Keisha could tell she had him hooked.

				“Well, I nearly ran off the road. I slammed on the brakes and pulled over to the shoulder. But by then, this vision, these images, had vanished, like smoke that had been blown away. But I knew what I’d seen. I’d seen a little girl in trouble, a little girl who was being held against her will.

				“So, in this particular situation, because I did not know who the actual people involved were, I made a decision to go to the police. I called them and said, ‘Are you working on a missing girl case? Perhaps something you haven’t yet made a statement about?’ Well, they were quite taken aback. They said they really couldn’t give out that kind of information. And I said, ‘Is the girl about six years old? And was she last seen wearing a shirt with a Sesame Street character on it?’ Well, now I had their attention. They sent out a detective to talk to me, and he didn’t believe in visions any more than I would imagine you do. Maybe they were thinking I might have actually had something to do with this girl’s disappearance, because how else could I know those kinds of details? But I said to him, talk to the family, find out who they know who’s really into sports, who’s won lots of trophies, particularly football trophies, maybe even baseball, and the detective said, yeah, sure, we’ll get right on that, like he was humoring me. But then he left, and he made some calls, and within the hour, the police had gone to the home of a neighbor who fit that description, and they rescued that little girl. They got to her just in time.” Keisha paused. “Her name was Nina. And last week she celebrated her ninth birthday. Alive, and well.”

				Total bullshit.

				Keisha clasped her hands together and rested them in her lap, never taking her eyes off Garfield.

				“Would you like to call Nina’s father?” she asked. “I could arrange that.” She didn’t think he’d take her up on the offer, but if he did, she had Kirk on standby. If Garfield called, Kirk would pretend to be the father of the little girl who’d disappeared. He’d say how they owed their girl’s life to Keisha. He’d done this one other time for Keisha—not with a missing person case, just a woman who wanted a reference before she let Keisha read her palm—and he handled it okay. The trick was, keep the call short. Kirk was the kind of guy who couldn’t keep track of the lies he’d told, and the more questions there were, the more likely he was going to trip himself up.

				As Keisha had suspected, Garfield was not interested in confirming her story. “No, no, that’s okay,” he said. “But that’s quite a tale.”

				Keisha detected sarcasm, but not as much as she might have expected.

				“Still, I’d totally understand,” she said, “if you’d like me to leave. Perhaps you’ve got me pegged as a con artist. There are plenty out there, believe me. If you don’t want me to share my vision with you, I’ll leave right now and you won’t hear from me again. And I just want to say, I hope the police find your wife soon, Mr. Garfield, so that you and your daughter can get your lives back to normal.”

				She stood. Garfield was on his feet too, and when Keisha extended her hand, he took it. “Thank you for your time, and I’m so sorry to have troubled you.”

				“What will you do?” he said. “I mean, if you’ve had this so-called vision, and I’m not the kind of person who buys into that sort of thing, what will you do now?”

				“I suppose,” she said, “I’ll go to the police with what I know, and see if there’s anyone there who cares. Sometimes, though, that can have a negative effect. They’re not always as receptive to my involvement as they were when I called them about Nina. I’ve found they have a tendency to get their back up, and the tip you give them is the last one they follow up.” She smiled. “They can be somewhat dismissive of the skills I bring to the table. I hope, for your wife’s sake, they don’t take that attitude.”

				“So you are going to the police,” he said, more to himself than to Keisha.

				“Again, thank you for—”

				“Sit down. You might as well tell me how this works.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Eight

				What the hell was he to make of this woman?

				Wendell Garfield didn’t know what to think. Did Keisha Ceylon really have visions? Her telling of that story about the little girl was pretty convincing, but it wasn’t enough to persuade him she was legit. There was something about her, though, that was hard to dismiss.

				And worrisome.

				His mind raced through the possibilities. The woman was trying to shake him down, plain and simple. He had a feeling that, even though they hadn’t gotten around to the topic of money, it was just around the corner. What better mark than a husband desperate to find out what had happened to his missing wife? Wouldn’t plenty of people in his position be willing to engage a psychic, a medium, a spiritualist, a paranormal expert—whatever the hell this woman wanted to call herself—even if they believed, at best, there was only a one in a million chance she really knew anything? Isn’t that what someone who truly loved his wife would do?

				Or maybe she wasn’t trying to con him. Maybe she really believed she could do what she claimed. It was possible she was here out of a sincere wish to help. It didn’t have to mean she actually had some psychic gift. She could be a well-intentioned nut. Deluded. Her visions could be the product of a twisted, disordered mind.

				And then, of course, there was a third possibility: She was the real thing.

				Garfield considered that the least likely prospect. But what if, somehow, for reasons he was not yet privy to, she was on to something? Did he want her talking to the police?

				Not really.

				The smartest course, for now, seemed to be to hear her out. See what she had to say.

				Once Keisha was back in the chair, with Garfield sitting across from her, he said, “First of all, let me apologize if I was rude earlier.”

				“Not at all. I understand that what I do, the talent I have, is difficult for many people to get their heads around.”

				“Yeah, well, I have to admit, I have my doubts. But then again, I very much want to know what’s happened to Ellie. I love her so much. This is just so unlike her, to disappear this way. Totally out of character. And it’s been so hard on Melissa.”

				“Is she here?” Keisha asked.

				“Not at the moment. She doesn’t live here. She’s been staying the last couple of nights, but went back to her own place this morning. I’m going to pick her up later.”

				“She’s not very old to be living on her own,” Keisha said.

				“When Melissa was younger, she didn’t care much for observing our rules. So we all agreed it would be a good learning experience for her to try living on her own.”

				“I see,” Keisha said. “And when I saw her on the news, it looked to me as though, that she might be—”

				“Yes, she’s pregnant.”

				Keisha forced a smile. “Isn’t that wonderful.”

				Garfield couldn’t stop himself from rolling his eyes. “Yeah, it’s terrific. I don’t really want to talk about Melissa. If you’ve got something to tell me about Ellie, if you’ve got some damn vision you want to share, then let’s get to it.”

				“I get the feeling you’re not going to be very receptive to anything I may have to tell you.”

				He shook his head. “Not at all. Go ahead.”

				“There is another matter we need to talk about first.”

				“Here we go.”

				“Excuse me?”

				“I’ve been waiting for this. What’s it going to cost me, to get a glimpse of this little vision of yours?”

				Keisha adopted a look of great patience. “What do you do for a living, Mr. Garfield?”

				“I work at Home Depot,” he said.

				“They provide you a salary for that?”

				“Indeed they do.”

				“I bet you have to be very knowledgeable to work there. You have to know about so many things. About paint, and lumber, and plumbing and appliances. All the different kinds of screws and nuts and bolts? Am I right? They don’t pay you just for the work you do. They pay you for what you know. For your experience.”

				“Go on.”

				“It’s no different with me,” Keisha explained. “This is my livelihood. I have a gift, and I’m offering to use it to help you. But I don’t provide a service without some reward for my knowledge and experience. If you were to hire a private detective to assist you in locating your wife, you wouldn’t expect him to put in his time and use his experience without compensation.”

				“Oh, of course not.”

				“I’m pleased to hear you say that.”

				“And what sort of money are we talking here, Ms. Ceylon?” he asked.

				“One thousand dollars,” she said, not being the slightest bit shy about it.

				His eyebrows went up. “You’re not serious.”

				“I believe the sum is reasonable,” Keisha said.

				He thought about it. “I’m not a rich man.”

				“I understand,” she said. “I’ve taken that into account.”

				“So there’s a sliding scale? You take a look at the house and the kind of cars in the driveway, and if you see a Beemer you jack the price up? What the market will bear and all that?”

				She started to get up once again. “I think I’ll just be on my way, Mr. Garfield, if that’s okay with—”

				“How about this,” he said. “You give me a hint of what your vision’s all about, a little sneak peek, and if it sounds credible to me, then I’ll give you five hundred dollars. And if the information you have leads to my finding Ellie, I’ll pay you another five hundred.”

				She considered his words a moment, then said, “I will tell you about a few of the initial flashes that have come to me. If you wish to hear more, how the images evolved, then I will tell you everything for the full amount of one thousand dollars.”

				He let out a long sigh, wondering how this all might look to a third party. His wife is missing, and he’s going back and forth with this woman like he’s buying a new Toyota. But he still didn’t know what her game was, and he was wary, though it didn’t strike him that he had anything to lose by accepting the deal she was proposing.

				“Okay,” he said.

				“I’m very pleased,” she said. “Not just because we’ve reached a satisfactory arrangement, but because I do very much want to help you.”

				“Yeah, yeah, fine.”

				“Do you have something of your wife’s that I might be able to hold?”

				“What for?”

				“It helps.”

				“I thought you’d already had your vision. I don’t get why you need something of Ellie’s to hold onto.”

				“It’s all part of the process. Some of the fuzzier details in my vision may come into sharper focus if I’m in possession of something that belongs to the person, something that’s come into close contact with them.”

				“What do you need?”

				“An article of clothing would be best.”

				“Like, her bathrobe or something?”

				Keisha nodded. Garfield sighed, stood, and went upstairs. A moment later he was coming back down the stairs with a pink robe in his hands. It was faded and tattered from years of wear.

				“Thank you,” Keisha said, placing the robe in her lap and laying both hands on it. She ran her fingertips over the flannel material and closed her eyes.

				Several seconds went by without her saying a word. Finally Garfield interrupted her trance state and said, “You getting bad reception there? You want to go outside or something? Get more bars for your vision?”

				Keisha’s eyes flashed open and she looked at him with something bordering on contempt. “Is it all a joke to you, Mr. Garfield? Your wife is gone, you have no idea whether something’s happened to her, and you joke?”

				“I’m sorry. Go ahead, do your thing.”

				She closed her eyes again, took a few seconds to get back into the mood. “I’m feeling some . . . tingling.”

				“Tingling?”

				“It’s a little bit like when the hairs go up on the back of your neck. That’s when I know I’m starting to sense something.”

				“What? What are you sensing?”

				Keisha opened her eyes. “This was what first came to me, when I started picking up something about Ellie’s predicament. Your wife, she’s . . .”

				“She’s what?”

				“She’s cold,” Keisha said. “Your wife is very, very cold.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Nine

				While Keisha was waiting to see whether he’d take the bait, thereby giving her a chance to reel him in, she was thinking about her starting point. Cast a wide net to begin with, then narrow the focus. Why not start with the weather?

				It was winter, after all. Everybody was cold. Wherever Ellie Garfield was, it only stood to reason she’d be feeling chilled. Okay, maybe that wasn’t true. The night she disappeared, she could have steered her car south and headed straight to Florida. She could have been there in a day, and by now might be working on a pretty decent tan.

				“What do you mean, cold?” Garfield asked. For the first time since she’d gotten here, he seemed intrigued. Drawn in.

				“Just what I said. She’s very cold. Did she take a jacket with her when she left Thursday night?”

				“A jacket? Of course she’d have taken a jacket. She wouldn’t have left the house without a jacket. Not this time of year.”

				Keisha nodded. “I’m still picking up that she’s cold. Not just, you know, a little bit cold. I mean chilled to the bone. Maybe it wasn’t a warm enough coat. Or maybe . . . maybe she lost her coat?”

				“I don’t see how. All you have to do is look outside and know you’re going to need your coat. There’s three inches of snow out there, for God’s sake.” He sank back into the couch, looking annoyed. “I don’t see how this is very helpful.”

				“I can come back to it,” she said. “Maybe, as I start picking up other things, the part about her being cold will take on more meaning.”

				“I thought you had a vision. Why don’t you just tell me what the vision was instead of rubbing your hands all over my wife’s robe?”

				“Please, Mr. Garfield, it’s not as though my vision is an episode of Seinfeld and I can just tell you what I watched. There are flashes, images. It’s a little like dumping a shoebox full of snapshots onto a table. They’re in a jumble, no particular order. What I’m trying to do, it’s like sorting those pictures. Sitting here, now, in your wife’s home, holding something that touched her, I can start assembling those images, like a jigsaw puzzle.”

				“You’re pulling a fast one here. I think—”

				“Melissa.”

				“What?”

				“Something about Melissa.”

				“What about her?”

				“There are these flashes, of your daughter. And she’s crying. She’s very upset.”

				“Of course she’s upset. Her mother’s missing.”

				“But even before. She’s very troubled, Melissa is.”

				“I already told you as much. She’s been a difficult kid. She moved out at sixteen, and now she’s knocked up. She’s troubled. Brilliant deduction.”

				“There’s more,” Keisha said.

				Garfield leaned forward, placed his elbows on his knees. Really interested. Keisha liked what she was seeing. Another couple of tugs and the hook would be well set into that cheek of his. And all she’d really done so far was tell him things he already knew, things everyone knew. It was winter. He had a pregnant daughter. Her mother was missing. Who wouldn’t be upset? In another minute or so she’d get to the next stunningly obvious thing—the car. But first, tease him with the daughter a little longer.

				“What do you mean, more?”

				“Something about the baby . . .”

				“What about the baby?”

				“Tell me about the father,” Keisha said. Turning it around, letting him do some of the work, and feeding her a few more nuggets to work with at the same time.

				“Lester Cody,” Wendell Garfield said, shaking his head in frustration. “A dentist, makes more than twice what I do, drives a Lexus, a pretty damn good catch for Melissa if she’d only wake up and realize it. But guess what? She’s not in love with him. Yeah, he’s about seventy pounds overweight and’ll probably have a heart attack before he’s forty, but in the mean time, she could make a life with him.” He pointed a finger at Keisha. “There’s more to marriage than love. That’s important in the beginning, but after a while, it’s the daily stuff you have to get through. And Melissa’s going to have a lot of that, raising a baby. She needs that man’s support. Financial and emotional.”

				“And how does Ellie feel about all this?”

				He blinked. “She, uh, she feels the same way. I mean, at first she was upset because he’s so much older, but you balance everything out and Melissa could do a lot worse. Like that guy at the Cinnabon. Give me a break.”

				“Have Ellie and this Mr. Cody . . . has there been some kind of confrontation between the two of them? I’m seeing flashes, some arguments.”

				Flashes, yeah, that was good. Keisha knew that if she had a daughter who’d been knocked up and didn’t want to marry the father, she’d be trying to talk some sense into her, unless the guy was a total asshole. But a dentist? What they made? What the hell was wrong with this girl? Keisha’d probably take the guy aside, give him some tips on how to win the girl over.

				It was reasonable to assume Eleanor Garfield might feel the same way.

				“She phoned Lester a couple of times,” Garfield said. “The guy’s pretty crushed about the whole thing. He really likes Melissa, and he seems ready to step up to the plate to support the child, but she doesn’t want anything to with him.” He frowned. “Ellie was very upset about the whole situation. She talked about it all the time.”

				Was upset? Talked?

				Move on, Keisha thought. The man’s upset, not thinking clearly about his choice of words.

				“Well,” she said, “do you think Ellie might have gone to see Lester, to talk to him about the situation?”

				But there was something funny about it, wasn’t there? He’d talked about Melissa and Lester in the present tense. But when he mentioned Ellie, he’d slipped into the past tense.

				Keisha was sure she hadn’t imagined it. She wished she had the conversation recorded, that she could listen to it again. She supposed it could mean Garfield had already lost hope that his wife would be coming home alive. He’d already accepted the fact that she was dead. That was certainly a possibility, and if so, that was too bad, because hope was the essential ingredient. If the man had lost hope, he wasn’t going to see the value in engaging Keisha. It had, after all, been nearly four days since he’d seen his wife. He could be forgiven for fearing the worst.

				“Are you suggesting Lester may be involved in my wife’s disappearance?” Garfield asked.

				Now, there was an interesting thought. Maybe, at some level, Garfield harbored suspicions about the man. And Keisha liked that he was starting to ask her questions. Like he thought she might actually have answers. It would be easy to take him down this road, that maybe his wife had run into Lester and somehow they’d had an argument about Melissa, but Keisha thought it would be wiser to hold off on that, come back to it later if it seemed right. Maybe that’s what Garfield was expecting her to do, to steer this discussion whatever way he led her. Maybe this was some kind of a test, so best to go off in another direction now.

				Time to throw him a curveball.

				“The car,” she said.

				“What?”

				“I keep seeing something about the car.”

				“Which car? Lester’s car?”

				“No, your wife’s car. A Nissan.” She had read what kind it was online.

				“That’s right. A 2007. It’s silver. What about the car?”

				Keisha closed her eyes again. Took her hands off the robe that was still in her lap and rubbed her temples. “It’s . . . the car’s not on the road.”

				Garfield said nothing.

				“It’s definitely not on the road. It’s . . . it’s . . .”

				Garfield seemed to be holding his breath. “It’s what?” he asked, suddenly impatient. “If it’s not on the road, then where the hell is it?”

				Keisha took her fingers away from her head, opened her eyes, and looked the man squarely in the eye.

				“I think that’s as far as I can go right now, Mr. Garfield.”

				“What are you talking about? What’s this about her car?”

				“Mr. Garfield, I believe I’m closing in on something, and it’s going to require all my powers of concentration. I don’t want to be distracted, wondering whether you’re going to do the right thing.”

				He ran his tongue around the inside of his mouth and over his teeth.

				“The money,” he said.

				“Yes,” Keisha said.

				“I don’t have a thousand dollars lying around the house.”

				“How much do you have?”

				“Three hundred, maybe.”

				“I’ll take a check for the balance,” she said obligingly.

			

		

	
		
			
				Ten

				Garfield had to admit, when this so-called psychic talked about Ellie being so very cold, it scared the shit out of him.

				When she hadn’t gone into specifics, he figured it meant nothing. It was winter. It was cold. Big deal. Didn’t mean the woman was frickin’ Nostradamus. She had about as much skill communicating with the missing and the dead as that weather lady on the six o’clock news did predicting whether it was going to snow tomorrow.

				But then she mentioned the car. Why had she suddenly wanted to talk about the car? And then she went and said it was “definitely not on the road.”

				She sure had that right.

				That car was at the bottom of Fairfield Lake, forty miles north of here. No one was going to find it, not for a very long time, if ever. Water had to be forty, fifty feet deep there, he bet. It was probably already covered over with ice. It had gotten colder since Thursday night. It’d be spring before there was even a remote chance of anyone finding it. Someone would have to be diving, right there, to come across it. And even if some fishermen snagged on to it, it wasn’t like the car was going to float to the surface like an old boot. They’d have to cut their line, put on a new hook.

				How could Keisha Ceylon know the car was not on the road?

				It could be a lucky guess. Simple as that. She could just be making the whole thing up. But what if she wasn’t?

				In that case, Garfield could imagine only two scenarios.

				One, this woman actually had some kind of second sight. He’d never bought into that kind of thing, not like his older sister Gail, who believed it was very possible she was Nefertiti in an earlier life, bought all those books by Sylvia Browne—even got them on audio so she could hear them in the car—and claimed that at the moment their father died, he appeared before her to say how sorry he was he’d never told her he loved her. Gail’s husband, Jerry, said she was snoring up a storm at the time, but so be it.

				While Garfield was a skeptic, he was also willing to admit there might be forces at work out there he didn’t fully understand. Maybe some people really did have special sensitivities and could pick up things everyone else missed. Maybe this woman did have visions. How else could you explain that story about Nina, the little girl kidnapped by the neighbor?

				So if she had this gift, and really had had a vision about Ellie, then she knew something.

				The other scenario—a no less comforting one—was that this psychic thing was an act. A total sham. Complete and utter bullshit. A performance, to cover the fact that the information she had had come to her in a much less mystical way.

				She had seen what happened. Not in a vision, but with her own eyes.

				Garfield thought about that as he went into the kitchen for the three hundred in cash and his checkbook.

				Suppose she had been there?

				What if Keisha Ceylon had been at the lake that night? Maybe she lived in one of the cabins that lined the shore. On his way up there, Garfield had felt confident there wouldn’t be any witnesses. That stretch of the lake was taken up mostly with seasonal properties. This time of year, most of the cabins were boarded up. By the end of November, most everyone had turned off the water, poured antifreeze into the pipes, put out the mousetraps, spread around the mothballs, covered over the windows, and headed back to their comfortable homes in the city, no plans to return until spring.

				But Garfield now had to consider the possibility that one of the cabins had been occupied. Maybe someone—Keisha—had been looking out the window that night and noticed a car with its lights turned off being driven out onto the new ice with only a thin layer of snow on it. That sliver of moon was all the light anyone would need to get an idea of what was going on.

				Someone could have seen that car creep out there and stop. Then seen a man get out of the driver’s side with a broom in his hand, and watched as he attempted to sweep away the tire tracks as he made his way back to shore.

				And then someone could have seen that same man stop and look back, waiting, waiting for the car to plunge through the thin ice.

				Garfield shuddered at the memory. It had been agonizing. For a few moments there, standing out in the freezing cold, he was convinced the car was not going to drop through. That it would sit there, and still be there in the morning when the sun came up.

				With his wife’s dead body still strapped into the passenger seat.

				He’d been talking, earlier in the day, to some customers at the Home Depot, a couple of fellows who lived up that way, who’d said the lake was starting to freeze over pretty quickly, that you could already walk out on it, but it wasn’t thick enough to take any real weight yet. At least not for long.

				He didn’t think much about it at the time. But the conversation came back to him later that night.

				After it had happened. After she was dead.

				When he needed a plan.

				Maybe Keisha Ceylon had been there, at the lake. Been that someone watching from one of those cabins. When the story about his wife hit the news, she put it all together.

				And now she’s here, shaking me down for money, he thought. Not quite blackmail. If she were that direct, if she were to say to him, “I saw what you did, and I’ll go to the police with what I know unless you pay me,” that would be taking quite a risk. For all she knew, he’d find a way to keep her quiet that didn’t involve money.

				He’d just kill her.

				But using this whole psychic shtick, that was pure genius. She knew enough to get him curious, to get him worried. Worried enough that he’d pay her to find out just how much she really knew. Then, once she had his money, she’d keep things vague enough so he’d always be left wondering. She’d never have to tip her hand. She’d never have to let on that she was there. But she’d leave him knowing that if she wanted to, she could put him away for the rest of his life.

				Well, Keisha Ceylon wasn’t nearly as clever as she thought she was.

				Wendell Garfield wasn’t interested in taking any chances.

			

		

	
		
			
				Eleven

				After her father dropped her off and she went up to her apartment, Melissa felt woozy. And nauseated.

				She’d only been inside the door a minute when she had to run into the bathroom. She dropped to her knees in front of the toilet. Made it just in time.

				She cleaned up and found herself looking in the mirror. “You look like shit,” she said. Her hair was dirty and stringy, and there were bags under eyes, not surprising, given how little sleep she’d had since Thursday night.

				Melissa rested her hand on the top of her very pregnant belly, rubbed it, felt something move around beneath it. Then she felt her body begin to shake, her eyes moisten. All the crying she’d done in the last few days, she couldn’t believe she had any more tears in her, but they just kept on coming.

				She wanted to crawl into bed and never wake up. Just get under the covers, pull them up over her head, and stay that way for ever. She didn’t want to ever have to face the world again.

				It was all so terrible.

				She couldn’t stop thinking about her mother, about her father, about Lester, about the baby, about how her life had spiraled totally out of control in the last year. How it didn’t look to her like it was going to get any better.

				She thought about the press conference. About how strongly her father had felt she should not be a part of it.

				“Don’t do this,” he’d told her. “Don’t put yourself through it. It’s not necessary. I can handle it.”

				“No, I should do it.”

				“Melissa, I’m telling you—”

				“No, Dad, I have to do it. You can’t stop me.”

				She recalled how he’d gripped her arm, how it almost hurt. How he’d looked into her eyes. “I’m telling you, it would be a mistake.”

				“If I don’t do it,” she’d said, “people will think I don’t care.”

				And so, reluctantly, he had relented. But he was very firm with her. “Let me do the talking. I don’t want you saying anything, you understand? You can cry all you want, but you’re not going to say one damn thing.”

				So she hadn’t. She wasn’t sure she could have, anyway. Just as he’d guessed, she started bawling her eyes out. And those tears were the real deal. She hadn’t been able to stop. She was so incredibly sad. And not just sad.

				She was scared.

				She knew her father loved her very much. She believed that in her heart. But it didn’t give her comfort. Not now.

				He’d told her what to say. He’d rehearsed it with her.

				“Your mother went shopping and that’s all we know,” he’d said. “She went off like she always did. Anything could have happened. Maybe she ran off to be with another man, or—”

				“Mom would never do that,” Melissa had said, sniffing. She wondered if she’d put a little too much emphasis on the word “Mom,” that maybe her father would pick something up in that. She’d seen him that one night, coming out of the Day’s Inn with some woman, getting into the car together. But she’d never said a thing to him, never let on that she knew what he’d been up to.

				If he’d noticed anything in her tone, he didn’t show it. He was too preoccupied getting ready for the news conference. He kept drilling into her what her story was going to be when the police talked to her. Because the police were going to want to talk to her, she could be sure of that.

				“—or maybe it’s that guy who’s been going around doing carjackings, maybe he did this. It could have been any number of things. The world is full of sick people. The police will have all sorts of theories, and if they never solve it, they never solve it.”

				“Okay.”

				“The main thing is, you just don’t know. You have no idea. You were home by yourself that night. That’s all you know. Are we clear on that?”

				“Yes, Daddy.”

				She crawled into the bed, lay on her side, rested her head on the pillow. She grabbed a couple of tissues from the box on her bedside table and dabbed her eyes.

				The phone rang.

				She thought it might be her father, so she reached for the receiver without looking at the call display.

				“Hello?”

				“Oh my God, Mel? Is that you?” Her roommate, Olivia.

				“It’s me.”

				“I just got this message on Facebook about your mom, oh my God what’s happened?”

				“She’s gone,” Melissa said, and instantly realized it would have been better to have said she was missing.

				“Gone where?” Olivia asked.

				“Don’t know. She went shopping Thursday night and we haven’t seen her since. I was home by myself so I don’t know anything about it.”

				Saying it just like her dad told her to.

				“Like, what do they think happened?” Olivia persisted. “Did she have an accident? Did her car go down a hill or something and they haven’t found it yet?”

				“I don’t know, okay? We just don’t know. We’re just, we just hope the police will find her.”

				“What can I do? What I can do for you? I feel awful I’m not there. How’s your dad? How’s he coping?”

				Oh, he’s fine, Melissa thought.

				“I can’t talk any more,” she said. “I’ve got to go.”

				“Yeah, but what about—”

				Melissa hung up.

				“I can’t do this,” she said to herself.

				If she couldn’t handle a few questions from her roommate, how did she expect to hold up over the long term? How long could she keep this secret? How long could she hold back from telling what really happened?

				What was it her mother used to tell her?

				You have to live your life like someone’s watching you all the time. Behave in a way that you can never be ashamed of.

				She rolled over onto her other side, then back. It was so hard to get comfortable because of the baby. Finally she threw back the covers and put her feet on the floor, sat there on the edge of the bed with her head in her hands.

				“I can’t do this,” she said again. “I have to do what’s right. No matter who it hurts.”

				She wondered whether should she call a lawyer, but she didn’t know any. She didn’t want to pick one at random out of the phone book. Maybe she should call Lester. A dentist probably knew a lawyer. Didn’t doctors and dentists get sued all the time? But then again, was there really any point? If her plan was to tell the truth, did she need anyone to represent her?

				Melissa decided to take a shower first, make herself presentable. Before she stepped under the water, she phoned for a taxi. Asked for it to be out front in an hour. She stood under the water until there was no hot left.

				She dressed slowly. Wanted to look nice. She didn’t have all that many clothes that fit her these days, but she found something loose and billowy that would do the trick. She was standing on the curb when the yellow car came around the corner. When she got in, the driver asked where she’d like to go.

				“The police station,” she said.

				“Okey-doke,” he said, then laughed. “I was thinking maybe you were going to say the hospital.”

				“I got another couple of months to go,” she said. “I’m not having a baby in your cab.”

				“Good to know,” he said and put the vehicle in drive. “I’ve never had anyone drop a kid in my car, and if it never happens that’s fine by me.”

				She didn’t say anything the rest of the way. She was too busy thinking.

				Thinking about how angry her father was going to be with her.

			

		

	
		
			
				Twelve

				Garfield seemed to be taking his time in the kitchen, but when he returned, he had a stack of bills in his hand, as well as a check.

				“Turns out I had four hundred and twenty in cash, so you can have that, and I made the check out for five hundred and eighty,” he said, handing her all the paper. “I left the part where your name goes blank. I wasn’t sure how to spell it. It is kind of a weird name you’ve got.”

				He’d evidently forgotten that her business card was in his shirt pocket, but that was okay, she could make the check out to herself later. She took a quick look to make sure it was okay otherwise. It was amazing how often people made a deliberate mistake so it couldn’t go through. Got the date wrong, or didn’t sign it. Keisha knew all the tricks. She’d tried them herself with her landlord. But the check looked fine. She fanned the bills to make sure the amount was right, slipped the check in with the bills, then tucked all the paper into a pouch in the lining of her purse, which she set back down next to her, open, on the carpet.

				“Is everything all right?” she asked. “You were gone quite a while.” She had wondered, at one point, whether he might have been calling the police.

				“Fine, fine,” he said. “I couldn’t find a pen.”

				“You should have asked me. I have a couple in my purse here.”

				“I found one in the drawer.”

				“Well, shall we continue?”

				“Would you like some coffee?” he asked.

				“No, I’m fine, thank you.”

				“I was actually just about to make a cup of tea when you knocked on the door. Tea?”

				“No, I’m good.”

				Garfield sat down on the couch. “So, do you live here? In Milford?”

				What was going on? She’d brought Garfield right up to the edge of the cliff with that thing about his wife’s car not being on the road. She had him then. He was curious, no doubt about it.

				It was the ideal moment to hit him up for the money.

				So off he’d gone to the kitchen to find the cash and cut her a check. And now he was back, ready to continue, and he was asking her if she wanted coffee? Tea? Asking her where she lived?

				Was he stalling? Maybe he really had called the police while out of her sight, told them there was a crazy lady here, trying to exploit his situation. But wouldn’t she have heard him if he’d done that? She could tell he was in the kitchen the whole time.

				“I’m sorry, what was the question?” she asked.

				“Do you live in Milford?”

				“Yes, not far from here. Just before you cross the bridge into Stratford. We’ve lived there for a while.”

				“Children?”

				“I have a son. He’s ten.”

				“A son,” he said, almost wistfully. “It would have been nice to have had a boy. Not that I’m sorry we had Melissa. But a boy, in addition to her, that would have been wonderful.” He smiled. “So, Keisha, do you spend the whole year in town? Or do you have a summer place?”

				Keisha thought this was getting very strange.

				“I’ve just got the one place, Mr. Garfield, and I live in it all year long. Do you want to hear what I have to say, or not? I mean, you’ve paid me. I’m guessing you’d like your money’s worth.”

				He gave her a go-ahead wave. “By all means.”

				“As I was saying, I’ve been seeing some kind of flashes of the car your wife was driving.” Keisha still had her hands on the robe, occasionally kneading the fabric between her fingers. “The silver Nissan.”

				“You mentioned that the car wasn’t on the road,” Wendell Garfield said. “If it’s not on the road, where do you see it?”

				Keisha closed her eyes again. “It’s not . . . a parking lot. I guess that would still count as being on the road, in a way. I’m not seeing it in a garage.”

				“What about water?” Garfield asked. “Do you see any water?”

				Curious, Keisha thought. He’d just asked if she had a summer place, and now he’d mentioned water. She’d been thinking about Florida earlier. Maybe Garfield knew more than he was letting on. Maybe his wife had taken off for Miami with another man but he was too ashamed to admit it. Then again, she’d already put it out there that Ellie Garfield was very cold, so if she raised Florida as a possibility, she was going to get caught in a contradiction.

				Stick with cold. So if it’s cold, the water . . . could be frozen.

				She closed her eyes a moment, then opened them. “It’s funny you should mention water. I was seeing something, something shimmery, that I thought might be water, but I was thinking maybe it was actually ice.”

				“Ice,” Garfield said.

				This time, she kept her eyes open. “Yes, ice. Ice in a glass? Ice at a skating rink? Very flat ice? Maybe black ice, on the road, that caused the car to skid? Does ice of any kind have any significance to you? Any significance where you wife is concerned?”

				“Why should it mean something to me?” he said, a defensive tone creeping into his voice.

				“You were the one who mentioned water.”

				“And then you mentioned ice. I didn’t mention ice.”

				“But it seems to have some meaning for you,” Keisha said. “I could see it, in your expression.”

				“Why would you say flat ice? You mean, like on a lake?”

				“That was just one of the kinds of ice I mentioned. But I can tell there seems to be a connection there. Why don’t you tell me what that might be?”

				Garfield stood up. He took a few steps to the right of the couch, then turned and paced in the other direction. He was stroking the end of his chin, pondering something.

				“What is it?” Keisha asked.

				He paced a few more seconds, then stopped. He looked at Keisha, studied her a moment, then pointed an accusing finger in her direction. “Maybe it’s time you just leveled with me.”

				“Leveled with you about what?”

				“About what’s really going on here.”

				“I’m sorry, Mr. Garfield, but I’m not sure I understand.”

				“This whole psychic mumbo-jumbo act you’ve got going on, that’s a load of bullshit, isn’t it?”

				Keisha sighed. “I told you, if you want to call Nina’s father for a reference, I have no problem with that. I’m happy to give you the number.”

				“Have you got someone all set up to take the call? Someone who’ll tell me what I want to hear?”

				Keisha shook her head and gave him a bruised look. Trying to make him think her feelings were hurt. What she was actually thinking was, good thing he paid almost half in cash, and that she had the check. She’d hit his bank on the way home, get it cashed before he decided to call and stop payment on it.

				“I’m very sorry you’d think that of me, Mr. Garfield. Just when I thought we were making some real progress here. I have much more to tell you.”

				“I’ll just bet you do. And whatever you know, whatever you think you know, it’s got nothing to do with visions or communicating with the dead or goddamn tea leaves for that matter. Whatever you know, you found out some other way.”

				“I assure you, I—”

				“Give me my wife’s robe. I don’t want you touching it any more.”

				Keisha handed it to him. It certainly appeared she was done here.

				“Thank you,” he said, gathering it up into a ball.

				Keisha reached down for her purse, set it into her lap, made sure it was zipped tight at the top, and started to stand.

				Garfield said, “No, don’t go yet.”

				“I can’t see what possible point there would be in staying any longer, Mr. Garfield. I can tell that you view me as some kind of con artist. I’ve been at this long enough to know when my talents are being mocked. That’s how some people react, that what I do is a sham, and if that’s your conclusion, then I’m happy to be on my way.” Thinking, Don’t ask for the check back, you son of a bitch. You’ll have to dig into my purse to get it.

				“Did I offend you? Oh, I’m very sorry if I did that.”

				“You just accused me of having someone standing by to—to lie to you about my successes. Wouldn’t you expect me to take offense at that?”

				He was still pacing, still fondling the robe, doing something with it, like it was a mound of clay he was shaping into something. Keisha watched as he took a few steps one way, then the other. It struck her that this was how he formed his thoughts, by making these little journeys around the room.

				“You are very clever, I have to give you that,” he said.

				Keisha said nothing. She was starting to get an inkling of what was going on. She should have caught on a little sooner.

				“Very, very clever,” he said, stepping over to one of the living room windows, peering through the slats of the blinds to get a look at the street. This put him off to one side and slightly behind Keisha, and she had to twist around in her chair to see him. “I’d like to apologize. Forget what I just said. Why don’t you carry on, let me hear some more about your vision.”

				“Mr. Garfield, I’m not sure—”

				“No, no, please, go on.”

				Keisha put her purse back down on the carpet and rested her hands by her thighs on the seat cushion. “Would you like me start again with the ice, or move on to something else?”

				“Why don’t you just say whatever comes into your head.”

				Keisha had a bad feeling. She’d never dealt with anyone like this before. Garfield was all over the map. At one point, he’d lost interest in what she had to say, then wanted her to leave, and now he seemed to be having a change of heart, asking her to tell him more.

				He didn’t care what she had to say, but he didn’t want her to leave.

				Something was very wrong here. She thought she had it figured out.

				It’s him. He did it.

				It explained everything. Keisha wanted to kick herself for not realizing it sooner. She’d been at this long enough, of course, to know that when a wife was murdered—or went missing—the husband was always a prime suspect. It wasn’t very often people were killed by strangers. They were killed by people they knew. Wives were killed by husbands. Husbands were killed by wives.

				The man had moved away from the window, and was taking a route behind Keisha’s chair. She was going to have to turn around to keep her eye on him.

				“On second thought, sure, tell me about the ice.”

				What threw her off was the televised news conference. She’d figured, first of all, that if the police strongly suspected that Garfield had offed his wife, they’d never have let him go before the cameras. Would they? She had to admit, he was good. Those tears looked real. The way he took his pregnant daughter into his arms to comfort her, that was pretty darn convincing, too.

				Not that it had never occurred to Keisha that the people she preyed upon could be something other than innocent. Guilty people often made the best targets. They could be so eager to prove they were as much in the dark as everyone else that they leapt at the chance to pay to hear what she had to say.

				Telling themselves, I look so innocent. A real murderer would never pay a psychic for help, right?

				Maybe that explained why Garfield, at first, had agreed to listen to her. But something had happened during their conversation. The ground had shifted. He’d grown increasingly anxious. Had she actually hit on something? By accident?

				Was it when she said his wife was cold? When she said something about the car being off the road? Had those comments been close enough to the truth to make Garfield think she actually knew what had happened?

				It was time to bail. Maybe—and she couldn’t believe she was even thinking of this—even give him back his money. Say something like, “You know what? Whatever vision I may have had, it’s gone. I’m not picking up anything. The signals have faded. The flashes, they’re over. So I think the best thing to do would be for me to return your money and I’ll just be on my—”

				But just then, a flash of pink before her eyes. Not a vision this time, though. It was the sash, from the robe.

				And now Garfield was looping it around her neck and drawing it tight.

			

		

	
		
			
				Thirteen

				Milford police detective Rona Wedmore identified herself at the Home Depot customer service counter and explained that she was investigating the disappearance of Eleanor Garfield, wife of one of their employees.

				“We wanted to talk to any of the people Mr. Garfield works with, and see if they can help us in any way,” Rona said.

				A short round woman in an orange apron said, “Oh yeah?”

				“We’re thinking, maybe Mrs. Garfield knows or is friends with some of her husband’s co-workers.”

				“I don’t think she really knows anyone who works here,” the woman said. “I don’t think I’ve ever met her, don’t think I’ve even seen her in the store, although we all feel just terrible about what’s happened, you know. We feel real bad for Wendell. What a horrible thing, you know?”

				Rona looked at the woman’s name tag. “You think you probably know Mr. Garfield as well as anyone around here, Sylvia?”

				The woman shrugged. “I know him okay.” She leaned across the counter so she wouldn’t have to raise her voice. “But I guess, if you want the one who knows him best, you should probably talk to Laci.”

				“Laci?”

				“Laci Harmon,” Sylvia said, nodding knowingly.

				“Are Ms. Harmon and Mr. Garfield friends, Sylvia?”

				“Well, I don’t want to be sayin’ nothin’ that’s going to cause anyone any trouble,” Sylvia said.

				“What do you mean by that?”

				“Nothin’, nothin’ at all. I’m just sayin’ that if you want to talk to someone who knows Wendell, you know, pretty intimately, she’d be the one to talk to.” She put exactly the right emphasis on the word, hitting it not too hard, but just hard enough.

				“I see,” Detective Wedmore said. “Do you know if she’s here now?”

				“She is. You could probably find her over in ’lectrical or maybe lighting fixtures.”

				“Which way’s that?”

				Rona wandered in the direction Sylvia had pointed. She only found customers in the aisle displaying electrical parts, but there was a woman stocking shelves under an array of lit light fixtures. Wedmore could feel the collective heat of them overhead.

				“Excuse me,” she said. “Are you Laci Harmon?”

				The woman turned with a start. Wedmore put her in her mid-forties, about a hundred and sixty pounds. Nicely round in the right places, and a little too round in the wrong ones. She had brown hair that hung straight down, wore no makeup, and looked at Wedmore through a pair of oversized black-rimmed glasses.

				“Yes?”

				Wedmore showed her ID. “I’m trying to find out what happened to Eleanor Garfield.”

				“Oh!” the woman said. “Ellie! It’s a horrible thing.”

				“We’re certainly hoping it’s nothing too horrible,” Wedmore said. “We’re talking to everyone we can who might be able to help us, and I understand you and Mr. Garfield are co-workers.”

				Laci Harmon’s neck flushed. “Well sure, we all work with Wendell. He has lots of co-workers. I’m certainly not the only one.”

				“I understand you might know him a little better than some of the others here.”

				“Who told you that?” Laci asked.

				“Is that not true?”

				Laci shrugged. “I mean, we talked, sure. You see someone at work every day, you say hello, you kid around, that kind of thing. No big deal.”

				“I didn’t say that it was,” Wedmore said. “You seem a bit nervous, Ms. Harmon. Is everything okay?”

				“I’m fine. Totally fine. I just, you know, don’t get interrogated by the police every day.”

				“Does this feel like an interrogation to you? I’m just asking a couple of questions.”

				Laci Harmon laughed nervously. “I guess, you know, we’re all a bit on edge, that’s all. Worried about Wendell. You know, because of Ellie.”

				“Of course, I can understand that. Do you know Mrs. Garfield?”

				Laci shook her head. “No, I don’t. I may have met her once, at a staff thing a couple of years ago, but I wouldn’t know her if I tripped over her.” She put hand to her mouth. “That didn’t sound right. Like I would trip over her. Like she’d be lying on the ground or anything.” A nervous laugh. “God, I’m sounding like some kind of idiot.”

				Wedmore didn’t say anything, but was thinking the woman’s name tag should read GUILTY.

				“Like I said, I’m just so worried about her, hoping everything is okay.”

				“Why are you so worried about her if you don’t really know her?”

				“You don’t have to know someone to be worried about them. I mean, when something happens to someone who’s related to someone you care about, I don’t think that’s unusual or anything.”

				“You care about Wendell?” Wedmore asked.

				“Okay, maybe that was a poor choice of words. I care about him the way I would care about anyone I work with, you know? That’s all.” There was a trickle of sweat running down her temple and she wiped it away. “It’s so hot under all these lights.”

				Rona felt the same way, but said, “I feel fine.” She could have offered to move this conversation someplace else, but decided this was turning out to be a very good spot. “How long have you known Mr. Garfield?”

				“Well, let’s see, I started here three years ago. I’d been working at Sears, but when they started advertising for jobs here I applied because it’s closer to my house, and Wendell was already working here at the time, so I guess it would be three years. I’ve known him for three years. Yes, that would be right. Three years.” She laughed.

				“How has he seemed to you lately?”

				“What do you mean?”

				“Just what I said. How has he seemed? Has he been his usual self? Has he been acting as though he’s been under more stress lately?”

				“Of course he’s going to be under stress. I mean, his wife is missing. Who wouldn’t be stressed out by that?”

				“So you’ve spoken to him since his wife disappeared?”

				“Hmm?”

				“I said, you’ve spoken to him since his wife disappeared?”

				“Uh, let me think?” She ran her fingers over her chin in an exaggerated display of concentration.

				“Ms. Harmon, it’s only been about three days. You have trouble recollecting things that recent?”

				“No, no, I was just trying to remember when exactly I’d called him. You know, to tell him that we were all thinking about him here at the store, that if there was anything we could do, to let us know.”

				“And when exactly do you think that was?”

				“I believe it was this morning,” she said. She forced a smile and nodded at how successful her recollection had been. “Yes, in fact, it was this morning.”

				“Excellent,” Detective Wedmore said. “And what did Mr. Garfield have to say?”

				“Oh, just, you know, thank you for calling, it’s been a very difficult time, blah blah blah.” She was nodding so much she reminded Wedmore of one of those dog ornaments you used to see in the back windows of cars.

				Rather than say anything, Wedmore folded her arms and looked at her.

				“What?” Laci Harmon said.

				Wedmore still said nothing.

				“You already know all this, don’t you?” Laci asked.

				“Know what?”

				“About the phone call.”

				“Why would you say that?”

				“I knew it,” she said. “I told him you might be doing it.”

				“What would that be, Ms. Harmon?”

				“Tapping his line. That’s what you’ve done, isn’t it? You’ve tapped his line. You’re listening in on his phone calls. I know you can’t admit it, I get that, but it just makes sense that you’d be doing it.”

				Wedmore thought carefully before she said, “When you told Mr. Garfield you thought the police might be tapping his line, why did you say that?”

				“Oh God, so it is true? Oh God, no.”

				“Why do you think we would tap his line, Laci?”

				“I swear to you, I had nothing to do with it.”

				“To do with what, Laci?”

				“I mean, I don’t know what he did with her. I don’t even know if he did do anything with her. But if he did, you have to know, I had nothing to do with it. I would never get involved in anything like that. I have children.”

				Detective Wedmore nodded. “How long have you been having an affair with him?”

				She put her hand on her forehead, rolled her eyes up in the direction of the hot lights. “Oh no, this is awful, this is—”

				“Do you think Wendell Garfield did something with his wife?”

				“I can’t—oh, this is just—please don’t tell my husband.”

				“He doesn’t know about the affair?”

				“He has no idea. Please, please—he’s coming back later today from Schenectady with the kids. Please promise me you won’t tell him anything about this.”

				“Ms. Harmon, I’m afraid I can’t make any—”

				Wedmore’s cell phone rang. She took it from her pocket, put it to her ear and said, “Wedmore.”

				“Kip here.” Another detective.

				“What’s up?”

				“The daughter in your missing mom case just walked in. Think she wants to tell you something.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Fourteen

				Rona Wedmore found Melissa Garfield sitting in the interrogation room with Kip Jennings. Kip wasn’t the lead detective on this case so she was babysitting Melissa until Wedmore’s arrival.

				“Hey,” Kip said when Rona entered. “We were just talking about kids.”

				Melissa’s eyes glistened. She wasn’t crying right now, but it was a safe bet she had been, at some point, since walking into the station.

				“Hi, Melissa,” Rona said. “How you doin’? I know that’s a dumb question, considering what you’re going through, but how are you holding up?”

				“Not so great.”

				“Yeah, I’ll bet.”

				“Melissa would like to talk to you about her dad,” Kip said, getting out of the chair and stepping aside for her colleague.

				“Sure, I can understand that,” Rona said, taking a seat as Kip slipped out of the room. “He’s going through a lot. He must be worried sick. Just like you.”

				Melissa nodded. “I want to tell you something.”

				“Okay.”

				“But before I tell you, I want you to promise me something.”

				“Promise you something about what?”

				“About my dad.”

				“Well,” Rona said, “it’s kind of hard for me to promise you something before I know what it is you’re asking.”

				“I want you to go easy on him.”

				“Go easy on him?”

				Melissa nodded. “Because of, you know, whaddya call them? Extenuating circumstances. I mean, I know, my coming here, and telling you things, that it might get my dad in trouble, but I want you to promise that you’ll take everything into consideration.”

				“That’s what we do,” Rona said. “We try to look at everything. But I can’t promise you right now that there won’t be consequences for things that your father might have done.”

				“I just hate getting him into trouble,” Melissa said. “Even though I know that’s probably what’s going to happen.”

				“You know what I think, Melissa? I think you have to do what you know is right. I think you’re carrying around a huge burden right now, and doing the right thing is going to go a long way to relieving that burden. That is why you’re here, isn’t it?”

				“Sort of,” Melissa said. “You know what? I know I only just sat down, but I really have to pee. What with the baby and everything.”

				“Sure, okay,” Rona said. “Let me show you where to go.”

				Melissa went to the bathroom and a couple of minutes later they were back sitting across from each other. Melissa had one hand on the table and the other on her belly.

				“I really love my dad,” she said. “I really do.”

				“Of course. And I bet you love your mom, too.”

				Melissa looked down.

				“Melissa,” Detective Wedmore said gently. “Can you tell me . . . is your mother still alive?”

				Melissa mumbled something so softly Rona couldn’t hear what she’d said. “What was that?”

				“No.”

				“No, she’s not alive?”

				“That’s right. Dad’s going to be really mad at me for telling you this.”

				“We can make sure he doesn’t hurt you.”

				“He wouldn’t hurt me, but he’s going to be super pissed.”

				“I can certainly understand that,” Rona said. “But I’m guessing you want to do right by your mother.”

				“Yeah, I’ve kind of been thinking that, too.”

				“Why don’t we start with you telling me where your mother is.”

				“She’s in the car.”

				The detective nodded. “This would be your mother’s car. The Nissan.”

				“That’s right.”

				“And where’s the car, Melissa?”

				“It’s at the bottom of the lake.”

				The detective nodded again. “Okay. What lake would that be?”

				“I don’t know the name of it, but I think I could show you how to get there. It’s about an hour’s drive, I guess. Although, even if I take you there, I don’t know where exactly it is in the lake. And the ice has probably already frozen over. It’s been cold. I just know she’s in the lake. In the car.”

				“Okay, that’s not a problem. We have divers for that kind of thing.”

				Melissa looked surprised. “They can go in the water even when it’s super cold? And when there’s ice?”

				“Oh yeah, they’ve got these special wetsuits that help keep them warm.”

				“I couldn’t do that. Swim in freezing cold water. I can’t even go in a pool unless it’s like eighty-five or ninety.”

				Wedmore gave her a warm smile. “I’m like that, too. It’s got to be soup before I’ll get in. So, Melissa, your father, he put the car in the water?”

				“Yep. He drove out onto the lake, where the ice was thin. Then he waited for the car to go through.” She started to tear up. “And then it did.”

				“How do you know this, Melissa? Did your father tell you what he did?”

				“I saw it. I saw the car go through the ice.”

				“Where were you?”

				“I was on the shore, watching.” A solitary tear ran down her cheek. She bit her lip, trying to hold it together.

				“Why were you there?”

				“Dad needed a car to come back. I drove up behind him.”

				“So you saw all this?”

				Melissa nodded.

				“Melissa, do you know a woman named Laci Harmon?”

				“I know who she is. She works at the Home Depot with my dad.”

				“Do you know whether they’re close friends?”

				Melissa cast her eyes down. “I think they’ve been having an affair.”

				“How long do you think that’s been going on?”

				“I don’t know. I only saw them the one time.”

				“When was that?”

				“Like, a month ago? I was driving past a hotel and I saw my dad’s car and I saw her in the front seat with him. They were kind of making out a little.”

				“How did that make you feel?”

				“Sad. And kind of . . . creepy.”

				“Did you tell your father you’d seen him with this woman?”

				“No.”

				“What about your mother? Did you tell her?”

				“No, I didn’t tell her. I kept hoping maybe I was wrong, maybe I didn’t see what I thought I saw, so I didn’t want to say anything.”

				“Do you think that’s why your father killed your mother? Because of this woman? That maybe he wanted to run away with her?”

				Melissa blinked. “What?”

				Wedmore repeated the question, and added, “It happens, you know. A man starts seeing another woman, his wife finds out about it, they have a fight, and then, well, you know. The wife ends up dead.”

				“Is that what you think happened?”

				“It’s one possibility. But maybe you know differently. Do you know why your father killed your mother?”

				“Dad didn’t kill her. Is that what you’ve been thinking?”

				Now it was Wedmore’s turn to look surprised.

				“Isn’t that why you’re here, Melissa?”

				The dead woman’s daughter sighed and shook her head. “I guess I should start at the beginning.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Fifteen

				When Keisha Ceylon saw the pink sash drop past her eyes, she reached up instinctively to get her fingers between it and her neck. But she wasn’t quick enough. Wendell Garfield wrapped it tightly around her throat and began to twist.

				“I swear, I don’t know how you know, but you’re not going to tell anyone,” he said.

				Keisha clawed at the sash, her fingernails ripping into her own skin as she tried to loosen his hold on her. But the satiny ribbon was already cutting deep into her neck and there wasn’t a hope of getting her fingers in there.

				Garfield was leaning down over her, his mouth close to her right ear. His breath was hot against her cheek.

				She tried to say something, to scream, but with her windpipe squeezed, nothing came out. Not a sound. She felt her eyes bulging. She kicked at the floor, dug into the carpet with her heels.

				Keisha Ceylon knew, in that instant, that she was going to die. She didn’t need mystical skills for that vision of the future.

				It certainly wasn’t going to be the distant future.

				A number of thoughts ran through her head during those milliseconds. One wouldn’t have expected there to be much time for introspection, but the world has a way of slowing down during such moments, and Keisha had an opportunity to think: Maybe I’ve had this coming.

				You go around making your living by exploiting people at their most vulnerable, wasn’t there bound to be a reckoning at some point? If there was anyone who’d believe in karma, wouldn’t it be Keisha?

				Wouldn’t English teacher Terry Archer love to see her now? Wouldn’t her predicament make the perfect lesson the next time he was trying to get across to his students the concept of irony? Especially the part about how Keisha never saw it coming. How she walked right into it.

				Pretty goddamn rich, she had to admit.

				And yet, in that moment, she didn’t feel bitter. What she felt was regretful. If she could have spoken, if she’d been able to get a breath of air, what she might have said was, “Sorry.”

				There were more than a few people who deserved an apology. But the person whose face floated before her eyes first was Matthew’s.

				“Sorry, sweetheart,” she heard herself saying. “Sorry Mommy fucked up.”

				All these thoughts fired through her synapses in a fraction of a second. She might have liked to spend even more time considering how her misdeeds had impacted herself and others, to have done a bit of soul-searching, but there was a part of her brain that was deliberating over more immediate matters.

				Even though things look pretty bad right now, I need to try to get out of this.

				Which was why was still clawing at her throat, trying, without success, to get her fingers under the bathrobe sash.

				“You must have been there,” Garfield said through gritted teeth. “You had to be watching. That’s the only way I can figure it. You were up there, you saw me put the car on the ice, you saw it go under, and then you figured you could blackmail me. A thousand today, another thousand next week, and then the week after that, until I had nothing left.”

				He had the ends of the sash twisted several times around his palms and kept pulling. Keisha could feel herself starting to lose consciousness. Her fingers stopped trying. Her hands fell away from her neck and landed next to her, resting on the chair cushion. She wondered, ever so briefly, what he would do with her body. He hoped he wouldn’t put her in the lake along with Mrs. Garfield.

				She didn’t like the water. When she was ten, her mother briefly dated a man who had a place on Cape Cod, and Keisha never so much as stuck her toe into the Atlantic. She had a fear of sharks from that movie. No way she was going out into that. Luckily, they never went back because the man decided to return to his wife.

				In the seconds just before Keisha figured she was going to black out, her fingers dug into the seat of her chair.

				Her right hand brushed up against something.

				Something soft, almost furry.

				Yarn.

				And as her fingers fumbled across the yarn, they landed on something else. Something long, and narrow, and pointed. Like a stick, or a needle.

				A knitting needle.

				In the last second Keisha had before she blacked out, she grasped the knitting needle with her right hand and swung her hand up and over her shoulder. As hard as she could.

				The scream was only an inch from her ear. And it was horrific.

				As the grip on Keisha’s neck slackened, she tumbled forward out of the chair and collapsed onto the floor, gasping for breath. She was on her knees, one hand on the floor supporting her, the other on her neck. Air rushed into her lungs so quickly it hurt. Her gasps would have been loud enough to hear from anywhere in the house, were it not for Wendell Garfield’s anguished screams.

				Keisha, even as she struggled to get her breath back, had to turn and see what she had done.

				The knitting needle was sticking straight out of Garfield’s right eye. Blood poured from the socket, covering the right half of his face. Judging by how much of the needle remained exposed, Keisha figured a good four to five inches of it was buried in his head.

				But he could see her with his left eye, and, still screaming, proceeded to come around the chair after her.

				Keisha struggled to her feet, moving in the direction of the door. But she hit her knee going around the corner of the coffee table and stumbled, allowing Garfield to get close enough to clamp his hand onto her arm.

				“You bitch!” Garfield said, although there was blood leaking into his throat and it sounded as though he was gargling.

				He yanked so hard on her arm that Keisha went down to the floor again. She landed on her back, and before she had a chance to roll away, he was on top of her, straddling her mid-section.

				He didn’t have the sash any more. He was going to finish her off with his bare hands. He leaned forward, the knitting needle still sticking out of his eye socket, blood dripping—no, pouring—onto Keisha, and got his fingers and thumbs around her neck. She flailed about, but he had her neck pinned to the floor.

				She started blacking out all over again. With her last ounce of strength she raised her hand and shot the heel of it straight up against the end of the knitting needle.

				She drove the plastic spear another three inches into Garfield’s head.

				There was another scream, and then, for a moment, he froze above her. His grip on her neck relaxed, his arms went weak, and his body collapsed on top of her.

				Keisha didn’t even take time to get her breath back this time. She pushed frantically at his dead body until it was off of her, crawled a few feet away, and then, once she was able to breathe normally again, decided she had earned the right to take a moment and become hysterical.

			

		

	
		
			
				Sixteen

				“You’re sure you don’t want a lawyer?” Rona Wedmore asked.

				“I’m positive,” Melissa Garfield said. “I’m going to plead guilty to everything.” Like a child saying she’d eaten all her vegetables.

				“Then you have to sign here. And here.”

				Melissa scribbled her signature.

				“Okay, then why don’t you start from the beginning.”

				“You see,” Melissa said, “instead of going shopping first, Mom decided to visit me. She’d do that once in a while, just drop by without calling or anything. She’d say, ‘What, a mother can’t pop in and visit her daughter?’ She comes in and I’m in the kitchen, cutting up some celery and carrot sticks to put in a salad because I’m actually trying to eat the right things so the baby will be healthy, you know, even though I’d rather just be eating pizza and burgers, but I’m trying, okay? I’m really trying.”

				“Sure,” Wedmore said.

				“It’s like she was checking up on me all the time. She was always asking me these questions, like what’s happening with Lester and would I marry him and let him take care of us or was I going to move back in with her and Dad, like I really wanted to do that, right? And then she wanted to know if I’d gotten any more information about the veterinarian school I’ve been thinking about going to one day because I like animals, like especially dogs and cats.”

				“I like dogs and cats, too,” Wedmore said.

				“Yeah. And so she was asking me about that and I said not yet, but I was thinking about it and she said what’s the holdup? Why don’t I see if I could register now, even though that makes no sense because I have to finish all my high school stuff first, you know, and she knows all that, right? But she’s saying if I applied early it would show them that I’m really interested and I said Jesus, will you just give me some room to breathe, you know? I got a baby coming in a few weeks and I got a lot on my mind and okay, maybe I’m thinking about my future, but do I have to do something about it right this very fucking second? And she said, it’ll take you like two minutes so why don’t you do it and I’ll cut up your celery and your carrots and she says I’m not cutting them up small enough anyway and she tries to take the knife from me and I don’t know what happened but I kind of snapped or something, you know?”

				“Sure,” Rona Wedmore said, nodding sympathetically.

				“So, like, I don’t know how exactly it happened, but the knife sort of went into her, and then I guess I must have put it into her a second time, and then she looks at me and she’s all like, what have you done? And then she falls down and she doesn’t move or anything.”

				“So what did you do then? Did you think about calling for an ambulance?”

				“I guess I went all crazy for a while, you know? But I managed to call my dad.”

				“Okay.”

				“I said something’s happened to Mom, you have to get over here, and he said, is it a heart attack or something, and I said no, and he said I should call 911, and then I said that I’d kind of stabbed her, and that she wasn’t breathing or moving or anything and then he was all ‘What?’ And he said I shouldn’t do anything and he’d be right over.”

				“To help you?”

				Melissa nodded. “So he got over real soon, and he was kind of all freaked out, and he took one look at Mom and could see that she was dead, and he said he had to think. I asked him, was I going to go to jail? Was I going to have my baby in jail, and he kept telling me to shut up, that he was thinking, and then he had this idea. He got Mom out of the apartment the back way and into her car, and then he told me I was going to have to follow in his car, drive along after him. And I followed him up to this lake, and he put the car on the ice and it went through and I guess I already told you about that part.”

				“And then what happened?”

				“Dad came back to my place and cleaned up. There was blood all over the place. It was horrible. It took hours to clean it all up. It’s a good thing my roommate was away or she’d have seen everything that happened and that would have been bad. I couldn’t help my dad with cleaning up. My head had really kind of exploded by this point, and I was super tired. All that had happened, and then having to drive up to the lake. I stayed in my bed, under the covers. When he was finished, he told me everything was going to be okay. He said I wasn’t going to have to go to jail.” She smiled sadly. “He said he loved me very much and he wanted everything to be okay for me. He said I’d done a bad thing but sometimes people made mistakes and he didn’t want my whole life to be ruined, you know? He’s a really good dad. He said the police would just think Mom ran away, or maybe she got killed by that carjacker guy, but they’d never really know what happened because they’d never be able to find Mom or her car. And if the police didn’t know what happened, they couldn’t really charge anyone.”

				She shook her head. “He’s going to be so mad at me. Because he did all this to protect me, and now . . . well, here I am. But I just . . . I can’t do it. I feel bad about what I did. I really loved my mom.”

				Wedmore reached out and touched her hand. “Of course you did.”

				“Is my dad going to be in a lot of trouble?”

				“Well, I’d have to say yes. But with the right lawyer, and a sympathetic jury . . . A lot of them will understand the lengths a father might go to, to help his daughter. He might have to go to jail, but maybe not for a long term.”

				“Not as long as me.”

				Wedmore smiled. “You might be right about that.”

				Melissa even managed a smile herself. “You’re very nice. I’m glad you were the one I got to tell all this to.”

				“Me too,” the detective said.

				“I just hope you’re right, that they don’t send Dad away to jail for a long time. That wouldn’t be fair. He’s not that old a guy. He’s got a lot of time left.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Seventeen

				Keisha was not calling the police.

				It didn’t matter that what she’d done was in self-defense. This was no premeditated murder. Wendell Garfield had tried to kill her, and if she hadn’t put that knitting needle into his brain, he’d have succeeded.

				She knew that if she did go to the police, she might even be able to make a pretty good case for herself. She’d start by telling them that Garfield had murdered his wife. He’d put her body in a car and left it on a frozen lake and waited for it to drop through the ice. Then he’d tried to kill Keisha when she’d figured out what he’d done.

				Well, sort of figured it out. She’d be the first to admit she’d got a bit lucky with the vision thing, although lucky didn’t exactly seem like the right word in this instance.

				And while she hadn’t yet looked in a mirror, she knew from touching her neck that there were some very serious marks where Garfield had tightened that sash. If her story didn’t entirely convince the police, surely those marks across her throat would.

				So, maybe, if she went to the cops, they’d buy her story.

				But why take the chance?

				If she did come forward, she’d have to explain what she was doing there. She was not optimistic that the police would take well to her story about seeing in one of her visions what had happened to Ellie Garfield. The first thing they’d want to know would be why, if she had information about a missing person, regardless of how she’d come by it, she hadn’t come straight to the police with it. Well, she’d tell them, the police were generally very dismissive of tips from psychics, so she liked to approach the family directly. And what, the police would then ask, might you have been expecting from Mr. Garfield in exchange for this information? There was no use telling them she wanted nothing for it. They had her number. She’d come to the attention of the police during the Archer business, and a couple of her customers unhappy with their horoscope readings had been to the cops to see whether there were grounds to lay fraud charges against her. (The cops had decided that if they were to take her to court over this, they’d also have to charge every newspaper in the country.)

				Given that the police were already predisposed to think poorly of her, there was every reason to believe they’d come up with another version of the events that had transpired in the Garfield home. Maybe, instead of Keisha trying to shake him down, to run a con on him, they’d think she’d just tried to rob him instead. That she’d attacked him with the knitting needle when he’d tried to stop her. The police’d believe any kind of stupid story so long as it suited their purposes.

				No, calling the cops was not an option. If she could keep her name out of this, all the better.

				Besides, no one could place her at the house. There were no witnesses. She hadn’t told anyone she was coming here, except for Kirk, who was on standby in case she needed him for the Nina shtick. The Garfield house was on a street where the houses were well spaced out, and there was no house directly across the street. Odds were no one had seen her get out of her car and go into the house. If she could get back into her car unseen, she’d be all set.

				Wendell Garfield sure wasn’t going to be talking.

				Then she thought: Fingerprints.

				She wondered what she’d touched. The robe, but it wouldn’t hold a fingerprint. Surely the cops couldn’t lift a print off the fabric of the chair.

				She wiped down the coffee table, and any other surfaces she thought she might have touched. There was plenty of blood around, but none of it was hers, so she thought she’d be okay where DNA was concerned. Once she got home, she’d change out of these blood-soaked clothes and get rid of them.

				Keisha believed she could ride this out. She could do it. She’d have to wear a scarf at her neck or high collars for a few weeks to hide the bruising, but otherwise she looked unharmed.

				I am done with this shit.

				This whole thing, it was a message, no doubt about it. Keisha had never been a particularly religious person, but this had all the hallmarks of a warning from the man upstairs. “Knock it off,” he was telling her.

				She was going to knock it off.

				“Lord, just let me walk out of here and I’m yours,” she said.

				She took one last look at the room, at Garfield’s body, to be sure she hadn’t missed anything. She was good. She was as sure as she could be.

				Keisha slipped out of the house, wiped down the door handle on her way. She was halfway to the car when she happened to reach up and touch her right ear.

				There was nothing dangling from it.

				She reached up and touched her left ear. The parrot earring was there. But the other one was gone.

				“Oh God,” she said under her breath.

				She didn’t see she had much choice but to go back into that house and find it.

				She walked back to the door, stood there a moment, steeling herself, then, wrapping her hand with her coat, turned the knob and entered. She started by the chair where she’d been sitting. Patted around it, stuck her fingers down into the cushion cracks.

				No luck.

				She looked at the coffee table, scanned the carpets. The earring was nowhere to be seen.

				There was only one place left to look.

				Keisha got down on her knees next to the body, slipped her hands under it, and rolled it over, revealing a carpet soaked with the blood that had poured out of Garfield’s eye socket.

				She spotted a small bump in the pool of blood. She stuck her fingers into it and lifted up her earring. The parrot looked like a seagull caught in a red oil spill. She wrapped the wet earring in some tissues from her purse, dropped it in, and went back out the front door.

				Got in her car.

				Got her keys out of her purse.

				Keyed the ignition.

				As she was driving away, looking ahead, she saw a police car turn the corner.

				No no no no.

				As it approached, Keisha wondered how visible the bloodstains splattered across the front of her dress were. Would the cop notice them as they passed each other? For once, she was grateful for the shitty defrosters on this car. Her view through the windshield was partially obscured by crystals of frost.

				The distance between the two cars closed. Keisha could see two officers in the vehicle. A woman behind the wheel, a man riding shotgun.

				Just look ahead, she told herself. Like you don’t care. Be cool.

				The cars met.

				As the police car slid past, Keisha was certain no one looked over. She kept her eyes front. Seconds later, she glanced in her rear-view mirror, expecting the patrol car’s brake lights to come on, for the car to turn around, to come after her.

				Lights flashing.

				But nothing happened. The police car continued up the street, even going past the Garfield house.

				Keisha put on her blinker, turned left at the corner.

				Home free.

			

		

	
		
			
				Eighteen

				Rona Wedmore told dispatch she needed a couple of uniformed officers to accompany her to the Garfield house. One of their cars, she was informed, had just passed by that location. They’d return to the address and wait for Detective Wedmore’s arrival.

				It was possible Wendell Garfield would do as she asked, and come down to the station without protest, but you never knew, so it was good to have backup. While Garfield wasn’t going to be charged with murder, he was still in a peck of trouble. He’d covered up for his daughter, he’d moved his wife’s body and disposed of it, he’d misled investigators. Wedmore was even betting there was some kind of environmental pollution charge for dumping a vehicle in a lake, although that would seem to be the least of Wendell’s problems.

				Wedmore recognized the two police officers waiting for her. Lisa Gibson and Brett McBean. Lisa had been on the force for about a decade, Wedmore was thinking, and McBean maybe half that time. Both good cops, so far as she knew, although there was talk that since they’d been partnered six months ago, something was going on between them. Not a good thing.

				Lisa got out from behind the wheel and McBean followed suit as Wedmore pulled up. Lisa was about five foot eight, but McBean was a towering six foot five and looked like he’d have been more at home in a basketball jersey than a police uniform.

				“Hey, Lisa, Brett,” she said.

				“Did they find his wife, Detective?” Lisa asked.

				Wedmore said, “We have an idea where to look. The daughter’s just confessed to killing Mrs. Garfield, and Mr. Garfield helped cover it up. I’m bringing him in. Have you noticed anything since you’ve been out here?”

				They both shook their heads. “He hasn’t come out,” Brett said. “Officer Gibson just said she hasn’t even noticed a curtain move since we got here.”

				Officer Gibson, Wedmore thought. That was all the proof she needed that these two were an item.

				“Let’s just play this as a straight visit,” Wedmore said. “Garfield doesn’t know his daughter came into the station and made a confession. So far as he knows, we’re here with an update.”

				The two cops nodded, and followed Detective Wedmore to the door. She rang the bell while Gibson and McBean stood symbolically behind her.

				There was no answer.

				Wedmore rang the bell a second time, glancing over her shoulder to take note that Garfield’s Buick was in the drive. When still no one answered, Officer Gibson said, “Maybe he’s in the shower.”

				McBean said, “Check it out.”

				Gibson and Wedmore looked at him, saw that he was staring straight down, and followed his gaze. There were several dark drops of something on the flagstones.

				“From way up here, that looks like blood,” McBean said.

				As Wedmore knelt down, she reached into her pocket for a latex glove, snapped it onto her right hand, and touched the tip of her index finger to one of the drops. She gave it the briefest of inspections, looked up and said to McBean, “You go around the back of the house. Lisa, you stay with me.”

				McBean gave his partner a look, and went.

				Wedmore stood, pulled a tissue from her pocket and wiped off the end of her index finger, but kept the glove on. She wadded the tissue, tucked it back into her pocket, then pulled back her jacket to reveal the holstered gun attached to her belt. She took it out, held it pointed down at her side, and tried the doorbell one more time.

				She waited ten seconds, then reached for the knob and turned it slowly to see whether the door was locked.

				It was not.

				She pushed it wide and called out, “Mr. Garfield! Mr. Garfield, are you home? It’s Detective Wedmore!”

				Wedmore only needed to take one step into the foyer to see what was awaiting her in the living room.

				“Jesus,” she said.

				Her eyes fixed on Wendell Garfield’s body, the pool of blood around his head, some kind of long blue stick coming straight out of his eye socket.

				“Oh God,” said Officer Gibson, who had stepped in behind the detective.

				Wedmore’s hand was up in a “don’t move” gesture.

				“Ask McBean what’s happening around back.”

				Gibson touched the radio clipped by her shoulder. “Anything going on out there?”

				There was a crackle of static. McBean said, “Nothin’.”

				“Get him back here,” Wedmore said.

				Gibson told him they needed him around front. Seconds later, he was in the foyer, and saw what the other two were looking at.

				“Fucking hell,” he said.

				“Secure the house,” Wedmore told them.

				The two of them went through the place room by room, closet by closet, and returned to the foyer a minute later to find Wedmore standing over the body, just far enough back that her shoes were not touching blood.

				“House is empty,” Officer Gibson said. “’Cept for him.”

				“What’s that sticking out of his eye?” Officer McBean asked.

				“Looks like a needle, for knitting,” Wedmore said. It wasn’t a pastime she’d ever pursued, but her late mother used to spend hours doing it. Then she saw a ball of yarn on the floor. “There ya go.”

				“I think I’m going to be sick,” McBean said and excused himself.

				Officer Gibson grimaced as her partner fled and said to Wedmore, “He’s not good with a lot of blood.”

				“Call this in. Get everyone out here,” Wedmore said. “This scene is fresh.”

				Gibson went outside to make the calls.

				Wedmore did a slow circle around the room, studying everything, looking for anything. She went into the kitchen and saw the pot of tea that was still warm to the touch, and the single mug that had been waiting to be filled.

				“This was looking pretty simple up until about five minutes ago,” Wedmore said to herself. The Ellie Garfield case had appeared to be a totally domestic affair. Daughter kills mother, father covers it up. Everyone—victim, perpetrator, accomplice after the fact—related. A family tragedy from beginning to end.

				But this, well, this had the potential to change everything. Garfield’s death broadened the circle. Melissa couldn’t have done this, because she’d been in police custody the last couple of hours. Wedmore didn’t need a forensic examiner to tell her this murder was less than two hours old. And Garfield—or at least someone claiming to be him—had phoned the station little more than an hour ago, asking for a progress report in the search for his wife.

				A shrewd move, Wedmore thought. A nice way to deflect suspicion. Not that his cleverness made much difference now.

				She came back to the living room, stood once again over Garfield’s body. A woman’s bathrobe was tossed onto the couch, but the matching sash was on the carpet, just beyond the pooling blood.

				Interesting.

				Then, studying the body again, looking at the blood that had saturated the man’s shirt, something else caught Wedmore’s eye.

				“Hello?” she said under her breath. “What’s this?”

			

		

	
		
			
				Nineteen

				Kirk Nicholson was on the couch, feet up on the coffee table, having breakfast. Or an early lunch. Brunch maybe. Whatever meal it was, it consisted of a bottle of Budweiser and a cream-filled Twinkie sponge cake. He had the TV tuned in to Family Feud, where a family of fucking inbreds, in Kirk’s estimation, was trying to guess how one hundred people had responded to the question: “What part of your body do you sometimes forget to wash when you have a bath?”

				Kirk shouted: “Behind the ears!”

				He was pretty good at Family Feud. It was his favorite game show because, unlike, say, Jeopardy! or Who Wants to be a Millionaire?, you didn’t actually have to know anything, you just had to be able to guess what people thought the answer was. That meant Kirk often shouted out the correct response, which made him feel very good about himself.

				He needed to feel better about himself these days.

				Often, his gaze would move from the television to the shelf he’d set up on the adjoining wall to display the mag wheels he was going to put on his truck when the snow melted. These were 20-inch Mamba wheels, the M3 model, with eight spokes, finished in machine black. Normally, a set of four cost as much as two grand, but he’d managed to get these for three hundred off.

				As much as these wheels were a sight to behold now, they were going to look awesome once they were installed. It turned out to be a blessing Keisha didn’t have a garage with this pipsqueak little house of hers. If she had, he wouldn’t be able to admire them every single day, and he didn’t have to worry about someone breaking into a garage and stealing them. What he did have to worry about was that li’l fucker, as he now thought of Matthew, going over and touching them, getting his greasy little fingerprints on them, maybe even knocking them off the shelf and breaking the little bastard’s foot.

				That made him think of his own foot, which was feeling much better, thank you very much. Not that he wasn’t still limping around Keisha. He wanted to keep the sympathy going for as long as possible.

				Anyway, back to that little bastard. That was the operative word. Keisha hadn’t been married when she’d had the boy, and the dad was long gone, so he felt well within his rights to call the kid a bastard, but the fact was, he liked li’l fucker better. Kirk expected the kid was going to be better behaved in the future, not touching the wheels or anything else of his, after the recent talk he’d had with him. No ten-year-old kid wanted to get sent to a military academy for pre-teens, and that was what Kirk had told the kid his mother was considering if he didn’t keep his nose clean and stay out of Kirk’s way.

				But it was their little secret, Kirk told him. Your ma doesn’t know I’ve told you what she’s thinking. Stay out of trouble, keep the noise down, stay out of the grownups’ way, and maybe, just maybe, she’ll forget the whole thing.

				It was working, too. The kid had been on his best behavior lately.

				“Between the toes!” he shouted at the set, coming up with another answer.

				He took a swig from the beer bottle and another bite of the Twinkie. Turned out he could have stayed in bed. Never got the “Nina” call from Keisha, which he guessed meant her latest target had bought her story hook, line and sinker. He wondered how much money she’d come home with today. They needed more food in the house. He’d looked all through the fridge and hadn’t found a single thing he wanted to eat. He was definitely going to have to have a talk with her.

				He yawned, stared at the set like a lumbering bear. The Feud wasn’t holding his interest. Sometimes he found it a bit hard to follow.

				He was reaching for the remote when Keisha burst through the front door.

				Covered in blood.

				He tossed the remote onto the coffee table and swung his feet down to the floor. “What the hell?”

				There was blood on her face, on her throat, all over her blouse. There was blood on her hands and arms and some on her pants, as well.

				“Help me!” she screamed at him, dropping her purse to the floor, standing there like someone who’d been thrown into a pool with all their clothes on, arms sticking out to the sides, away from her body, car keys dangling from the fingers of her right hand.

				He ran over, but held up when he was about a foot away, afraid to touch her, she was such a fright. Kirk hated getting his clothes all messed up. “What happened? Were you in an accident? Where you bleeding from?”

				“I’m not hurt—well, I am, but the blood, the blood’s not mine.”

				“Jesus, woman, who the hell’s blood—”

				“Shut up! Shut up and listen to me!”

				“I’m just asking, what the fuck—”

				“Shut up!” she screamed, much louder this time.

				He wasn’t used to letting her talk to him this way, but the circumstances seemed to dictate that he do what she said, at least for now. So he shut up.

				“Get a garbage bag,” she told him. “I’m takin’ my clothes off right here and bagging them. Then get some newspapers and put them on the floor so I can get to the bathroom without leaving any blood anywhere.”

				He stood there, stunned, not moving.

				“A bag!” she said. “Get a goddamn bag!”

				Kirk ran into the kitchen and returned with a green garbage bag with a red plastic tie threaded into the top. Keisha dropped her keys to the floor and started to unbutton her blouse. She opened it up, slid the blood-soaked sleeves down her arms and dropped the top into the bag as Kirk held it open. Blood had soaked through her blouse and stained her white bra. She reached around her back, unsnapped it, slipped the straps off her shoulders and dropped the undergarment into the bag, noticing that even now, in the midst of something horrible Kirk still had no understanding of, he still took a second to look at her tits.

				She slipped off her shoes, unzipped her pants, stepped out of them, panties too. Dropped everything into the bag.

				She stood there, stark naked, and said, “Hand me the bag. Get the newspaper.”

				Kirk wasn’t a newspaper reader, but Keisha always maintained a subscription to the Register for leads on possible clients. There was a stack of them under the coffee table and Kirk used half a dozen to make a path over the carpeting to the bathroom.

				“Baby, you gotta tell me what happened,” he said as she walked tentatively down the hall.

				“I went to see that guy, whose wife disappeared last week,” she said. “The one I had you on standby for?”

				Kirk nodded. “Yeah. The one on the TV with his daughter.”

				“That’s right. The son of a bitch did it. He killed his wife. He thought I’d figured it out and he tried to kill me.” She was in the bathroom now, looking at herself in the mirror. “You see the marks on my neck here?” She ran her hands under the tap, tried to wipe away the blood on her throat.

				“Holy shit. He tried to strangle you?”

				“Yeah. He’d just about finished me off when I got hold of this knitting needle and swung it back and got him in the eye.”

				Kirk winced. “In the fucking eye?”

				“That made him let go of me,” Keisha said, reaching into the shower to turn on the hot and cold taps.

				“Wait, what are you saying?” Kirk asked. “You left the guy with this needle sticking out of his head? Did he go to the hospital?”

				“He’s dead, Kirk.”

				His head snapped back. “What?”

				“He’s dead. This is what you have to do. You have to get rid of my clothes. At first I was thinking, burn them out back, but the cops, I’ve seen those shows, they can find blood on burned-up clothes, I’m sure of it. So you got to take that bag and drive somewhere far away, like go to Darien or Stamford or somewhere and throw that bag into a Dumpster with a thousand other bags, just someplace where no one is ever going to find it, you got that?”

				“You killed this guy?”

				“Are you listening?”

				She stuck her hand in the water to test the temperature. She turned up the hot tap. She was going to burn this blood off her.

				“Yeah, okay, I’m listening.”

				“Once you get rid of the bag, you’re going to have to wipe down the car. Like the door handles, the seat. They’re vinyl, so anything on them you should be able to get off.”

				Kirk was stupefied, shaking his head, still clutching the bag in his hand.

				“Kirk, are you there?”

				“Yeah, yeah, I’m here.”

				“You understand what you have to do?”

				“Get rid of your clothes, wash the car.”

				“Not just wash it. You’ve got to go all over it. Like you were getting ready to sell it. Like you were cleaning your truck.”

				“Yeah, okay.”

				“Shit, and my purse, too. Go get my purse.”

				Keisha could hear his footsteps on the newsprint. She called out to him: “If you walk on the paper, you’re going to get blood on your shoes!”

				“Oh, yeah.” A pause. “They look okay!”

				He returned with her purse, smeared with Wendell Garfield’s blood. She took it from him and said, “Put all the newspapers into the bag.” He gave her a look that suggested he was tired of taking orders, but went.

				She dumped the contents of the purse onto the floor. It had been on the floor by the chair she’d been sitting in at the Garfield house. When she’d thrust that needle over her shoulder and caught Wendell Garfield’s eye, blood had sprayed everywhere, some of it landing in the open purse. Tissues, her wallet, lipstick, chewing gum, a small container of Tylenol—almost everything had some small trace of it.

				And there was that bloody parrot earring.

				She grabbed her wallet, which contained her driver’s license, cards for everything from Social Security to Visa—even a Subway sandwich card—and set it on the counter by the sink. She saw Garfield’s cash tucked into the small pouch, ran her bloody hand under the tap and fished it out. A few droplets of blood. She’d go through the bills later, see if any of them could be saved. She’d have to throw out the check, of course, with Garfield’s name and signature on it, but not now. She couldn’t trust that Kirk, if he got his hands on it, wouldn’t be dumb enough to try and cash it.

				Quickly, before he returned, she tucked the money in the cabinet under the sink, behind some extra rolls of toilet paper.

				Kirk returned.

				“All this stuff,” she said, pointing to the items on the floor, including the tissues, lipstick and gum, “has to be thrown out.”

				Kirk scooped the items off the tile floor, shoved them into the bag. “I think that’s everything.”

				“I dropped my keys by the door. You’re going to have to rinse those off.”

				“Yeah.” His eyes held hers. “So, just what kind of shit you getting me into here, babe? Am I, like, covering up a murder?”

				“He was going to kill me if I didn’t kill him.”

				“Well, I guess then, it’s cool.” He certainly wasn’t inclined to call the police. If they came and arrested Keisha, what would happen to him? Would he have to look after her kid? Would he have to go live someplace if she lost her house? If she got taken away and wasn’t making any money, how was he going to live? How would he pay for improvements to his truck?

				No, turning her in was not an option.

				“Kirk, you can do this, right?” she asked. “You can get rid of that bag?”

				He gave her a smile, but his eyes looked dull. “Hey, I scratch your back, you scratch mine, right?”

				Keisha didn’t like the sound of that, but right now, Kirk was all she had. She needed him to do these things for her, and she needed him to do them right now.

				He left the bathroom. She listened until she heard him pull the front door closed. As she was about to step under the spray, it hit her, everything that had happened in the last hour, and she took two hurried steps to the toilet, lifted the lid frantically, dropped to her knees and threw up. Three good heaves.

				She unrolled a couple of feet of toilet paper, dabbed her face, flushed the toilet, and allowed her body to collapse against the cold tiled wall.

				I nearly died.

				I killed a man.

				Her breathing was quick and shallow, and she wondered whether she might pass out. Hold it together, she thought. Suck it up. Kirk would get rid of the evidence, clean the car.

				She hoped to God he didn’t fuck it up. It wasn’t like she’d sent him to the store with a list of ingredients to make rocket fuel. He ought to be able to wash a car and get rid of a bag.

				Slowly she pulled herself to her feet and got into the shower. The hot water felt good hitting her skin. She poured some shampoo into her hand, washed her hair, rinsed, shampooed it again. Then a third time. By the time she picked up the soap to start on her body, the blood was washed away, but that didn’t stop her from nearly scrubbing herself raw.

				She stood under the water until it started to go cold. When there was no hot left, she turned off the taps, reached beyond the curtain for the towel, and dried herself off.

				Out of the shower, she studied her naked body in the mirror. She thought there was a tiny spot of blood on her right shoulder, rubbed it with the towel, realized it was a mole.

				She was confident she’d gotten every trace of Wendell Garfield off her.

				Still naked, she gathered up the towel and bathmat and walked it down to the basement, shoved everything into the washing machine, poured in some soap, and hit the start button.

				Back upstairs, she went into her room and dressed herself in fresh clothes. She found a blouse with a high collar, which she buttoned to the top to hide the bruises on her neck. Then she slowly walked the route between the front door and the bathroom, looking for any traces of blood. The newspaper seemed to have done the trick. She got some paper towel and Windex from underneath the kitchen sink and squirted the tiles inside the front door. She cleaned them three times, just to be sure, then flushed the paper towels, one at a time so as not to cause a clog, down the toilet.

				Then she thought, what about when she ran from the car to the house? It was such a short distance, she was confident no one had seen her. If anyone had, they’d surely have called the police. But there might be blood out there.

				She opened the door. The light snow that had fallen overnight had melted on the driveway and the path from it to the house, but everything was so wet, she didn’t think, even if some blood had somehow dripped from her clothes, that anyone would be able to find a trace of it out here.

				She went back inside, picked up her wallet by the sink, and rubbed it all over with several dampened tissues. Took out her driver’s license, Social Security card. Made sure everything was clean.

				Then she leaned against the bathroom counter, put her face in her hands, felt some relief slowly washing over her. She was done. So long as Kirk did as he was told, she was good.

				Time for a drink.

				As she entered the kitchen, the phone rang. It wasn’t a sound that normally made Keisha jump, but she nearly hit the ceiling on that first ring. She looked at the caller ID, but it came up as unknown.

				No one knows. No one knows anything about what happened. Certainly not yet.

				Keisha picked up. “Hello?”

				“Oh, hey, Keisha? It’s Chad and—”

				The health store owner in Bridgeport who needed her advice every time he met a new man. “Chad, I don’t have time today.”

				“But I met this guy, he came into the store, and I think we kind of clicked, and I found out his birth date and I’m not sure we’re compatible because I’m a Virgo and—”

				“Not today,” Keisha said and hung up.

				She opened the fridge. She needed something strong to drink but there was nothing in there but Kirk’s bottles of Bud. That would have to do. She plunked herself down in a chair, cracked open a bottle, and took a long swig.

				Never again, she told herself. Never again.

				The thing was, Keisha didn’t know what other line of work she was suited for. Sales? Working in a department store? Greeting people as they came into Walmart? Didn’t you have to be a hundred to do that? Yeah, she’d cleaned houses once in a while, but even that was never entirely honest work for Keisha Ceylon. She found it hard not to take a peek into the backs of dresser drawers, in case there was something valuable stashed there, something she could help herself to that when the owner finally went to look for it, they’d have no idea when it actually went missing.

				She wanted to blame her dead mother at times like this, but Keisha knew, in her heart, that she was an adult now and responsible for her choices. The good ones, like keeping Matthew and doing her best by him even when his father didn’t give a damn. And the bad ones, like getting taken in by Kirk’s charm, and now having to live with the consequences. But Jesus, her mother really was a piece of work, and Keisha felt entitled to lay at least some of the blame at her door.

				The way they lived. Always moving from town to town, Marjorie surveying the local papers for obituaries to find men who’d recently lost their wives and just happening to show up on their doorstep, offering her services as a housekeeper, but not before putting on her lipstick, letting her hair fall down around her shoulders, and unbuttoning that top button on her blouse. “Your wife just died?” she’d say, with a hint of Alabama in her voice. “I had no idea I was troubling you at such a time. I’m just looking for some work to support myself and my daughter here, but I won’t trouble you a moment longer . . . What’s that? Why, I must confess, I wouldn’t mind a glass of lemonade.”

				Marjorie’d worm her way into some lonely man’s heart just long enough to gain his trust, and access to his bank account.

				And then they were off to the next town.

				“Can’t we live in one place for a while?” Keisha’d ask her mom. “So I could go to school and make friends?”

				The longest they stayed anywhere was when Marjorie got a job managing a rooming house in Middlebury where almost all the residents were elderly, living alone, and scraping by on their Social Security checks, out of which they paid the rent. Marjorie had been thinking of quitting—the owner, who lived down in Florida, didn’t pay her much to run the joint—but then one of the residents died in his sleep one night, and Marjorie had an epiphany. If she didn’t report poor old Garnett’s death, and got rid of his body, she could cash, and keep, his Social Security checks when they arrived each month. If she rented out the room to someone else, she could pocket the entire amount.

				With Keisha’s help—the girl was now in her teens—Marjorie removed the body from the house late one night and buried it in the woods outside Middlebury. It was Keisha’s job to endorse the checks when they came—her mother, who had a very shaky hand, was very particular that the signature look just like Garnett’s, and made Keisha practice over and over again before actually signing the check.

				Over the next six months, two more residents died. The scam expanded. Marjorie now had three Social Security checks coming in, plus her wage for managing the rooming house.

				A pretty good living, until one day a woman dropped by, looking to reconnect with her long-lost uncle Garnett, and when she couldn’t find him, said she was heading to the police station to file a missing person report.

				“Pack your bags,” Marjorie had whispered to her daughter the moment the woman left. “We’re leaving town in five minutes.”

				The police never did catch up with her. When Marjorie died, of liver cancer, she’d never spent a single day in jail.

				Keisha’d known it was wrong, but what was she supposed to do? Turn her mother in? Then what?

				So maybe the cards were stacked against her when it came to making an honest buck, but today, well, today was one hell of a wakeup call. Surely there had to be something she could do—something legitimate—that employed her skills.

				Politics, maybe.

				She almost laughed. The thing was, what she’d been doing with all her variations on a theme was selling people outrageous notions. That she could help them talk to deceased relatives. That she could give them a glimpse of their future by reading the stars. That she could use her psychic gifts to help track down missing loved ones.

				If she could sell people that kind of malarkey, how hard could cars be? Or insurance? Or carpeting?

				Keisha told herself she could do it. She had to do it. Not for herself, but for Matthew.

				She couldn’t be much of a mother from behind bars.

				She had to turn over that proverbial new leaf. She had to rid herself of Kirk. But first, she had to get out of this current mess she’d gotten herself into. Then, she could start thinking about a new career. Get herself some new clothes. Less funky, more conservative. No parrot earrings. Maybe a different hairdo. A more professional look. And of course, she’d have to get some new business—

				No. No no no no no.

				She’d given him her business card. Wendell Garfield had tucked it into his shirt pocket.

			

		

	
		
			
				Twenty

				Kirk opened the passenger door of Keisha’s fifteen-year-old Korean shitbox and set the trash bag on the floor ahead of the seat. The vinyl upholstery was tan, so there was no trick to spotting the blood smears on the driver’s seat. He fetched a container of already dampened cloths in his truck—he had a full supply of automotive cleaning supplies tucked behind the seats—and used the first one to wipe down the handle on the driver’s door of Keisha’s car. Once he’d cleaned the grab handle on the inside of the door, he turned his attention to the seat. He went through a couple of dozen cloths, jamming them into the cracks and crevices of the cushioning. There wasn’t all that much blood, but he knew there wouldn’t have to be for the cops to nail Keisha. He didn’t just watch Family Feud. He knew stuff.

				He found heavier concentrations of blood when he wiped down the steering wheel. Keisha’d had it all over her hands, of course. He took all the bloodied cloths and stuffed them into the bag, which had not yet been tied off. Once he was confident the car’s interior was not only wiped clean of blood, but cleaner than it had been since it left the showroom, he knotted the top of the bag with the built-in red ties and settled into the driver’s seat, still glistening from the wipes.

				It struck him it might be a good idea to get the entire car washed while he was at it. There was one of those do-it-yourself places up on Route 1. He searched his pockets to confirm that he had enough coins. He’d get Keisha to pay him back later.

				He drove the car into a wash bay. He had his choice of all of them. Hardly anyone was washing their cars when there’d been snow overnight and the streets were wet and slushy. He plunked in some quarters and trained the high-pressure hose on the driver’s side of the car. Back and forth along the door, just to be sure.

				When he was finished, he got on the turnpike and headed west. At first, he was thinking he’d go as far as Westport, or maybe even Norwalk, but he hadn’t even gotten to Bridgeport when he started thinking this was a really dumb idea of Keisha’s. A bag of garbage was a bag of garbage, even when it was stuffed with a lot of bloody clothes. As long as he dumped it in with plenty of other bags, he didn’t see the sense in driving it halfway across the goddamn state. Any Dumpster ought to do.

				So he got off at Seaview and went north, keeping his eye out for a strip mall that would have a garbage bin out back. He’d be able to ditch the trash, get back to Keisha’s house within the hour, and find out a little more about this mess she’d gotten herself into. God, she could be dumb sometimes.

				Living with her, you just never knew what was going to happen. All sorts of weird folks dropping by, wanting Keisha to tell them whether to quit their jobs or get married or try to reach their dead cats so they could say hello, taking as gospel some mumbo-jumbo bullshit that Keisha just came up with out of her head. And, once in a while, when some kid got abducted or an Alzheimer’s patient wandered out of the nursing home, anxious relatives—at least those who believed in any of that other aforementioned nonsense—would ask for Keisha’s guidance.

				People sure believed some strange shit.

				Kirk did his part, playing the father whose missing daughter Keisha’d found based on a vision. He thought he did a good job at it, so long as the people didn’t ask too many questions. Once he started lying, he found it hard to remember everything he’d already said, laying traps for himself. So he’d keep it short, pretend to get all choked up and say, “That woman, Keisha, she’s the reason our little angel was brought home to us. I can’t even think what might have happened if she hadn’t been there for us.”

				Oscar-worthy.

				Life was never boring with Keisha, but son of a bitch, she’d really raised the bar this time. From what she’d had time to tell him as she did her striptease, she’d killed this guy in self-defense with a knitting needle in the eye.

				Fucking eye, man. He could not get over that.

				He couldn’t have predicted, when he’d moved in with Keisha, anything like this. He could see that it wasn’t going to be perfect, what with her having the kid and all, but he didn’t seem all that annoying at first, and Keisha was pretty awesome in the sack. She said she was taking precautions so he wouldn’t knock her up, not like when she’d had that thing eleven years ago with a soldier home on leave from Afghanistan who hung around Milford long enough to spread his seed. Then he was back on the plane to blow up some more Taliban. Keisha didn’t know whether he kept signing up for more tours because he really liked riding around in a tank in a hundred and twenty degrees, or because he didn’t want to face the fact that back home he was a father.

				Matthew’d only met the man twice in nine years. Which was one more time than he’d sent home money. That one time, it had been for $123.43.

				Keisha, however, was doubly devoted to the li’l fucker. Okay, maybe he wasn’t that bad a kid really, but the fact was, he was there. Kind of hard to have one’s needs met when there’s some twerp hanging around, playing Wii, asking to be taken to the mall, coming down with colds and expecting his mother to look after him. And lots of time she’d make his breakfast or a sandwich or take him a snack at bedtime, and she wouldn’t even think to ask Kirk if he’d like something too.

				Still, it had been a good plan, moving in with Keisha. He’d been as nice as he could be when he met her, helping her with that flat tire. And it was no act, his treating her with respect. She had it going on. Nice bod, pretty face. That first night at her place, he found out she could cook a half-decent meal, too. He went slow, not wanting her to think the only thing he cared about was getting into her pants, but once she told him the kid was asleep, he knew she wanted it, and he was happy to oblige. The thing Kirk never got around to mentioning was, he didn’t actually have a place of his own. He’d gotten the boot from his ex-girlfriend, and had taken to sleeping on the couches of various guys who worked for Garber Contracting, except for Glen himself, who wasn’t taking in boarders when he had a young girl in the house, no offense intended. He couldn’t keep doing that forever, so when Keisha started hinting that since he was staying over most nights anyway, maybe he should just . . .

				“Yeah, okay,” he’d said.

				Things were okay those first few weeks, before Glen cut back his hours. Then he hurt his foot, and in some ways that came at a good time, because he could tell Keisha had been starting to reassess, to wonder if maybe inviting him into her home had been such a great idea after all. She wasn’t going to kick him out while he was recovering. She was too nice to do that.

				And now, his foot pretty much healed, he was sensing she might be thinking, once again, about dissolving this relationship. But now, well, she needed him now. Big time. What woman is going to throw out onto the street the man who’s helping her cover up a murder?

				Oh yeah, he was in for the long haul. No doubt about that.

				Hey, that looked like a good spot.

				A short plaza on the right with a nail salon, a takeout-only pizza place, a T-shirt operation, and a shop that sold radio-controlled cars.

				Always wanted to get one of those, Kirk thought. Now that I’ve got my wheels for the truck, time to treat myself to something else.

				A row of shops like this had to have some kind of Dumpster out back, especially with the pizza joint. They’d have a lot of trash, right? Leftover food at the end of the day, cardboard, cheese that had gone moldy?

				He hit the blinker, turned into the lot, drove down the side of the building and around back, coming to a stop by a battered metal refuse container the size of this shitbox car he was driving. It sat about thirty feet out from the building, and was surrounded by other trash. Abandoned pallets, scraps of rusted pipe, an old oven, half a dozen tires.

				Kirk got out and came around to the passenger side of the car. He opened the door, grabbed the bag, and approached the container. He was about to lift the lid and toss it in when he was interrupted.

				“The hell you doing?”

				One of the four back doors was open. Judging from its position, Kirk guessed it was the rear entry to the pizza place. A black man in jeans, a black T-shirt and white apron splotched with pizza sauce was looking at him.

				“Just throwing this in,” Kirk said.

				“No. You’re not.”

				“It’s just one bag. Chill out, man.”

				“What, you think our bin’s here for your convenience? You got garbage, put it out front of your own yard.”

				“Hey, pal, why don’t—”

				“Don’t fucking ‘pal’ me, asshole. We pay to get this trash hauled away. You want to put that bag in? Ten bucks.” He stepped forward, allowing the metal door to swing shut behind him. “People like you doing this all the time. Thinking this is a public dump. You got ten bucks?”

				“Yeah, I do. And you know where you can put it?” Kirk asked.

				The pizza guy laughed. “Oh, that’s good. And I got an idea where you can put that bag of trash.”

				He’d closed the distance between them. Kirk still had one hand on the bag, the other on the metal lid, but he hadn’t raised it far enough to toss the bag in. The other man slapped his hand on top of it and it slammed shut with a resounding clang. If Kirk hadn’t yanked his hand away quickly enough, he’d be minus a thumb.

				“What’s your problem?” Kirk asked. He thought of a good Family Feud question: “Name a place where dickheads are most likely to work?” He’d shout: “Takeout pizza joint!”

				But what he said was, “You got a pepperoni stick up your ass or something?” He really wanted to have a go at this guy. Kick his ass good.

				“This what you want?” the man asked. “You want to get into it over this? Because if that’s what you want, then that’s okay by me.”

				The bag concealing the bloody clothes and bloody purse and bloody cleaning clothes dropped from Kirk’s hand to the asphalt so he’d have both fists ready.

				The back door to the pizza place opened again, and a second man came out. White guy, about twice the size of the black guy.

				Kirk thought, Shit.

				“Hey, Mick, help me out with this asshole!” the black guy said.

				If it mattered to Mick that he had no idea what this dispute was about, he showed no sign. He was too busy looking, immediately, for something to use to hit Kirk, and he found it up against the wall. A discarded two-foot length of lead pipe. He raised it like a club, looked at Kirk, and smiled.

				Kirk bolted.

				He jumped back into the car, slammed the door, did a fast three-point turn, narrowly missing Mick as the front end swung past him in reverse, then floored it, racing back up the side of the building and onto the street.

				He was two blocks away before he realized he’d left the bag sitting there next to the Dumpster.

			

		

	
		
			
				Twenty-one

				The crime scene people had arrived at the Garfield house. Rona Wedmore stepped back so they could do their job. Eight uniformed officers had also shown up, and Wedmore had them fanned out across the neighborhood, knocking on doors, trying to find anyone who might have seen anything. The last thing she did before leaving was ask Joy Bennings, the lead crime scene investigator, to let her know what was on the card she’d noticed tucked into Wendell Garfield’s shirt. Wedmore had been able to make out a couple of digits—the beginning of a phone number—in one corner, but that was it. She’d left it in the shirt. Smeared with blood that might not be the victim’s own, she didn’t want to interfere with it. She asked Joy to call her the moment she was able to make out what the card said.

				Then she got in her car and drove back to the station so that she could have a further conversation with Melissa.

				But on her way to see Melissa, she was told a Mrs. Beaudry was waiting to see her. She’d identified herself at the front desk as Melissa’s aunt, said that she had come to the station looking for Melissa or her father.

				Wedmore found the woman pacing in the station lobby. Mid-forties, not much more than five feet, with a tiny frame and a long, hooked nose. She looked, Wedmore thought, bird-like. If you squeezed her too tight, she’d break in your arms.

				“Excuse me,” Wedmore said. “You’re Mrs. Beaudry? Are you Melissa Garfield’s aunt?”

				The woman’s eyes went wide with expectation. “Yes! I’ve been waiting to talk to someone about—”

				“You’re Ellie Garfield’s sister?”

				“No, I’m Wendell’s sister. I’m Gail. I tried to reach Wendell at the house and when there was no answer—he doesn’t own a cell phone—I figured they were both down here. And all they’ll tell me is that Melissa is here but not her father and they won’t let me talk to her. What’s going on?”

				“Would you like to sit down, Mrs. Beaudry?”

				“No, I would not like to sit down! Where’s Melissa? Is she okay? Her father’s not with her?”

				“Melissa’s perfectly safe. I need to ask you some questions, Mrs. Beaudry.”

				“About what?”

				“About Melissa, and your brother, and Ellie.”

				The woman, baffled, awaited the first question.

				“When did you last talk to your brother?” Wedmore asked.

				She looked at the detective, puzzled. “Why?”

				“Mrs. Beaudry, please. When’s the last time you spoke?”

				“Last night. I called him before I went to bed to see whether he’d heard anything.”

				“You didn’t speak to him at all today?”

				“No.”

				“What about Melissa? Have you had any conversations with her in the last twenty-four hours?”

				“I saw both of them at the press conference. For moral support. But I haven’t talked to her since then.”

				“What can you tell me about her state of mind?” Wedmore asked.

				“She’s distraught, of course! Who wouldn’t be?”

				“Did she say anything to you?”

				“No, not really. I just told her, and Wendell, we’d do anything we could to help. Like them, we just want Ellie to come home safe and sound.”

				Wedmore nodded. “I see. And about Wendell . . .”

				“Yes?”

				“Do you know whether your brother was involved in any business deals, any personal relationships, where he might have made enemies?”

				“No, no, of course not.”

				“You’re unaware of anyone who might be angry with your brother for any reason?” Even as she asked the question, Wedmore thought about Laci Harmon’s husband. She’d said he didn’t know about the affair. But what if he did? What if he went to Garfield’s house to confront him?

				But wait. Laci Harmon had told Wedmore that morning that her husband was driving back from Schenectady. With the kids. Wedmore would want to double-check that, but it made her think the husband probably wasn’t a suspect.

				“What on earth are you getting at? Why are you asking these questions? Shouldn’t you people be looking for Ellie? Shouldn’t you be finding out what’s happened to her?”

				Wedmore took a long breath. “Mrs. Beaudry, I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but your brother’s dead.”

				Gail Beaudry cocked her head, like a dog who’d heard a whistle. “Wendell’s—what?”

				“Your brother is dead. He died this morning. In the last few hours.” She reached out and touched the woman’s arm. “I’m very sorry.”

				The woman needed a moment for this to sink in. “How do you know? Is he here? Where did it happen? At home? Did he have a heart attack? Oh God, he probably had a heart attack. Is that what happened? Was it a stroke? That’s probably what happened. The stress of all this, of not knowing what’s happened to Ellie, oh no oh no . . .”

				“It wasn’t a heart attack,” Wedmore said gently. “And it wasn’t a stroke. Your brother is a homicide victim.”

				“He’s—he’s a what?”

				“Someone killed him, Mrs. Beaudry.”

				The woman put her hand to her chest and gasped. “Dear God. First Ellie disappears, and now Wendell is dead?” A flash seemed to go off in her head. “Does this mean—oh no—does this mean Ellie’s been murdered too?”

				Wedmore hesitated. “In fact, we believe so, yes.”

				Gail struggled to comprehend the news. That two members of her family were dead. She took several seconds to catch her breath. “So there’s someone roaming around out there, someone who’s killed Ellie and Wendell?’

				Wedmore steeled herself. She was going to have to get to it sooner or later. “Whoever killed your brother, yes, that person is still out there.”

				“I don’t . . . I don’t understand.”

				“The facts we have so far suggest your brother and sister-in-law were killed by different people. In totally separate circumstances.”

				“Different people?” Gail Beaudry was starting to put something together. “You said whoever killed Wendell is still out there, but you didn’t say that about Ellie. You have the man who killed Ellie?”

				It struck Wedmore as natural that Gail Beaudry would assume a man had killed her sister-in-law. Most killers were men.

				“Mrs. Beaudry,” Wedmore said, “we’re going to be charging Melissa with your sister-in-law’s death. The reason you can’t see her is because she’s in custody.”

				The woman took no time at all to react to this. “That’s ridiculous. That’s not true. That’s absolutely preposterous.”

				“I’m afraid not,” Rona Wedmore said.

				“She’d never do such a thing. Never! Melissa and her mother were very close. I’ve never heard anything so outrageous. For heaven’s sake, whatever evidence you think you have, I’m sure there’s an explanation. Talk to the girl! She’ll set you straight.”

				“Melissa has confessed,” Detective Wedmore said. “She came in here of her own accord.” Gail was speechless, so Wedmore added, “But she was here, in this building, when her father was killed. We don’t know what the connection is.”

				“This is crazy, insane. I have to . . . I have to call someone.” Gail Beaudry fumbled in her purse for her phone. “And my husband, I’m going to have to call my husband.”

				Wedmore excused herself. She had to go back and see Melissa again.

				* * *

				The girl howled like a wounded animal.

				She threw her arms around Detective Wedmore, put her face on her chest and sobbed. “No, no, no.”

				It wasn’t, strictly speaking, procedure to take murder suspects into one’s arms and comfort them, but Wedmore found herself doing just that. She placed her hands on the girl’s back and patted her ever so gently, thinking to herself what a pathetic gesture it was. Might as well be saying, “There, there.”

				“Daddy,” she whimpered. “Daddy.”

				“I have to ask you some questions, Melissa,” Wedmore said.

				But the girl continued to weep, and it was ten minutes before Wedmore could get her back into the chair in the interrogation room. Instead of facing her from across the table, she brought her own chair around next to Melissa’s and allowed the girl to hold onto her hands.

				“Someone killed him?” Melissa asked disbelievingly. “Are you sure?”

				Wedmore thought back to what she’d seen. “Yes,” she said with certainty. “What haven’t you told me, Melissa? What aren’t you telling me?”

				“I’ve told you everything, I swear.”

				“Who would want to hurt your father?”

				“No one. Nobody.”

				“Did someone else help you, Melissa? Was there a third person involved in getting your mother, and the car, up to the lake?”

				“No, I’m telling you, it was just me and Dad. And he didn’t even hurt Mom. That was me, that was all me.”

				“What about the man who’s the father of your child?”

				“Lester?”

				“That’s right. Did he and your father get along? Is it possible they could have had some kind of argument?”

				“My parents liked Lester,” Melissa said. “They were mad at me because I didn’t want to marry him.” She put her face in her hands again and wept.

				Wedmore sighed, and got up.

				This was the damnedest thing she’d dealt with in a while.

				She was just leaving the interrogation room when her phone buzzed. It was a text, from Joy.

				It read: “Got something. Call me.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Twenty-two

				Keisha tried to think how she would explain it.

				Because she would have to explain it. There was no doubt in her mind. The police would eventually find Wendell Garfield, if they hadn’t already, and sooner or later they’d discover her business card, tucked into his shirt pocket.

				If the card had been anywhere else—in a drawer, in his wallet, even—it wouldn’t have been such a big deal. Over time, everyone collects lots of business cards. You find them in your car, your coat pocket, pinned to bulletin boards.

				But a card that’s been tucked into a shirt, well, that’s a card that has to have been acquired, or at the very least referred to, very recently. Assuming that Wendell Garfield did not wear the same, unlaundered shirt for days or weeks on end, it would be reasonable for the police to assume he’d acquired, or been looking at, that card in the last couple of days. Since his wife had gone missing.

				And how did most people acquire cards? From the people whose name was on them.

				It was just a matter of time before the police would be at Keisha’s door, asking whether she’d met with Wendell Garfield. When was this meeting? Where was it held? What was its purpose and who had initiated it?

				What would she tell them?

				“I have no idea how he got that card.”

				That’s what she would tell them.

				It might be a hard story to stick to, but now that Kirk had gotten rid of everything else linking her to the Garfield house, she believed she could ride it out.

				She’d tell them that she often left her cards pinned to noticeboards in grocery stores. Sometimes she’d leave a few out on tables at craft shows and community center events. She’d distribute them to random people she might meet waiting in a checkout line, or at a bus stop.

				The cards were out there, she’d say. Who knows where he might have gotten one?

				Maybe he’d come across one weeks ago, put it in a drawer, and after his wife disappeared, he went hunting for it, thinking maybe a psychic could assist him in ways the police had not. He’d found the card and slipped it into his shirt, and probably would have called her if he hadn’t ended up with a knitting needle in his brain.

				Of course, only Keisha knew it would have made no sense for Garfield to engage the services of a psychic to find his wife. He knew all about his wife’s fate. But the police didn’t know that, did they? So far as they were aware, Wendell Garfield was still a distraught husband desperate for his wife’s return. Maybe the police would even start working on the theory that whoever got rid of Ellie—at some point they’d conclude that she was the victim of foul play, even if they never found her body at the bottom of that lake—was the same person who’d killed her husband.

				That would make sense, right?

				And really, what did her business card have to do with all that?

				It’s just a card.

				She tried to tell herself not to worry about it. Play dumb, stonewall, act perplexed. However he came into possession of her card, it wasn’t her responsibility to explain it.

				The phone rang.

				Keisha looked at it but did not move. Probably Chad calling back, or some other needy client. Let it go to message, which it would do after five rings. The ringing stopped, and Keisha waited for the light to flash to indicate a message had indeed been left, but the light never flashed.

				Just as well, she thought.

				There was a loud rattling at the front door, then the sound of it opening. Keisha jumped almost as much as she had the first time the phone had rung.

				Who the hell was this? Wasn’t it too soon for Kirk to be back?

				“Hey, babe!” he called out.

				Keisha met him in the hall. “What are you doing here?”

				“Whaddya mean?”

				“Where did you go? Where’d you get rid of it?”

				“It’s all taken care of,” he said, waving his hand dismissively.

				“Okay, but where?”

				“I did what you asked, okay? It’s done.” He tried to get past her to go into the kitchen, but she laid her palm on his chest.

				“I told you to take it to Darien or someplace far. You didn’t go that far, did you? You’re back too soon.”

				“Well shit, that was just a stupid idea you had. I mean, the main thing is, don’t dump it in your backyard, right? Just because you don’t want to put it out in front of your house on pickup day doesn’t mean you got to drive it to hell and back.”

				Keisha shook her head angrily. “Where did you toss it?”

				He waved her off. “Look, you owe me some money. I had some expenses, at the car wash. Used every quarter I had.”

				“Where did you ditch the bag?” It came out more like a scream than a question.

				“Jesus, don’t get your panties in a knot. Almost all the way to Bridgeport,” he said.

				“What did I tell you?”

				“I heard what you said, but once I was out there, I had decisions to make. I saw a good spot behind this strip of stores so that was where I left it.”

				She shook her head in exasperation. “I swear to God. Did you at least shove it way down into the Dumpster with a bunch of other bags?”

				Kirk hesitated.

				“What?” Keisha asked.

				He shrugged. “Pretty much.”

				“What do you mean, pretty much?”

				“Okay, so I drive behind this place and I’m getting ready to put the bag in the Dumpster, right? Then this asshole comes out the back door of this pizza place and starts giving me attitude about putting my trash in his bin, so—”

				“Wait a minute? He saw you? And the car? He saw you putting the bag in there?”

				“God, woman, let me finish,” Kirk said. Keisha was really starting to get on his nerves. “So anyway, the guy’s all in my face about it, and I’m thinking, what’s the big deal, one lousy bag of garbage, so what if I dump it in his bin, you know? So he’s acting like he wants to get into it, which is okay by me, but then some other guy the size of a refrigerator comes out to back him up and he’s swinging this fucking pipe like a baseball bat, so I had to get the hell out of there. I can take on one guy, no problem, but two, that’s a bit much.”

				“Oh my God,” Keisha said. “Do you think they called the police?”

				He shrugged. “Why would they do that? A fight over a bag of garbage? Who’s going to call the cops for that? It’s a couple of pizza guys. Don’t worry about it.”

				Keisha was very worried. What if they made a note of the license number of her car?

				She asked, “So where did you end up putting the bag?”

				“Okay, so here’s the thing,” Kirk said. “When that shithead started coming at me with the pipe, I had to take off, right then. So I left the bag there.”

				“You left it there? Where they’d seen you?”

				“That guy would have killed me with that pipe,” Kirk said.

				Keisha was wishing he had. “Tell me you at least got the bag way in there before all this happened. I mean, nobody’s going to want to go into a Dumpster after a specific bag. Not after you’re gone.”

				Kirk made a funny face and ran his hand over his chin. “Well, I’d agree with you on that if that was the way it happened. But I never actually got the bag into the Dumpster.”

				“What?”

				“I had to leave it on the ground. When that guy started coming after me. Asshole would have busted my head open.”

				Was the floor tilting? Were they in the middle of an earthquake? Things seemed to be swaying to Keisha. “You’re telling me you left it there? Right there? In front of them? Shit, why didn’t you just empty the bag out so they could get a real good look? What the hell were you—”

				I’ve had just about enough of this, he thought.

				He exploded, throwing her up against the wall so hard it knocked the wind out of her. He wrapped his right hand around her throat, pinning her head to the wall, squeezing her right where the pink sash had bit into her skin.

				“I am sick and tired of you criticizing me,” he said through gritted teeth. “I am trying to help you out here and getting no thanks in return and it’s starting to get on my nerves.”

				“Let . . . go . . . Can’t . . .”

				Keisha raised her leg, tried to knee Kirk in the groin. He jumped back, let go of her neck. Keisha doubled over, coughed several times.

				“I’m not taking any more shit from you,” he told her, jabbing his finger in her direction. “I’ve been helping you out here, helping you raise that kid, looking out for you, and you don’t give me an ounce of respect.”

				Even as she coughed, Keisha managed to laugh. “Yeah, you’re invaluable,” she said. “You’re just fucking indispensable.”

				He pointed that menacing finger right at her face, only inches from the end of her nose. “That’s just what I’m talking about! Attitude! How’s that li’l fucker of yours going to show me any respect when his mother doesn’t?”

				“You call him a name like that and you want respect?” she said, getting her wind back. “He sees you sitting around here all day, milking a hurt foot for all it’s worth. I haven’t seen you limp once today.”

				“Not gonna be able to cover up your crime spree fast enough if I have to drag my leg everywhere I go,” he shot back. “Fact is, you’d be nothing without me. You’d have been screwed today, that’s for sure. You need a man around the house.”

				“That’d be nice,” she said. “You know where I could find one?”

				He lunged again, but before he could get his hands on her, she clawed his face. Raked her right hand down his left cheek, drawing blood.

				“Motherfucker!” he said, jumping back. He put his hand to his cheek, looked at the blood on his palm. “Have you lost your mind?”

				“You have to go back,” Keisha said.

				“Huh?”

				“You have to go back and get that bag.”

				He shook his head. “No way.”

				She kept her voice low, so he’d have to listen. “If they open that bag and see what’s inside, and remember my car, we’re toast. You get that?”

				Kirk grinned stupidly. “Not me, baby. You’re the one whose ass is gonna fry.”

				“You think so? Wasn’t me driving, wasn’t me trying to get rid of evidence.”

				He looked at her, thinking it through, the grin fading. It took a few seconds. Like trying to explain the second law of thermonuclear dynamics to a pit bull, Keisha thought. “Shit,” he said finally.

				“You gotta get that bag. You gotta find out if they threw it in the Dumpster. And if they did, you gotta get rid of it someplace else.”

				“Oh, man,” he said, almost pitiably. “I can’t go back there.”

				“You have to,” Keisha said. God, what a day and it was barely half over.

				“Okay, okay,” he said, accepting, at last, what he was going to have to do.

				Should she tell him about the other problem? He wasn’t going to like it, but he was in this with her, like it or not.

				“There’s another thing,” Keisha said.

				He gave her a look that said You’re kiddin’, right?

				“Garfield had one of my cards on him when he died. Sooner or later, the cops are going to show up and—”

				Someone started banging on the door.

			

		

	
		
			
				Twenty-three

				Rona Wedmore, sitting in the front seat of her unmarked car, put in a call to Joy from the forensics team.

				“Hey,” Joy said.

				“Got your text. What’s up?”

				“We’ve only just removed the body, haven’t gotten that far with it, except to tell you that needle went about five inches into the deceased’s skull.”

				“You guessing that’s what killed him?” Rona asked.

				“You’re funny,” Joy said.

				“I’m just asking, was there anything else done to him before that?”

				“Don’t think so, but you’ll be the first to know what I find. Reason I called is, I got a look at the business card that was in his shirt. The name is . . . hang on, I wrote it down. Okay, ‘Keisha Ceylon, Psychic Finder of Lost Souls.’ Pretty classy.” She read off a phone number and a website address, which Rona scribbled into her notebook.

				“That name rings a bell,” Rona said.

				“Maybe you know her from another life,” Joy said.

				“You remember that case, it’s got to be five or six years ago now, about the Milford woman whose family disappeared when she was fourteen? She went something like twenty-five years not knowing what happened to them.”

				“Archer,” Joy said. “Cynthia Archer. At the time, I kept thinking, why couldn’t that happen to my family?”

				“This Keisha woman’s name came up back then.” Wedmore thought about it. “Claimed to have visions about people who vanish. I think she tried to shake down the Archers.”

				“I’m going to hand over all matters related to visions to you,” Joy said. “There’s something else. Looks like footprints just outside the side living room window, in the flower beds. Ground wasn’t that frozen. And there may be some prints on the glass.”

				Wedmore didn’t know what to make of that, but asked to be kept posted.

				Once she was done talking to Joy, the detective made several other calls from her cell. When she’d gotten the answers to some questions that were on her mind, she keyed the ignition and drove to Old Fairfield High School.

				She went straight to the office, identified herself to the secretaries at the counter, and said she needed to speak to a member of their staff. “Just ask him to come down here. Don’t mention who it is.”

				One of the secretaries consulted a timetable on her computer screen. “But he’s teaching American Literature right now.” Wedmore gave her a look that seemed to ask whether the study of Ralph Waldo Emerson or Herman Melville trumped her request. The secretary picked up the phone, got the person she was looking for, and delivered the message. Wedmore commandeered a small empty room—the guidance counselor’s officer, as it turned out—and waited.

				Three minutes later, Terry Archer walked in. When he saw who was waiting for him, his face fell.

				“Oh my God,” he said. “What’s happened?”

				Wedmore flashed him a reassuring smile. “Nothing, Mr. Archer, nothing.” She extended a hand and the teacher took it, but he looked far from comforted. “It’s good to see you,” she said.

				“I’d like to say the same,” Archer said. “But seeing you, it’s given me something of a start. You’re sure everything’s okay? Is Grace okay? Is this about Cynthia?”

				“So far as I know, your daughter and wife are perfectly fine. I’m not here about them. How are they, anyway?”

				Archer offered up a pained smile. “Grace is good.”

				“I remember she had a real thing for astronomy. Is she still into that?”

				Archer nodded. “She wants to be an astronaut. Wants to get a little closer to the stars. She’s pretty upset they’ve mothballed the space shuttle.”

				Wedmore grinned. “Well, I’m sure they’ll get around to going back to space at some point. And Mrs. Archer—Cynthia. How’s she doing?”

				Archer hesitated. “She’s good. She’s okay.”

				Wedmore knew there was something going on, so she said nothing, waited for Archer to volunteer more information.

				“It’s been hard for her,” Archer said. “Getting the answers to what happened to her family, it didn’t . . . it’s not like it made everything perfect. Sometimes, getting your questions answered, it just raises new ones. Like, how do I move on, knowing what I know? Right now, Cyn’s kind of taking some time to herself.”

				“You’re separated?”

				He shook his head. “No, no, not that. Not exactly. But she needs a bit of space at the moment. Grace is with me.” He shrugged. “Things’ll work out. You know, one way or another. They have to.”

				“I’m sorry,” Wedmore said. “How’s Grace been handling it?”

				“Well, she’s getting into those teen years, you know? It’s hard to know what she’s thinking. She doesn’t like to let me in.” He shrugged. “But I guess every parent of a teenage girl goes through that, right?”

				Wedmore waved her hand around the room. “When I started calling around, I didn’t think you were still teaching here.”

				“I transferred back a couple of years ago,” Archer said. “But it was good, taking some time away from this place. Listen, I got a class of aspiring first offenders who’d rather steal shopping carts than hear about Hemingway, so if there’s something I can help you—”

				“Keisha Ceylon,” Wedmore said.

				“Jesus.”

				“That got a reaction. What can you tell me about her?”

				“After they did that TV show, about it being twenty-five years since Cynthia’s parents and her brother disappeared, that woman came out of the woodwork, claiming she knew things about the case. Not first-hand knowledge, but things she’d seen in a dream or a vision or something. Cynthia and I were asked to come down to the TV station for a follow-up, so this so-called psychic could tell us on camera what she knew, but when she found out the station wasn’t giving her a thousand bucks, she clammed up.”

				“Hmm,” said Wedmore.

				“She came by the house one other time, trying to shake us down personally. Cynthia threw her out on her ass.”

				“Has she ever been in touch since?”

				Archer shook his head. “Never heard from her again.”

				“What was your sense of her?” Wedmore asked.

				A small shrug. “Two short meetings, that was it. But she was an opportunist. She liked to take advantage of people when they were at their most vulnerable. That puts her pretty high on my list of lowlifes.”

				Wedmore smiled. “Yeah, I can see that.”

				“Is she still out there, doing her thing?”

				“Maybe.”

				Something flashed in Archer’s eyes and his brow furrowed. “That thing on the news. The man and his daughter. Asking for information about his wife.”

				Wedmore nodded and extended her hand again. “Thank you for your help. I should let you get back to your students.”

				Archer tried to smile one last time, but Wedmore could sense the effort. The man wore his sadness like a jacket. “Actually, it is nice to see you again. You were a great help to us at a very dark time.”

				He slipped out of the guidance counselor’s office. Wedmore had a strange feeling, as she watched him leave, that she would see him again before long.

			

		

	
		
			
				Twenty-four

				“Shit,” Keisha said as the banging on the door continued.

				“What are you gonna do?” Kirk said, dabbing blood from his cheek with a tissue.

				Keisha stood there, frozen, not sure whether to answer it, or escape out the back door and jump the neighbour’s fence. The latter seemed like a pretty stupid idea. If this was the cops wanting to talk to her, they probably already had someone covering the back door.

				“I’ve got no choice,” she said, took a breath, and opened the door.

				“Oh, thank God you’re home!” said Gail Beaudry, who had her hand raised, ready to knock again. The woman’s eyes were bloodshot from crying.

				“Gail?” Keisha said.

				“I have to talk to you!” the woman said, forcing her way into Keisha’s house. She glanced at Kirk, who was standing there, dumbfounded. “I have to talk to you alone.”

				“This isn’t a good time,” Keisha said. “Maybe later this week, but right now—”

				“He’s dead!” Gail blurted. “My brother’s dead.”

				“What?”

				“Someone killed my brother!”

				“Gail, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

				“This morning,” she said. “And they’re saying all these horrible things about Melissa. Ridiculous things! That she killed her mother. It’s all crazy. The police have everything all wrong! You have to help me! You have to make them see the truth!”

				Keisha was getting a very bad feeling. She grabbed Gail by the shoulders, steadied her and looked into her eyes. “Gail, stop, just stop for a second. Who’s your brother?”

				“Wendell,” she said. “Wendell Garfield.”

				Keisha exchanged a look with Kirk, who was standing to Gail’s side. He mouthed, “What the fuck?”

				“Okay, Gail, come sit down and tell me all about this. Do you want something to drink? Kirk, get her something to drink.”

				“Do you have anything diet?” Gail asked, allowing Keisha to lead her to the couch.

				“Just get something,” Keisha said, sitting down next to Gail, knees touching. She was massaging the woman’s shoulder comfortingly. “It’s going to be okay. You just need to tell me what’s happened, but slowly, from the start.”

				Kirk handed Gail a can of Diet Pepsi that he’d already cracked open. Gail looked at him and said, “What happened to your face?”

				“Shaving,” he said.

				She nodded, then answered Keisha’s question. “A few days ago, Ellie, that’s Wendell’s wife, she disappeared.”

				“I saw something on the news about that,” Keisha said.

				Gail nodded. “They held a press conference and everything yesterday. Wendell and Melissa. Oh, God.” She set the can of Pepsi on the table and put her hands over her eyes. “It’s all so unbelievable! Why would they hold the press conference if Melissa had something to do with it?”

				“Gail, so what are you saying? It was the daughter?” As soon as she said it, Keisha realized how it might sound; that she was surprised that Wendell wasn’t the one responsible. She had to recalibrate her thinking, to act surprised by everything she was about to hear, to listen and react without preconceptions.

				In fact, she wouldn’t have to try all that hard.

				“That’s what they’re saying,” Gail said, shaking her head. “That Melissa killed her mother.”

				Keisha tried to get her head around that. If Melissa had killed Ellie Garfield, why had the husband tried to strangle her? He must have been in on it, or at the very least, been helping his daughter cover up after the fact.

				“And what exactly happened to Wendell?” Keisha asked. “Where did they find him?”

				“At home,” Gail said. “I don’t really know all the details. But none of this makes any sense. That Melissa would kill her mother, that someone would kill Wendell. It’s insane.”

				Keisha put her arms around Gail. “You poor thing. This is so horrible for you.”

				As she held the woman, Keisha’s mind raced. Once Kirk finally disposed of the bloody clothes, the only thing that connected her to Garfield was the business card she was sure the police would find. She’d convinced herself she could explain that away by saying there were a hundred places Garfield could have picked one up.

				But now there was a definite link between Keisha and the dead man.

				The dead man’s sister. Who just happened to be one of Keisha’s clients.

				Not good, not good at—

				But wait a second.

				Maybe there was an opportunity here.

				“Tell me about your brother,” Keisha said. “Was he older, younger?”

				“He was my baby brother,” she said, and began to weep again.

				“I think—haven’t you mentioned him in some of our sessions?”

				She nodded, grabbed a couple of tissues from the box on the table, which was right next to the unfinished Twinkie and beer, and blew her nose. Then she had a sip of her soda, and said, “That’s right. I mentioned a few times to him that I came to see you, that you helped me to connect with my past lives.”

				“What did he think of that?”

				“Oh, he was very dismissive, but no more than my husband. Jerry thinks I’m a total crackpot.” She managed a short laugh. “Maybe I am.”

				“No, not at all,” Keisha said. “Everyone has different things they believe in. They’re coping strategies. They help us deal with the world out there. Was Wendell dealing with a lot of things? Difficult things?”

				“Oh, my, yes. Melissa’s been a constant source of stress for him and Ellie. She—oh, I can’t believe Ellie’s actually dead too. Melissa left home at sixteen, lived on her own, then met this man who got her pregnant. Ellie and Wendell were worried sick about her.”

				“Did you try to offer advice to them? Give them any suggestions? I mean, you’re Melissa’s aunt. I could imagine you wanted to help them where you could.”

				“Of course, of course, I tried.”

				“Is that why you took my card?” Keisha said. This was either going to work or it wasn’t. “To give it to your brother and his wife? In case they ever wanted to consult with me? Because, given what you’ve said about him, it seems unlikely he’d have been in touch.”

				Gail pulled away from Keisha’s embrace. “Did I do that?”

				“You don’t remember?”

				Gail blinked a couple of times. “I don’t . . . I’m not sure.”

				“It was some time ago. You know that period where you believed you were channeling Amelia Earhart?”

				Gail nodded. “That was a couple of years ago.”

				“I think it was while you were talking as Amelia that you asked me for a card. You said you had someone you thought I could help.”

				Gail was still trying to recall. “That’s possible. I think I remember. Maybe I was thinking of giving it to Ellie. She probably wouldn’t have believed in what you do any more than Wendell, but at least she wasn’t totally closed-minded.”

				Keisha liked the way this was going. Gail, like so many of Keisha’s regulars, was very suggestible.

				“So you must have given it to your brother or your sister-in-law at some point, or else one of them saw the card at your place and helped themselves to it.” Keisha waved her hand as though it didn’t matter. “But what I need to know is, what can I do for you, right now? How can I help you through this?”

				“I knew you’d be here for me,” Gail said. “I tried Jerry’s phone after I tried calling you.” That must have been when the phone rang earlier, Keisha thought. “But his went to voicemail, and the truth is, I didn’t really want to talk to him anyway. He’s never been there for me the way you have.”

				For fifty dollars an hour.

				Keisha hugged her again. “I just want you to know that any time you need to come by and talk, it’s okay.”

				Gail smiled and dabbed her eyes again. “There is something. And I’d certainly be willing to pay you for your time, more than your usual rate.”

				Keisha said, hesitantly, “Well, Gail, like I said, any time you want to talk . . .”

				“No, I need you for more than that. You see, Keisha, the police don’t know what they’re doing. They have Melissa in custody for something she couldn’t possibly have done. And if they’ve got that all wrong, I know they’re going to get the investigation into my brother’s death all mixed up too.”

				“I don’t really know what I could—”

				“I want you to help me. I want you to help me find out who killed Wendell, and what really happened to Ellie.”

				“Gail, I’m not a detective,” Keisha protested.

				“I know!” she said. “That’s what makes you the perfect person to help. You see things no one else can. I’ll bet you—I’ll bet you if you came with me to my brother’s house, you could just tell what happened. Remember that story you told me, about the little girl who was abducted and was in the neighbor’s house, with all the sports trophies around her? You solved that! If you hadn’t had that vision, that girl would be dead now. You told me that yourself.”

				Keisha disentangled herself from Gail Beaudry and stood up. “I might have embellished that story just a little bit.”

				Gail slapped Keisha’s hand. “You’re just being modest. I know what you can do.”

				“But I really don’t think I could help you here. I mean, the police aren’t going to want me sticking my nose into this. They have a thing about mediums and psychics. They think we’re crazy.”

				Gail stood defiantly. “I don’t care what they say. If you’re working for me, there’s nothing they can do about it.”

				Keisha looked at Kirk. She couldn’t read what was on his face, which was still bloodied from when she scratched him. Maybe he was too stupefied to register anything.

				All Keisha knew was, she could not go back to that house.

				She believed she’d successfully planted the seed with Gail about her business card, and that when the police finally came around to ask about it, she had a plausible explanation for how it ended up in Wendell Garfield’s pocket without her ever being at his house. He’d come upon the card, maybe in a drawer, and hung onto it, thinking he might work up the nerve to call Keisha to help him find his wife.

				Except it was clear from what Gail had told her that Garfield knew what had happened to his wife. His daughter had killed her, and he’d helped her cover her tracks. So why would he need a psychic’s help?

				But he and Melissa had held a press conference seeking information from the public when they really didn’t need it. So wasn’t it plausible that Garfield might engage a medium to maintain the fiction that he didn’t know what had happened to his—

				“I’ll pay you five thousand dollars,” Gail said.

				“What?” Keisha said.

				“I’ll pay you five thousand dollars to help me with this, to get to the truth.”

				Keisha shook her head, “I don’t know, Gail. I—”

				“She’ll do it,” Kirk said.

			

		

	
		
			
				Twenty-five

				“Can I talk to you for a second?” Keisha said to Kirk, drawing him into the kitchen while Gail Beaudry stayed in the living room.

				“Are you crazy?” she whispered to him once they were out of earshot.

				“It’s five grand,” he said. “Just don’t go into the house and go all weird and say holy shit, I think I did it.”

				“I can’t go into that house. Not again.”

				“Sure you can,” he said. “Might as well make something out of this fucked-up day.” Kirk didn’t know she’d actually gotten some cash out of Garfield before things went off the rails. But even if he did, he’d still want her to go after this. Five thousand was a lot of money.

				“It’s wrong,” Keisha said. “You don’t see something wrong, taking this woman’s money to help her figure out who killed her brother? You don’t see something just a bit off with that?”

				Kirk shrugged. “So? Like you’ve never faked this stuff before?”

				“I can’t do this. I—”

				“Is everything okay?” Gail asked. She was standing in the kitchen doorway.

				“Yes,” Kirk said. “Keisha was just saying, she hates to ask you at a time like this, but she needs her fee up front, in cash.”

				Gail’s eyes popped for a second, but she said, “We can stop at the bank on the way to my brother’s house. Would that be okay?”

				“That’d be fine,” Kirk said.

				Keisha struggled to focus. She said to Gail, “Why don’t you wait in the car and I’ll be right out.”

				Once the door was closed, Kirk said, “This lady has to be loaded. I bet you can get even more out of her. Where’s she get all the dough?”

				Keisha shook her head, like this was not uppermost in her mind, but said, “Her husband’s in real estate and she inherited some fortune when her parents died. I don’t care if she’s married to Bill Gates, I’m not going to milk this beyond the five grand.”

				Kirk gave her a disapproving look.

				“And you,” she said, “have to go back and find out what happened to that bag.”

				“Yeah, yeah, I hear ya.”

				Keisha glanced at the wall clock. “I don’t know how long I’m going to be with her. You have to be back here for when Matthew gets home.”

				“Why? He’s got his own key. Since when do I—”

				“What if the police are here? I don’t want him coming home, finding a cop on the doorstep. He’ll be scared to death, thinking something has happened to me.”

				Kirk sighed. “Fine, I’ll be here. But you’re really turning him into a momma’s boy.”

				* * *

				Keisha got in Gail Beaudry’s Jaguar. The woman talked non-stop all the way to her bank in downtown Milford, on the green.

				“I don’t know why they have Melissa in custody or why they think she had anything to do with this. They say she confessed, but that’s ridiculous. Why would a girl kill her own mother? That’s absolutely unthinkable. I don’t understand how something like that could happen. Maybe if it were an accident, like if she’d backed into her with her car, didn’t know she was there, but to deliberately do it? That defies belief. I know that girl was a world of trouble to her mother, but deep down she loved her very much. I just know that.”

				Keisha wondered whether she was going to be sick again. Any second now, she might have to ask Gail to pull to the side of the road.

				Since killing Garfield, she’d devoted all of her energy to covering her tracks. Going back for the earring, disposing of her clothes (a problem she hoped would soon be resolved), standing in the shower until the water ran cold, getting Kirk to clean her car. And after an initial panic about her business card, she’d come up with a creative solution involving Gail that she believed could withstand scrutiny.

				But having made all these efforts to distance herself from the event, here she was, sitting in this car, heading back to the crime scene.

				“I’ll just bet the police put Melissa in a room and browbeat her with questions and that was how they made her confess to something she never did,” Gail continued. “That’s what the police do. We think that kind of thing only happens in Russia or China or Latin American countries, but it happens right here in the good ol’ USA, don’t you kid yourself. The police just want to close cases. It doesn’t matter to them whether they’ve got the right person or not. And I don’t even know what happened to Ellie. If they’re charging Melissa, what is it exactly they think she did to her mother? And what does it have to do with Wendell. I’m telling you—”

				“Please stop,” Keisha said.

				“What?”

				“I . . . I need to concentrate.”

				“Of course, of course you do. I’m so sorry. Here we are anyway. I’ll go in and get your money.” Gail left the motor running as she got out of the car and went into the bank.

				Take the car and run, Keisha thought. Or leave the car, but still run.

				But where would she go? How far could she get? How long would it take for the police to find her? And if she wasn’t already a suspect, wouldn’t running change that? And how could she even think of leaving Matthew behind?

				She’d never do that. Keisha was a lot of things—and she knew it—but she was not the kind of mother who’d abandon her child.

				I could take him with me.

				Sure, that was a plan. Go on the run with a kid. Keisha told herself to stop it. She was in this up to her eyeballs now, and she was going to have to see how things played out.

				Gail returned in five minutes, clutching a plain white banking envelope, the kind used for deposits at the ATMs. She got in the car and handed the envelope to Keisha.

				“There you go,” she said, doing up her seat belt. “Good thing I have my own account. Jerry would have an absolute heart attack if he knew I was doing this.”

				“Thank you,” Keisha said, putting the envelope into her purse. She’d had to grab one of her other ones as she was leaving, and toss her wallet into it.

				“You don’t want to count it?”

				“I trust you,” Keisha said.

				That made Gail Beaudry smile. She reached over and touched Keisha’s arm. “I trust you, too. I want to thank you for helping me.”

				Keisha couldn’t look at her.

				“Let’s go over to Wendell’s house now and see if any of the police there will tell us what’s going on. Maybe, as we get close, you’ll start picking up some signals or something,” Gail said.

				* * *

				They could see police cars as soon as Gail turned onto the street. Cruisers had been used to block off the street in both directions about a hundred feet each side of the house. Gail pulled the Jag over to the shoulder and said, “Watch your step. It looks slippery here.”

				They came around the front of the car and approached the house together. As they started walking up the driveway, a female uniformed officer came down to meet them.

				“Can I help you?” she asked.

				Gail said, “I’m Mrs. Beaudry, and this is my associate. We’d like to speak to whoever’s in charge here. Is that you?”

				“No, ma’am. What’s your interest here?”

				“This is my brother’s house. Wendell Garfield. The man who was killed.”

				The officer nodded. “If you’ll wait here, I’ll see what I can do.” Keisha watched her go into the house and close the door.

				Don’t want to go in there.

				Gail stood with her arms crossed. After a couple of minutes, she said, “This is what they do. They keep you waiting to wear you down. It’s all part of the game they play.”

				Keisha thought that if anyone was playing a game, it was herself.

				The officer came back out of the house and told them she had reached the detective in charge of the investigation, and she’d be coming by shortly.

				“Would that be that black woman?” Gail asked. “Wedmore?”

				“Yes.”

				“Fine, but can we wait in the house, where it’s warmer?”

				“I’m sorry, no, you can’t come in. Not without Detective Wedmore’s approval.”

				“We’ll be in the car, then,” Gail said, and the two of them turned to start walking back to it. They were just about to open the doors when an unmarked car pulled up and Rona Wedmore got out.

				She recognized the dead man’s sister from their meeting at the station. “Hello, Mrs. Beaudry.”

				“I want some answers,” Gail said. “I want some answers right now.”

				Wedmore cast an eye at Keisha, then looked back at Gail. “What would you like to know?”

				“What happened to my brother?”

				Wedmore’s gaze turned back to Keisha. “Who are you?”

				“I’m Keisha Ceylon.”

				The corners of the detective’s mouth turned up. “I was just talking to someone who knows you.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Twenty-six

				“Excuse me?” Keisha said.

				“Terry Archer,” Wedmore said, giving Keisha a knowing look. “You offered to help him and his wife a few years back.”

				“I remember,” Keisha said. “If Mr. Archer says he knows me, that’s not true. We met twice, very briefly.”

				“Fair enough. But you certainly made an impression.”

				Don’t be evasive, Keisha thought. Don’t be defensive. Tackle this head on. “I’m sure. I offered to help him and his wife when they were having their troubles and they chose not to engage me. Mr. Archer, in particular, was very skeptical of my gifts. All I wanted to do was help them.”

				Wedmore nodded. Before she could reply, Gail said, “I’ve engaged Ms. Ceylon to help me. Clearly you already know her, but if you’re thinking she’s here to help you, she’s not. She’s representing my interests. All you people care about is making sure someone gets charged, whether it’s the right person or not. Do you know who did this to my brother?”

				“We’re in the early stages of the investigation,” Wedmore said patiently.

				“Are you still holding Melissa?”

				“We are.”

				“That’s ridiculous. You have to release her. Imagine what she’s going through. Losing her mother, and then her father, all within a few days. And suggesting she confessed! What on earth would she confess to? And where is Ellie? What’s happened to her body? Are you telling me Melissa was able to make her mother’s body disappear?”

				Tiredly, Wedmore said, “We can set up a meeting between you and Melissa. From what I can see, you’re the only family she has left. She waived her right to legal representation, but you should get her to rethink that, so she gets the best advice possible as this moves forward. There may be extenuating circumstances that might have an impact on sentencing. You might want—”

				“Good heavens, what on earth did she tell you?”

				Wedmore sighed. “Melissa stabbed her mother, called her father, and he helped her cover it up. They drove the car out onto a lake and waited for it to go through the ice.”

				Wow, Keisha thought. Maybe I really can do this.

				Gail was speechless, so Wedmore added, “What we’re trying to figure out now is what kind of connection there may be between Ellie’s death, and what happened to your brother.”

				Gail managed to ask, “Is my brother’s body still in the house?”

				“No. The coroner is conducting a post-mortem.”

				“Ms. Ceylon wants to go inside.”

				“Excuse me?” said Wedmore.

				“No,” Keisha protested. “That’s not nece—”

				“She needs to go inside and see what she can feel,” Gail said. She looked at Keisha and said, “I’m betting the sooner you get in, the better, right? The vibrations, whatever it is you feel, will still be fresh?”

				“It may already be too late,” Keisha said.

				Gail took hold of Keisha’s arm and looked imploringly at her. “I know it’s a lot to ask, but I can’t do it. I can’t go in there. I want you to be my eyes. I want you to see where it happened. Won’t that help you? Won’t that help you visualize, to connect, to feel what happened?”

				Keisha said, “If you could just find something of your brother’s for me. Maybe you have a letter at home from him.”

				Gail continued to squeeze her arm. “I really need you to do this.” She turned to Wedmore and pleaded, “Will you allow her to see where it happened?”

				Wedmore thought for a moment. “Ordinarily, I’d say no, but I think maybe it’d be a good idea for Ms. Ceylon to come in and have a look-see.”

				Keisha was taken aback. She couldn’t see Wedmore playing along with this unless there was something in it for her. “I totally understand if you’d rather I stayed out here and—”

				“Come on,” said Wedmore. “Mrs. Beaudry, why don’t you wait in your car and stay warm while we do this?”

				“All right,” she said, as Wedmore put her hand gently on Keisha’s back and led her toward the house.

				She took her hand away as they continued walking. “How did you and Mrs. Beaudry connect?”

				“She’s a client of mine,” Keisha said. “She’s consulted me for a few years now.”

				“What kind of consulting?”

				“You’d have to ask her that.”

				“Oh. Psychic–client privilege?”

				Keisha gave Wedmore a look. “That’s why I don’t come to the police when I have information about a crime.”

				“Information? What do you mean by information?”

				“Things come to me, Detective. Visions, images, likes pieces of a puzzle. But I don’t expect you to believe me any more than the Archers did.”

				“When we go into the house, you’re not to touch anything. And we’re just going to step in. You can see the living room from the front door.”

				“Is that where it happened?” Keisha asked.

				Wedmore looked at her and smiled. “Yes, that’s where it happened.” The officer Keisha and Gail had spoken to earlier was guarding the front door, and stepped aside to let them through.

				Keisha was rehearsing in her head how she’d act surprised. Turned out she didn’t need to rehearse at all.

				What she saw as she looked into the living room horrified her.

				A massive puddle of dark red had saturated the broadloom. It was concentrated in one area, but there were scattered splotches of red between where the body had been and the door.

				“Dear God,” Keisha said, her eyes fixed on the scene for several seconds before she turned away. “That’s horrible.”

				“Yes,” said Wedmore. “It’s pretty bad.”

				“Can we go now?”

				“Let’s just hang in for a second. Give your spidey senses a chance to pick something up, see who did it.”

				Keisha shot her a look, and turned away from the living room. “It’s not like that. I can’t just say, oh, it was a man, six two, heavyset, with a thick beard and a dark coat, driving a red Mustang, license plate 459J87.”

				“Is that a vision that just came to you?”

				“No! I’m trying to make a point.”

				“Okay, okay,” said Wedmore. “Maybe it would help, though, if you looked into the room one more time. There’s some things I could point out to you.”

				“Like what?”

				“Pull yourself together and have a look.”

				Keisha did as she was told, steeled herself, and turned around. “What things?”

				“You see the pink robe over there?”

				“Yes.”

				“And if you look there, you’ll see the sash from the robe. Also pink.”

				“Okay.”

				“So why isn’t the sash in the loops of the robe, do you think?”

				Keisha resisted an urge to touch her neck. “I don’t know. Do you?”

				“No. But I’ve an idea. I’m wondering if there was an attempted strangulation.”

				“Oh.”

				“Yeah. I’ve been trying to think it through. You see, I don’t think anyone came here intending to kill Mr. Garfield. I mean, if you were coming here to kill him, you’d bring along something other than a knitting needle, don’t you think?”

				“A knitting needle?” Keisha said. “He was killed with a knitting needle?”

				Wedmore nodded. “That’s right. If you were coming here intending to kill him, you’d bring a gun, or a knife, even a baseball bat. Wouldn’t you?”

				“I don’t know,” Keisha said.

				“To kill him with a knitting needle, that tells me that the perpetrator acted impulsively, that the needle was the closest thing at hand.”

				“You may be right, I honestly have no idea. Do I have to keep looking?”

				Wedmore ignored the question. “Even then, if you were going to act, like I said, impulsively, wouldn’t you be more likely to just hit him? Or grab something in the room that’s heavy and clunk him over the head with that? Like a lamp, or an ashtray, maybe, although I don’t think Mr. Garfield smoked.”

				“Really, I have no idea.”

				“To my way of thinking, the knitting needle is an act of desperation. A last-ditch effort or attempt at something. Maybe the only thing that the person who did this could reach. I’m even thinking it might have been a defensive move.”

				“Defensive?” Keisha asked.

				“Now we’re back to the sash. Suppose Mr. Garfield was strangling someone with that, and that someone grabbed the needle to try to save himself.”

				“You know it was a man?” Keisha asked.

				“I’m just saying,” Wedmore said. “I think it could as easily have been a woman.”

				Keisha swallowed but said nothing.

				“Is that how it happened?” Wedmore asked.

				“I don’t know,” Keisha said. “I’m not picking up anything like that.”

				“No, no,” Wedmore said. “I don’t mean in a vision. Is that how it happened, to you?”

				“What?”

				“Did he try to strangle you, Ms. Ceylon? When you came here to offer your services? Did he think you knew what had happened?”

				Keisha stared, dumbfounded, at Wedmore. “What?”

				“I was wondering if that’s how it played out,” the detective said innocently.

				“I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about. I’ve never been here before.”

				“You’re sure about that?”

				“I am.”

				“Because we found your card. Tucked right into Mr. Garfield’s shirt pocket. Your card, Ms. Ceylon. With your name on it, your phone number and website. ‘Finder of Lost Souls,’ it said on it.”

				“Really? He had my card?”

				“How do you explain that?”

				“Well, I mean, quite easily, actually.”

				Wedmore raised her eyebrows. “Go ahead.”

				“I’ve provided business cards in the past to Gail, to Mrs. Beaudry. She must have given one to her brother. You should ask her about it.”

				“I will.”

				“And when he started wondering whether you were ever going to find his wife, he went looking for that card and was probably going to give me a call.”

				“You were paying attention outside, weren’t you?” Wedmore asked.

				“About what?”

				“Wendell Garfield knew what had happened to his wife. He helped get rid of her body. He hardly needed to engage the services of a psychic to find her.”

				“It makes about as much sense to call me as to call a press conference,” Keisha shot back.

				Wedmore smiled. “Yes, but that was a performance. A public demonstration to make us think he and his daughter were in the dark about what happened to Ellie Garfield. But one of your cards, tucked into his shirt? Who was he trying to impress with that?”

				Keisha said nothing.

				“You know what I think?” Wedmore said. “I think you came here and tried the same scam you tried with the Archers. Asked Garfield for money in exchange for information you really didn’t have. It’s your thing. It’s what you do. And then something went wrong. I don’t know what, exactly. But he ended up dead, and you got away.”

				“That’s insane,” Keisha said, feeling as though her insides would let loose. “I can’t take any more of this. I’m leaving.”

				She was turning for the door when Wedmore reached out and held her arm. “I’ve a card of my own I’d like to give you.” She placed it in Keisha’s palm. “You find yourself changing your mind, wanting to talk, you call me any time.”

				“I think that’s unlikely,” Keisha said, pulling her arm away and heading outside, but tucking the card into her coat pocket.

				She was a few steps down the walk when Wedmore called to her. “That high collar you’re wearing, it’s the perfect thing when it’s cold like this, isn’t it?”

			

		

	
		
			
				Twenty-seven

				Kirk figured it made more sense to take his pickup this time. Those two guys from the pizza place would recognize Keisha’s car, not that he was planning to drive right up to the Dumpster this time anyway.

				He wasn’t an idiot.

				He remembered there was another small strip of stores just past the one with the pizza place, to the north. He figured on parking there and then backtracking, grabbing the right bag, then getting the hell home.

				It didn’t take him more than fifteen minutes to return. He wheeled the pickup into the next business lot, a place that made and sold metal fasteners, pulling in between a couple of other trucks. The lot was nearly full, which was good. Kirk didn’t believe anyone was going to notice if he left his pickup here for a few minutes.

				He got out and walked down the alley—wide enough for a good-sized truck—between the two buildings. At the rear, the properties weren’t separated by a formal fence, but there was a thicket of bushes and rubbish that kept Kirk from strolling directly to the Dumpster behind the pizza place.

				He’d considered waiting until it was dark to do this, but there was no one around, so he used his arms to part a way through the bushes toward the neighboring property. He was about forty feet from the Dumpster. The bag he’d left behind wasn’t on the pavement, so unless those two clowns had decided to take it inside and open it up, odds were they’d just tossed it into the bin after he’d sped off. What else where they going to do with it? Would they really be pissed off enough to go through the contents of the bag, looking for discarded bills or receipts, hoping to find an address? Did working at a pizza place pay enough to make you have to do that kind of shit?

				Kirk doubted it.

				But even if they’d tossed the bag into the Dumpster and forgotten about it, Kirk supposed he could see why Keisha had her panties in a knot about getting it out of there and dumping it someplace else. If there ever was a news story about someone trying to dispose of evidence in the Garfield killing, these guys might remember his visit, put it together, put in a call to the cops.

				And if the trash hadn’t been collected by then . . .

				So maybe, sometimes, Keisha was right. But not always. If it hadn’t been for him speaking up, she’d have turned down a chance to make an easy five grand. If that Beaudry woman wanted to throw money at Keisha, she should take it. Okay, he could see why the whole thing would make her a little squeamish, but for that kind of money she needed to suck it up. All she had to do was what she always did. Spin out enough bullshit to get the client engaged, make them think they were getting their money’s worth.

				Piece of cake.

				The way Kirk figured it, if there was anyone putting himself at risk in this operation, it was him. Out here in the freezing cold, huddling in the bushes, waiting for a chance to do a Dumpster dive.

				Kirk emerged from the bushes and was almost to the car-sized rectangular bin when he saw the back door to the pizza place swing open. He hunched down and scurried in behind the Dumpster, out of sight.

				He heard the door close, but didn’t know if that meant someone had stepped out, or gone back inside. He crept to the edge of the bin and dared to peek around.

				It was the second man he’d encountered, the big white guy. He was standing there, a couple of feet beyond the door, the cold misting his breath. No, wait, he was on a smoke break.

				The man hadn’t slipped on a jacket, so Kirk didn’t think he’d stand out there all that long. Frostbite trumped nicotine addiction, right? He’d get enough of a fix, then head back in.

				But the guy kept standing there. Then he turned, looking in Kirk’s direction.

				Shit.

				Kirk, on his hands and knees, edged back from the corner of the Dumpster. He wasn’t wearing gloves, and the thin layer of nearly melted snow was cold on his bare palms and soaking through the knees of his jeans. He stayed crouched down like that, and tried to hold his frosty breath as long as he could.

				He heard whistling. The pizza guy was having a smoke and a whistle. Kirk was trying to place the tune, but the man was a weak, off-key whistler, so it took a few seconds before Kirk realized he was attempting “The Long and Winding Road”. Yeah, Kirk thought. That’s what I feel like I’m on. This is one motherfucking crazy day and it can’t come to an end soon enough.

				The whistling grew more faint. It sounded as though the man was strolling back toward the building. Then Kirk heard the door open, and, half a second later, slam shut.

				He crawled to the edge of the Dumpster and peered around. There was no one there.

				He wondered whether the big man’s buddy smoked too, and if he did, whether they took their smoke breaks in shifts. Which would mean the other guy might walk out that door any second.

				Kirk had to move quickly.

				He got up on his feet and came around the front of the Dumpster. He worked the heel of his left hand under the lid and pushed up, then leaned his head over the edge. The first thing his eyes landed on was a garbage bag with a red drawstring tie. He reached in with his free hand, grabbed the top end of the bag, made a fist around it, and twisted it around his wrist.

				He drew out the bag, let the lid down gently so it wouldn’t make a huge racket, slipped back through the bushes without catching the plastic bag on any of the sharp branches, and was back to his truck in under a minute.

				The outside of the bag wasn’t as clean as it had been when he’d left Keisha’s house with it. Scraps of pizza, spilled pop, all kinds of sticky shit. He sure as hell wasn’t going to put it up front in the cab with him. He didn’t even like the idea of dropping it into the cargo bed, but there wasn’t much he could do about that.

				Kirk got in the truck, keyed the ignition, and happened to look down at the dashboard clock. It was nearly half past three.

				Son of a bitch. The li’l fucker could be home in ten minutes, if he didn’t stop off at a friend’s house or get beat up on the way home. Kirk didn’t think he needed to be there for him, but he supposed Keisha was right. If he came home and the police were there, and his mom wasn’t, he’d probably go off on a crying jag. But chances were, the cops wouldn’t be there. If they came by and no one was home, they’d take off and come back later. Kirk decided to grab the kid, offer to take him to the food court at the Post Mall, and pitch the bag in one of the garbage bins there.

				He backed out of the spot, threw the truck into drive, and nearly cut off a woman in a Lexus SUV as he swerved back onto the road with a screech.

				About a half-mile later, he glanced into the rear-view mirror, checking not only for traffic, but the bag.

				Didn’t see it.

				“Jesus!” he shouted. “No way! No fucking way!”

				He wheeled the car onto the shoulder and slammed the brakes. He jumped out the door and looked into the cargo bed, his heart pounding.

				The bag was there. It had worked its way up to the front, right under the cab window.

				Kirk closed his eyes for a second, breathed a sigh of relief, got back into the truck and continued on.

			

		

	
		
			
				 Twenty-eight

				Gail Beaudry got out of her Jaguar as Keisha approached.

				“What did you see? Do you know who did it? What happened?”

				Keisha waved at her to get back in the car. She came around the passenger side and got in herself.

				She was shaking.

				“What?” Gail asked. “You look terrible. Did you see something? I mean in your head, did you see what actually happened?”

				“Please, Gail, I need a second,” Keisha said, holding up her hand.

				“Of course, of course, I totally understand. I know these things you see, it’s not like you can turn them on and off like they’re a DVD or—”

				“Shut up!” Keisha exploded. “Just shut up for a minute.”

				The way Gail recoiled, if the driver’s door hadn’t been there, she’d have fallen out of her seat. Her mouth was agape. She burst into tears.

				“Gail,” Keisha said, suddenly feeling sorry.

				Gail had one hand over her eyes and the other, palm out, toward Keisha. She sobbed for a good half-minute before Keisha said, “Really, I’m sorry. It was just . . . so horrible in there.”

				Gail’s attitude did a one-eighty. “Oh, of course. I’m the one who should be sorry. I made you go in there. I shouldn’t have done it. It was too much to ask. I feel terrible.” She held Keisha’s arm.

				“It’s okay,” Keisha said. She noticed Detective Wedmore walking down the Garfield driveway, pausing at the end, looking in their direction.

				“I’ve probably traumatized you,” Gail said. “It was wrong of me.”

				“It’s okay. I just . . . I guess I didn’t expect it to affect me the way it did.”

				What Keisha hadn’t expected was how quickly Wedmore was putting it together. All because of that damn business card. But she had that covered, right?

				“Did you . . . did you sense anything?”

				Keisha looked down into her lap and shook her head a couple of times. “Not really.”

				“Maybe it’ll come to you later?”

				She looked at Gail, saw the wanting in her eyes, the hope.

				“The police may be able to figure this one out before I can,” Keisha said.

				“I don’t trust them,” Gail said. “I don’t trust the police at all.”

				Keisha saw that Wedmore was walking toward them.

				“There’s lots of people you shouldn’t trust,” Keisha said. “Not just the police.” She looked down at her purse, sitting on the floor between her feet. “I’ve been thinking, Gail, about this five thousand dollars you’ve given me. I don’t know that I deserve—”

				“That detective’s coming this way,” Gail said. “What do you think she wants?”

				Keisha hated to think. “I don’t know. But, Gail, about this money, I—”

				“I don’t like her,” Gail said. “I don’t like her one bit. And it’s not because she’s black. I have nothing against black people. But don’t you think it’s possible that, at some level, she likes sticking it to white people, whether they’re guilty or not? A kind of way to get even?”

				“I don’t think so,” Keisha said. She opened her purse and was about to reach in for the envelope stuffed with cash, but stopped when she heard tapping at Gail’s window.

				Gail powered it down.

				“Yes, Detective?”

				Wedmore said, “Mrs. Beaudry, I’d like to speak with you.”

				“Is this going to take long?”

				“I don’t know.”

				“Because I don’t want to keep Ms. Ceylon here. I’m driving her home.”

				Wedmore thought about that briefly, and flagged over one of the uniforms. Then she put her head half into the open window and said, “Ms. Ceylon, that officer will give you a lift home. I don’t want to see you inconvenienced.”

				“That’s okay,” Keisha said. “I don’t mind waiting for Gail.”

				Wedmore said, firmly, “No, we’ll give you a ride. Mrs. Beaudry?”

				Gail sighed, powered up the window and turned off the engine. “We’ll talk later, okay? Because maybe by then you’ll know something.”

				No, I’m not going to know anything, Keisha thought. I want to forget all of this. She just wanted to give the woman her money back and never see her again. She’d very nearly done it, too.

				Gail got out of the car. A Milford police cruiser pulled up. Wedmore spoke to the driver, then looked at Keisha and waited. Reluctantly, Keisha moved from the Jag to the police car, Wedmore holding the door for her, saying, “I’ll drop by and see you a little later.”

				Keisha felt the dread envelop her like a cold, wet sleeping bag.

				* * *

				Kirk’s truck wasn’t in the driveway when the police dropped Keisha at her house. She bristled. He’d promised he’d be here for when Matthew got home from school, which he would be in the next few minutes, unless the boy went to his friend Brendan’s house.

				Only yesterday she’d been thinking she had to get that man out of her life. Now she’d bound herself to Kirk even more tightly by enlisting his help today. She’d lost all her leverage. How did you kick someone out when he knew you’d killed a man? Sure, they were in this together, up to a point. Kirk had helped her cover things up, destroyed evidence. But she was betting he could walk into the Milford police station and cut himself a deal if he was willing to roll on her.

				So he was more than an accomplice. He was a potential liability. How would he hold up to an interrogation by Detective Wedmore? She seemed to have a pretty good grasp on what had happened at the Garfield house. She was guessing, of course, but Keisha had been too, when she was relating her “vision” to Wendell Garfield, and look how close she’d gotten.

				As worried as Keisha was about getting caught, about what would happen to her, there was a greater concern underlying all of this.

				What would happen to Matthew?

				If the police took her away, if they charged her with murder, if she failed to persuade a jury that she’d acted in self-defense, and was sent to prison, what would happen to her boy?

				Here she was, cursing her mother on the one hand, and repeating the pattern she’d set on the other. Raising a child while living on the edges of the law, you had to know that one day it could all blow up in your face. But Keisha’d never considered her crimes as serious as those her mother committed. She didn’t hide bodies and steal Social Security checks. She wheedled money out of people, but it was always their choice, ultimately. The people she conned had to know, at some level, that they were being taken advantage of. They knew what was going on, and they didn’t mind.

				Keisha never expected anyone to die.

				What about Caroline? she wondered. Her cousin, in San Francisco? Would she take in Matthew, if it came to that?

				Caroline, whose mother was Keisha’s mother’s sister, was a nice, decent woman. She had an honest job as a concierge at the Ritz-Carlton, and a husband named Earl who drove for FedEx. They had three children. Two girls, twelve and fifteen, and a son, seven. Good, hard-working people.

				So decent, in fact, that they had little to do with Keisha. She was the family’s shame, the one who was raised by the family’s previous embarrassment, the one who made her living in a sketchy way, the one who got knocked up by a soldier who’d rather do another tour in Iraq than be a father.

				But no matter how much Caroline might look down her nose at her cousin, she never took it out on Matthew. Even though she didn’t see her second cousin often, she never forgot to phone him on his birthday, or send him a small present at Christmas. This past year, she even mailed him some chocolate eggs at Easter.

				Matthew’d be better off with Caroline and Earl, Keisha thought, even if I don’t get arrested.

				No, no, that wasn’t true. For all her faults, Keisha believed she was a good mother. She loved her son more than anything in the world, and he loved her. As long as it was possible for them to be together, they would be.

				Should she call her cousin? Keisha contemplated phoning Caroline, telling her something had come up, she might have to send Matthew out there for a few days. Once he was there, if the police did pick her up, Caroline would hold onto him. She’d do the right thing. She was that kind of person.

				These thoughts ran through Keisha’s mind as she unlocked the front door of her rented house and walked into the living room. Saw Kirk’s unfinished beer and half-eaten Twinkie on the coffee table.

				She looked at the clock. Any moment now, Matthew would be home.

				Outside, she heard a car door slam. Seconds later, the front door opened and Kirk’s eyes landed on her.

				“Shit, I raced back here for the kid, but you’re already here. You couldn’t have called me?”

				“I just got dropped off a second ago,” Keisha said. “Did you do it? Did you get the bag?”

				He smiled triumphantly. “I got the bag.”

				If there were half a dozen weights on her shoulders, she felt one of them float away. “Oh thank God. It was still there? It hadn’t been opened?”

				“Still there, not opened,” he said. “You think I don’t know how to get things done?”

				“Okay, that’s good. Thank you.”

				“You get the five grand?”

				She nodded tiredly. “I got it.”

				He slapped his hands together. “Did she get cash, like I told her?”

				“She got cash.”

				“Let’s have a look.”

				She pointed to her purse, which she’d dropped onto the couch. He dug into it, found the envelope, and peered inside. He riffled his finger across the tops of the bills.

				“Sweet,” he said. “Have you counted it?”

				“Gail wouldn’t cheat me.”

				“We should go out for dinner tonight and celebrate,” Kirk said.

				“I don’t feel like celebrating.”

				“Come on. Live a little.”

				Keisha glared at him. “What’s wrong with you?”

				“Huh?”

				“All the stuff that’s gone down today—I nearly died! A man is dead. This police woman, Wedmore, is sniffing around me, and I think she knows what happened. And you want to go out and celebrate?”

				He had the money out of the envelope and had turned the bills into a thick fan. “You have to live in the moment, babe. And at this moment, we’re loaded.”

				“I almost gave it back,” she said quietly.

				“You what?”

				“I almost gave it back. I’m not taking advantage of people like this any more. You don’t think today was some kind of message? Huh? You don’t think maybe somebody’s trying to tell me something?”

				He sneered. “Oh, that’s bullshit. Sometimes shit just happens. Then, the next day, different shit happens.”

				She shook her head and walked into the kitchen. He followed her in, saying, “Where you wanna go? Come on. The li’l fucker likes Chinese. We’ll go someplace he likes.”

				“His name is Matthew.”

				“Come on, you know I’m just goofin’ around.”

				She leaned against the counter and sighed. “What did you end up doing with it?” she asked.

				“With what?”

				“The bag. Where’d you finally dump it?”

				“Oh, it’s still in the truck,” he said offhandedly. “I was planning to get rid of it soon as the kid showed up. Go to the mall, get a snack, drop it off back of the place.”

				Keisha wondered if she should just turn herself in. It’d be faster. “You’re not serious.”

				“Yeah, I raced back ’cause you wanted someone to be here for the kid. Figured you wouldn’t be home in time. I’ll get rid of it, don’t worry.”

				“So that bag, it’s here, sitting in the driveway?”

				“Don’t worry. It’s all under control. Where is the kid, anyway?”

				“I don’t know,” Keisha said. She left the kitchen and went to the front door to watch for Matthew, saw Kirk’s truck parked by her car.

				She couldn’t see the bag in the back of it.

				“Kirk!” she shouted. “I don’t see any bag!”

				“It’s there,” he said wearily. “It’s just tucked up under the rear window, is all.”

				She was going to go out and see for herself, but stopped when a dark vehicle stopped at the end the driveway. An unmarked police car. Rona Wedmore got out, looked at the house, saw Keisha standing in the doorway, and smiled.

				“Perfect,” Keisha said.

			

		

	
		
			
				Twenty-nine

				As Detective Wedmore walked past Kirk’s truck, she glanced into the cargo bed, empty save for the green garbage bag with the red tie at the top. Keisha opened the door wide as Wedmore mounted the three steps.

				“Detective,” she said.

				“Ms. Ceylon,” Wedmore said, nodding. “Mind if I come in?”

				Keisha admitted her into the house. Wedmore saw Kirk standing there and said, “Hi, how are you? I’m Detective Wedmore with the Milford police.”

				Kirk’s right hand was busy stuffing the five thousand in cash into the back of his pants, so he awkwardly extended his left. Wedmore accepted it as though she always shook hands that way.

				“Hey,” he said with false cheerfulness. “I’m Kirk. Nice to meet you.” He flashed a smile.

				“What’d you do to your face there?”

				He touched his scratched cheek. “Nothin’,” he said.

				“I had an interesting chat with Mrs. Beaudry,” Rona Wedmore said to Keisha. “She brought up something I wanted to bounce off you.”

				“Sure,” Keisha said. “Did you want to talk privately?”

				“No, this is fine,” the detective said, smiling again at Kirk, who still had one hand rubbing the lump of cash in the back of his jeans. “This all comes back to the card.”

				“My business card,” Keisha said.

				“That’s right. She says . . .” Wedmore stopped herself and looked at Kirk. “I’m sorry, I’m probably being very rude here. Has Ms. Ceylon told you about what’s happened today?”

				“Uh, a little,” he said hesitantly. “Some dude got killed or something.”

				“That’s right. Wendell Garfield.”

				“That’s the guy was on TV asking for help to find his wife. Yeah, I know who you mean.”

				“When we found Mr. Garfield, he had Ms. Ceylon’s business card in his shirt pocket.”

				Kirk’s eyes went wide. “Wow, well, that’s something. Isn’t that something, Keisha?”

				Shut up, she thought. She should have said it out loud.

				Kirk said, “So maybe he was thinking of hiring Keisha to find out what happened to his wife. She does that, you know. She’s got this gift. She can see shit.” He smiled at her and put a hand on her shoulder. “And she likes to help people.”

				Shut up shut up shut up.

				Wedmore turned her attention back to Keisha. “You had a theory about how Mr. Garfield got your card. A theory that didn’t include you handing it to him yourself.”

				Keisha said, “I don’t know how he got my card, but yes, I do think maybe he could have gotten it from his sister, Gail. Since she’s already been coming to see me for some time for consultations.”

				“Right, that’s what you said. So I asked Mrs. Beaudry about that. Whether she had given her brother your card.”

				Keisha waited.

				“And she said it was possible. She didn’t actually remember doing it, but she said she could have given it to him, or to Mrs. Garfield.”

				“Well, there you are,” Keisha said, not feeling as relieved as she’d have liked.

				“So I asked her how many of your business cards she still has. And she said, so far as she knows, none. Which would seem to mean that the only card she might ever have gotten from you ended up with Mr. Garfield.”

				“Like she told you, she thinks it was possible.”

				“Yes. I asked her, if she only ever had the one card from you, when did you actually give it to her.”

				“Well,” Keisha said, “if you’re asking me, I have no idea. I hand out cards all the time. I could have had some on the table there and she took one on her way out.”

				Wedmore nodded, looking at the coffee table decorated with beer and half a Twinkie. “I can see how that might happen. But the thing is, she was able to tell me when it happened. When she got the card. She says you told her earlier today.”

				“I did?”

				“She says you brought it up. She told me that during a session some time ago—something to do with Amelia Earhart, I think she said?”

				“Gail believes she channels the spirits of some notable people throughout history.”

				“Nuttier than a fruitcake,” Kirk said, grinning. “I mean, I’m just sayin’.”

				Keisha shot him a look, then told Wedmore, “I take all of my clients’ beliefs very seriously, Detective, even if Kirk doesn’t. I don’t mock them.”

				“No, of course not. Anyway, Mrs. Beaudry was saying that while she was—do you say channeling?”

				“Yes.”

				“While she was channeling Amelia Earhart, she says that she asked you for one of your cards because she believed it could help someone. She says you reminded her of that this morning.”

				“I think—yes, I do believe I mentioned that earlier today.”

				“But Mrs. Beaudry doesn’t actually remember asking for it.”

				“Often she does not remember discussions she has with me when she’s channeling another person.”

				Wedmore nodded slowly and smiled. “So it was as Amelia Earhart that she asked for this card?”

				Keisha sighed. “It’s not quite like that. I mean, Gail is still always Gail, even when she’s channeling someone else. So I believe it was Gail asking for that card. But she may not recall the incident clearly because of the confluence of personalities at the time.”

				“Uh huh,” Wedmore said. “But don’t you find it interesting?”

				“It’s all very interesting. Helping people connect with past lives is fascinating work, Detective.”

				“No, not that, though I grant you, that is pretty interesting. No, what I find interesting, fascinating, in fact, is that you brought this up today. That you happened to remind Mrs. Beaudry about this incident, about giving her a card. And this was before I spoke to you and told you we’d found your card on Mr. Garfield’s body. Don’t you find that curious?”

				There was a noise at the door behind them. They all turned and saw Matthew, backpack slung over his shoulder, coming into the house. He stopped short when he saw the three people—one of whom he’d never seen before—standing there.

				“Hey, sweetheart,” Keisha said, grateful for the interruption. She moved around Wedmore, greeted her son with a hug and helped him slide the backpack off his shoulders.

				“Hey . . . buddy,” Kirk said. Matthew didn’t look at him as she pulled off his winter coat.

				“Who are you?” Matthew asked the detective.

				“I’m Rona Wedmore,” she said, and Keisha was grateful that she had not identified herself as a police officer. But the feeling was short-lived.

				“Are you a cop?” he asked. “That’s a cop car out front, isn’t it? I can tell because it’s got those little hubcaps and the big antenna on the back.”

				“Yes,” she said. “I’m a cop.”

				“Cool,” he said. “How fast can your car go?”

				“I’ve never driven it flat out, but it can go pretty good.”

				“You ever chased anybody with it?”

				“Not that car. But back when I was in uniform, in a regular police car, I chased a couple of people.”

				“I’d like to do that,” Matthew said.

				“You have to be really careful, though,” Wedmore said. “If the chase starts getting too dangerous, innocent people can get hurt.”

				Keisha said, “Sweetheart, why don’t you go to your room while we finish up talking with the detective.”

				“You have to help me with my math,” he said.

				“We can do that later, okay?”

				“Okay,” he said, and walked away.

				“Nice boy,” Wedmore said.

				Keisha felt a lump in her throat. “Yes.”

				“Lots of questions about the car, but he wasn’t the slightest bit interested in why I might be here.”

				“He likes cars,” Kirk said. “Gonna grow up to be a real car nut, I bet. Kind of like me. You see those wheels over there? They’re for my truck.”

				Wedmore persisted with Keisha. “So, Ms. Ceylon, you didn’t answer my question.”

				“I’m sorry, I kind of lost track there.” Except she hadn’t.

				“Don’t you think it’s curious you’d go to all the trouble of reminding Mrs. Beaudry about the time she asked you for your business card, just before I was going to question you about why Mr. Garfield had one on him?”

				Keisha said nothing. Kirk filled the silence. “Like I said before, the woman’s a total Froot Loop. I mean, no disrespect intended, and Keisha, she does her best with these nutcases, but come on, you really going to believe anything a woman says who thinks she was Emily Lockhart or whoever you said?”

				Wedmore asked him, “So you think Mrs. Beaudry is wrong? That she never did take a card from Ms. Ceylon, and never did give it to her brother?”

				Kirk made a face that suggested his brain was hurting. “Oh, well, that part, that part sounds about right.”

				“Mrs. Beaudry strikes me as a—what’s the word—suggestible woman,” Wedmore said to Keisha. “Would you agree with that?”

				“Not . . . necessarily.”

				“I’m thinking, it wouldn’t be that hard to plant an idea in her head. That’s what I’m thinking you did with the card. You made her think you gave her a card, when you never gave her one at all.”

				“I gave her one,” Keisha said forcefully. “I’m sure I did.”

				“A couple of minutes ago, you didn’t have any memory of doing that.”

				“You’ve reminded me of some things, that’s all. There’s been a lot going on. I’m still not over being taken into that house, seeing all that blood.”

				“Sure, I can understand how upsetting it would be to see that again.”

				Keisha turned on her and said sharply, “I told you, I was never there. You hear me? Never. You may think that stupid little card puts me there, but that’s bullshit. Complete and total bullshit.”

				“Yeah,” Kirk said.

				Now Keisha looked at him, just as angrily. “Don’t you have something to do? An errand to run? A delivery?”

				He blinked. “Yeah, I do.” He nodded at Wedmore. “I should get going.”

				“I have you blocked in,” Wedmore said. “I’ll come out with you.”

				Kirk threw on his coat, pulling it down at the bottom to make sure it covered the bulge of cash. He checked the pocket to make sure he had his keys and said, “So, Keesh, be back in a bit, okay?”

				He went out the door, followed by Wedmore. Keisha, worried about anything he might say to the detective, stepped outside, wrapping her arms around herself against the cold.

				“You don’t have to worry about Keisha,” Kirk said. “She’s a good person.”

				“I’m sure,” Wedmore said as they approached the truck. “This what you have to deliver?”

				She pointed to the bag in the cargo bed.

				“Huh?” Kirk said, his hand on the door handle.

				“This bag here?”

				“More drop off than deliver. Just getting rid of some garbage.”

				“They don’t have pickup on this street?” Wedmore asked.

				“Oh sure, but sometimes, you have a lot of stuff, you don’t want to wait for garbage day.”

				“This is hardly a lot of stuff,” she said. “It’s just one bag.”

				“Yeah, but we had some fish, and you know, that stuff sits around, it gets pretty ripe by pickup day.”

				“In the summer, yeah, I could see that,” Wedmore said. “But you tuck that in a can, it’ll probably freeze these days.”

				Kirk shrugged, hauled himself up into the driver’s seat. “You know, everybody does stuff different.”

				“So you’re really going to make a trip to the dump for this one bag? Isn’t that kind of crazy?”

				Another shrug. “I just do what the boss tells me.”

				Keisha, watching this, knew it was all over. She wondered whether Kirk had been born this stupid, or if it was something he’d worked at over the years.

				“Where is the dump, anyway?” Wedmore asked.

				“Say again?” Kirk, evidently, had just suffered some partial hearing loss.

				“I said, where is the dump? In case I ever have a lot of stuff I have to haul out of my place. Where is it?”

				“The dump?” Kirk said. “You asking where it is?”

				Keisha thought about lawyers. She didn’t know any offhand. She didn’t want to just pick one at random out of the Yellow Pages. A personal recommendation would be useful.

				“That’s what I was asking,” Wedmore said.

				“You just go out Route One, up aways,” he said.

				“Open the bag,” the detective said.

				“I’m sorry, what?”

				“You heard me. Open the bag.”

				“It’s gonna stink to high heaven,” he said. “You sure you want me to do that?”

				“Yes.”

				Wedmore took a couple of steps back, giving Kirk room to slide out of the truck. He stood alongside the cargo bed, reached for the bag, lifted it out by the red ties, and set it on the driveway.

				“Mom, can I have something to eat?”

				Keisha whirled around, saw Matthew standing there. “Go to your room!” she shouted.

				The boy, startled, bolted.

				“Open it,” Wedmore said.

				The red ties were knotted, so Kirk had to poke a finger into the green plastic of the bag and make a tear in it. He glanced back at Keisha, giving her an apologetic grimace before enlarging the opening. Once he’d created a hole about the size of a paper plate, Wedmore asked him to step away.

				She leaned over the bag, peered inside, then looked at Kirk. “I don’t see any fish in here.”

				“No?”

				“No. I see a lot of pizza scraps, but no fish.”

				Kirk blinked. “I guess I got mixed up,” he said.

			

		

	
		
			
				Thirty

				The dumb son of a bitch had grabbed the wrong bag.

				This had to be a first, Keisha thought. Kirk’s stupidity paying off. It would have been better if he’d come back without any bag at all, but if he had to bring one home, better that it be filled with discarded pizza.

				Of course, it meant that bag of bloody clothes was still in the Dumpster behind that pizza place. Maybe, Keisha prayed to herself, it would end up getting picked up on trash day without ever being discovered.

				The bag wasn’t her biggest problem at the moment, anyway. It was that damned card.

				If the card was the only thing that could place her at the Garfield house, Keisha believed she could ride it out. Couldn’t any lawyer with half a brain come up with a dozen ways it could have ended up in the dead man’s shirt pocket?

				She tried to stay composed as Wedmore, now wearing rubber gloves, sifted through the bag of garbage. There were pizza scraps, empty pop cans and water bottles, cardboard triangles for takeout slices, napkins.

				She could hear Wedmore asking Kirk more questions.

				“Where would you get all this?” she asked.

				“We had pizza the other night,” he said.

				“This isn’t garbage from one night’s pizza,” the detective said. “This is like trash from a restaurant.”

				“No, it’s from here,” he insisted. “The li’l—the kid, he had a pizza party with some of his friends. They made a hell of a mess. I think they had some fish sticks, too, which is why I mentioned fish, why I wanted to get it out of the house.”

				Keisha could just guess who Wedmore would want to talk to next: Matthew. She’d want to ask him when his pizza party had been. How many friends had he had over? What were their names?

				Just when you thought things were turning a corner.

				She went back into the house and rapped lightly on Matthew’s bedroom door before she opened it.

				He was sitting on his bed, playing with a handheld video game, and made a point of not looking at his mother as she came into the room.

				“I’m sorry, honey,” Keisha said. “I’m sorry I yelled at you.”

				“I didn’t do anything,” he said.

				“I know that. It’s just, things have been a little tense around here today.”

				“Why’s the police lady here?” It had finally occurred to him to ask.

				“A man died,” Keisha said.

				“What man?”

				“No one we know, sweetheart. But he had one of my business cards in his pocket, somehow, so the lady was asking me if I knew him.”

				“What happened to the man? Was he in an accident or was he shot or something?”

				Keisha felt more tired now than she had felt all day. “He was . . . stabbed.”

				“So she’s trying to find out who stabbed him?”

				Keisha sat on the edge of the bed and rested her hand on her son’s knee. “Yes, that’s what she’s trying to do.”

				“So there’s like a crazy person running around stabbing people?” he asked, but more excited than fearful.

				“No, not a crazy person,” Keisha said. “It may even be that this man who died was the bad person, and that whoever stabbed him had a reason. Like, to protect herself.” She paused, and added, “Or himself.”

				“Oh, yeah, like, self-defense.” Matthew watched his share of crime shows.

				“Could be,” Keisha said. “Let me ask you something.”

				Matthew put aside his video game. “What?”

				“Winters here are pretty cold and miserable. How would you feel about maybe spending some time in California?”

				“You mean, like, in San Francisco? With your cousin?”

				“I haven’t asked her about it, but yeah, that was kind of what I was thinking.”

				“When would we go?”

				Keisha touched the side of his head gently. “I was thinking it would be a trip just for you. You being ten, and all, you’re getting to be a young man. It’d be a chance for you to fly all by yourself.”

				He shook his head. “I don’t know. I don’t think I want to go by myself. Except maybe for a weekend or something.”

				Keisha thought, how about five to ten years?

				“I’m not exactly Caroline’s favorite cousin in the world, but she loves you, and would be very happy to see you. She’d probably be even happier if I stayed here.”

				“Why doesn’t she like you?” Matthew asked.

				Keisha smiled sadly. “I think she likes me okay. She’s just disappointed in me. Sometimes I’m a little disappointed in me too.”

				“I’m not disappointed in you,” Matthew said. “But I hate Kirk.”

				Keisha nodded. “Yeah, I get that. Listen, we can talk about that later, but right now, I need you to scoot. Why don’t you go hang out with Brendan?”

				“I guess. Why do I have to go?”

				“I may have to talk to the police lady again, and I don’t think she likes to talk about police business in front of kids.”

				“Oh.”

				“And I want you to go out the back way.”

				“Why?”

				“She’s out front right now, talking to Kirk, and I don’t think she’d want you interrupting them.”

				“Is Kirk in trouble?” the boy asked hopefully.

				“I—I don’t think so.”

				Matthew frowned. “I was hoping maybe he was the stabber, that they’d take him away.”

				“Oh, baby.”

				“Is he always going to live with us?’

				“Matthew, I don’t even know what’s going to happen an hour from now.”

				“Do you love him?” Matthew asked.

				“Love Kirk?”

				He nodded.

				“I thought I did, when I first met him, when he was different. But no, not any more. Why?”

				“I was worried you loved him more than me.”

				“What?” she said, wrapping her arms around the boy and squeezing. “How could you even ask such a thing?” She could feel him shrug, trapped in her embrace. “No, come on, I want an answer.” She released him, put a finger under his chin and propped his head up so he’d have to look her in the eye. “Why would you say that?”

				“Something Kirk told me.”

				“What’d he say?”

				“He said I wasn’t supposed to know, so I couldn’t talk about it, especially to you.”

				“Matt, listen to me. You can tell me anything. You know that.”

				“It’s just, when you said I might be going to California, I thought maybe that’s where the military school is.” The boy looked like he was trying very hard to hold back tears.

				“What military school? You’re ten years old, for God’s sake.”

				“Kirk said they have one for kids like me, and if I didn’t stop, you know, messing up around here, and touching his wheels, and getting in the way, he said you were going to send me away to that school.”

				“He said what?”

				“He said if I settled down you’d probably forget about it, so that’s why I’ve been staying in my room a lot so I won’t be in the way because I really don’t want to go to that school and learn how to fight and kill people and stuff.”

				“That son of a bitch,” she said under her breath, but still not caring if Matthew heard.

				“So that’s not why you want me to go stay with your cousin?”

				“Look at me. If I have to send you out there, it won’t be because you did anything wrong, or that you’re going to a military academy, and it won’t mean I don’t love you.”

				“So there’s no military school?”

				“There’s no military school.”

				Matthew cracked a smile. “Are you crying, Mom?”

				“Maybe a little.”

				“I think I’m going to, too. But I’m happy.”

				“Look, just give me a hug, and then get the hell out of here, okay?”

				The boy and his mother threw their arms around one another again. Then he grabbed his coat and disappeared out the back door of the house, hopped the fence, and was gone.

				A knock at the door again.

				“I thought you’d left, Detective,” Keisha said. She noticed the unmarked car had moved ahead far enough to allow Kirk to leave in his truck. But the bag of pizza trash was still sitting on the driveway.

				They’ll figure out what pizza place it’s all from. They’ll go there, search the Dumpster.

				“I’d like to speak with your son,” Wedmore said.

				“Matthew’s not here.”

				Wedmore looked surprised. “I didn’t see him come out of the house.”

				“He went out the back. He’s gone to see a friend.”

				“Which friend?”

				“I don’t know. He didn’t say.”

				“One of the friends he had over for his pizza party?”

				Keisha nodded. “Possibly.”

				“When was this party?” the detective asked.

				“Just in the last few days. Yesterday? No, the day before I think it was. Did Kirk take off?”

				“He did. Said he still had some errands to run, other than going to the dump. He must be quite the neat freak, wanting to make a trip to the dump to drop off a single bag of trash from a pizza party.”

				Keisha said nothing while the detective studied her. Wedmore was thinking something, Keisha could tell. Plotting her next move.

				Finally the detective said, “You have a nice day, Ms. Ceylon.” She let herself out, grabbed the bag of trash as she passed it, dropped it into the trunk of her unmarked car, and drove off.

				Keisha closed the door and half stumbled back into her house. She went down the hall, into her son’s room, and collapsed on his bed. She pulled his pillow into her face and rolled her body into a ball, comforting herself with the scent of him.

				Kirk, that son of a bitch, she thought. Telling her son she was going to send him away. She could only begin to imagine the thoughts that must have been going through Matthew’s head. What kind of man would put that fear into a child?

				Of all the things he’d done, this was the worst.

				She couldn’t allow the anger she felt for this man to overtake her. She needed to keep a clear head, to figure out what Wedmore might do next and what, if anything, she could do to protect herself.

				Was it possible Rona Wedmore was going to return with a search warrant? Maybe bring along a team of CSI-type people, except they wouldn’t have fabulous hair and be dressed in the coolest clothes. They’d be in white suits that made them look like spacemen, and they’d very likely have some hi-tech gadget that would reveal blood that was invisible to the naked eye.

				Keisha hoped she and Kirk had done a thorough enough job cleaning the house. If they’d got rid of all the blood, she should be in the clear on that—

				No, there were other things to get rid of.

				The money. She’d kept the cash Garfield had given her. Tucked it behind the toilet paper under the bathroom sink. Was there any blood on it? Wasn’t that something she’d meant to check later? Before Gail showed up, and she was dragged back into that house of horrors?

				She swung her legs off the bed, started off in the direction of the bathroom.

				The phone rang.

				Keisha wanted to ignore it, but thought it might be Matthew. She ran for her bedroom and picked up the extension on an old phone that did not have call display.

				“Hello?”

				“Keisha, it’s Gail.”

				“Oh. Yes, Gail?”

				“That lady detective? She got me all confused.”

				Keisha closed her eyes tiredly. “Yeah. About my card.”

				“That’s right!”

				“She was here a few minutes ago.”

				“I told her you’d given me one of your cards, and that somewhere along the line I must have passed it on to Wendell, but then she started asking me when this all came up, and I told her you mentioned it to me this morning, and—”

				“I know, I know.”

				“And the other thing I called about,” Gail said hesitantly, “was if, since you got back home, was, you know, if . . .”

				“If something comes to me,” Keisha said, “I’ll call you immediately.”

				“Okay, that’s fine. Listen, I have to go. There’s family to call, I’m going to have to get in touch with the funeral home and—”

				“Gail, I have to go.”

				Keisha replaced the receiver in its cradle and was about to turn away when the phone rang again, so quickly it made her jump.

				She snatched up the receiver before the first ring had finished and said, “Gail, please, I can’t talk—”

				“Hey,” Kirk said. “It’s me.”

				You told my son I was going to get rid of him.

				They were the first words that came into her head, but what she said aloud was, “What?”

				“I got good news.”

				She found that hard to believe, but summoned the energy to ask what it was just the same.

				“I went back.”

				“Back where?”

				“I got the bag. The right bag. I parked next door again, snuck over, opened the bin when there was no one around, and got it. I peeked inside, saw the clothes, made sure, right? I figured, that bitch cop, when she saw the pizza, she might start sniffing around at pizza places all over, you know, and—”

				“Tell me you’re not bringing it home.”

				“Jeez, Keesh, I’m not an idiot. I already got rid of it. In a Dumpster out back of a different plaza blocks away. And no one saw me this time. That’s good, right?”

				“Yeah,” she said weakly, afraid to feel encouraged. “That’s good.”

				It was, she conceded to herself, welcome news. If the police didn’t find the clothes, and if they didn’t turn up any blood in the house or the car, she might—just might—get through this.

				So long as they didn’t show up at the door in the next five seconds to search the house.

				“So, whaddya say now about a little celebration tonight? You me and the li’l fucker?”

				The brief sense of relief she’d felt was displaced by hatred and contempt.

				“We’ll see,” she said.

				“Be home in a bit.” He ended the call.

				“Finally,” she said, and strode out of her bedroom. She was swinging open the door of the cabinet below the bathroom sink when she was interrupted again.

				This time, a knock at the door.

				“No,” she said. “Please no.”

				It seemed too soon for Wedmore to have returned with a warrant and a forensics team, but Keisha imagined the police could move quickly when they wanted to.

				She swung open the door, expecting the worst.

				And in a way, that was what she got. But it was not Rona Wedmore standing there on the front step, grinning at her.

				It was Justin.

				Parked at the curb was his stepfather’s Range Rover, but there was so sign of Dwayne Taggart.

				“Hey,” Justin said. “I figured out another way to make a little more money, and I wanted to tell you about it.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Thirty-one

				“Not a good time, Justin,” Keisha said, blocking the door. The kid had always given her the creeps, but there was something about the grin on his face now that was particularly unsettling.

				“Oh, I really think you’re going to want to hear this,” he said, his hands shoved into the front pockets of his jeans, his shoulders hunched, trying to fight off the cold in nothing more than a light sports jacket and sneakers. “Let me come in and I’ll tell you about it.”

				“No,” she said, barring the door.

				“Seriously? You don’t even know what I’ve got to say.”

				“Justin, go away.”

				“You look really stressed out, Keisha. Everything okay?” There was nothing in his expression that suggested empathy. He looked—was this possible?—mischievous.

				“I haven’t had a very good day,” she said.

				“I’ll just bet you haven’t.”

				She was starting to close the door on him when he said that, and she stopped. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

				“I’m just saying, I bet you’ve had a pretty stressful day.”

				She tried to read him, figure out what his game was. “You got something you want to say?”

				“It’s kind of cold out here,” he said, on the verge of shivering. Reluctantly, she opened the door and allowed him in. He took his hands out of his pockets and rubbed them together. “I shoulda worn something warmer. But I really hate big coats and boots and all that. Makes you feel like you’re smothering.”

				“Why are you here?” Keisha said, closing the door.

				“Like I said, I got this idea to make more money.” He offered an apologetic smile. “Actually, it’s an idea for me to make more money. But even so, I think you’re going to want to hear it.”

				She waited.

				“So, you gonna invite me into the living room or anything?”

				“No.”

				He looked hurt, then made a quick recovery. “Okay, so, this morning, when I dropped by, as I was leaving, you were watching the news about the guy whose wife went missing on Thursday. There was that press conference, with his daughter, getting all weepy and stuff? You remember?”

				She hesitated. “Yes.”

				That grin. “I knew you would. And I was thinking, that’s your thing. Like with the Archers. I could tell your interest was, what’s the word, piqued. And you know, so was mine. I thought it would be cool to see how you work your magic.”

				No.

				“Remember I said we should work together? How I would like to job-shadow you, like we used to do in high school? And you basically said to piss off?” He shook his head. “That never really works with me. I’m not real good at following instructions. It’s what all my teachers said, even Mr. Archer.”

				“What did you do, Justin?”

				“Okay, so, Dwayne—still a big fan of yours, by the way, for finding me, and even my mom can’t get her head around how you did it—drove me over here this morning, right, and on the way back home I said, hey Dwayne, my man, would it be okay if I borrowed the car for a while? Just to drive around and clear my head? Because for the last week, he and my mom have been all over me, thinking I’m gonna run away again or try to kill myself, right?” He leaned his head toward hers, like there were others in the room and he wanted to tell her a secret. “Between you and me, I really do wonder whether our scheme was such a good idea. I mean, yeah, I got the money we split and they’re all worried sick about me and all, but Christ almighty, they’re watching me like a hawk, you know? I look in the fridge and sigh because we’re out of ice cream and they think I’m going to slit my wrists.” He laughed.

				“Anyway, so I say to Dwayne, I’m feeling really good and would you trust me to borrow the Rover for a spin or something. Said it would lift my spirits, help me clear my head. And he tosses me the keys. So then I look up this Garfield guy’s address and plug it into the ol’ GPS, and by the time I drive by, your car’s already out front. Like, perfect timing.”

				Keisha felt as though she needed to sit down, but kept standing.

				“So I parked down a side street and hoofed it back and I was actually thinking maybe I’d knock on the door and introduce myself as your assistant, you know? But I thought first I should see how it was going, and I got this great spot in the garden, by the living room on the side of the house, where the blinds hadn’t been closed, where I could see you do your thing. I couldn’t hear much, but I was able to get the gist of it, watching you make your pitch, then Garfield looking all, like, you gotta be kiddin’ me. So I’m watching for a while, and pretty soon Garfield brings down a bathrobe or whatever it was and you start running your fingers all over it.”

				He shook his head in wonderment. “I gotta ask, what the hell made him snap?”

				Keisha, speechless, didn’t know which fact left her more stunned. That Justin had seen the whole thing, or that he’d chosen to do nothing when he saw it.

				“I mean, I was totally blown away. Even if he thought you were there to scam him, why would he try to kill you, right? Why not just kick you out on your ass, like the Archers did, or call the cops?” He nodded his head encouragingly, trying to provoke a response. “What was going on?”

				Keisha, her voice no more than a whisper, said, “I got . . . lucky. My vision was too close to the truth. His daughter killed Mrs. Garfield and he helped her cover it up.”

				Justin’s mouth opened. The shock was genuine. “No shit? Whoa, that’s crazy. That must have blown your fucking mind.”

				Quietly. “Yeah.”

				“So he’s strangling you, and you grab the—what was it, one of those needles for stitching things?”

				“Yes.”

				“And you get him right in the eye. Backhand! That was awesome! Watching him stagger around with that thing coming out of his head, that was fucking unreal. I thought you had the upper hand, but then, when he still went after you, I thought, Jesus, even with a stick in his brain the bastard just won’t stop. Like in a movie, you know? I didn’t think you were going to make it, but I was pullin’ for ya, I really was.”

				“He nearly killed me,” Keisha said, touching her hand to her neck. “And you watched.”

				Justin shrugged. “Couldn’t very well go busting in and have people think I was some sort of peeping Tom pervert. Anyway, you handled yourself just fine. After you took off, so did I.” He rubbed his hands together again. “So, you want to hear my idea?”

				“I’m betting I can guess.”

				“I want your half.”

				“What?”

				“The money Dwayne gave you for finding me. I know we agreed to split it, but now I want it all. And . . .” He rubbed his chin. “Another two grand on top of that ought to do it. Let’s call it forty-five hundred. You give me that, and I don’t tell the cops what I saw.”

				“If you tell the cops what you saw, then you’re saying you were there.”

				Justin waved his index finger at her. “Good point. But there’s nothing to say I can’t make an anonymous call, is there? Maybe confirm a few things for the cops. Get them looking in the right direction.”

				“You’d do that,” Keisha said.

				Justin laughed. “Hey, I’m doing you a favor here. You don’t see me going to the cops first. I’ve come here with an opportunity for you. And you know what else I was thinking? I was thinking, you and me, we should work together in the future. We make a good team.”

				“I don’t know that I can get you that kind of money,” Keisha said. There was the five grand from Gail Beaudry, but right now it was in Kirk’s back pocket. How likely was he to surrender it? Hesitantly, she said, “I don’t know if Kirk will give it to me.”

				“Kirk? That’s your boyfriend?”

				She hesitated again. “Yes.”

				“You saying he won’t give it to you? To keep you from getting arrested?”

				“He’ll take some convincing.”

				Justin asked, “Does he know what went down today?” Keisha nodded. “Then you need to talk to him. Convince him.”

				“Maybe you should ask him yourself. I’m expecting him back in a little while.”

				Justin nodded confidently. “Okay, good, I’ll talk to him. I can wait. I’m guessing he’s not gonna want his sweetie to get into any trouble.”

				“Yeah,” Keisha said flatly. “He’s always thinking of me first.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Thirty-two

				Justin was getting antsy standing by the front door, so he went uninvited into the living room and plopped down onto the couch. He cast his eye over the half-full beer bottle and the Twinkie remnants. “You got anything to drink?”

				“No,” Keisha said.

				“Some host,” he muttered under his breath. “So tell me, what’d you do after you left Garfield’s house? You must have been a mess. You go through a car wash with all the windows open?”

				She didn’t answer him. She was at the window, watching for Kirk.

				“Fine, ignore me,” Justin said. “So this boyfriend of yours, what’s he do? Does he predict the future, or track down aliens, or some other shit like that?”

				“He works construction,” Keisha said. “But not for a while. He hurt his foot. But he’s walking okay now.”

				“That’s nice,” Justin said. “I look forward to doing business with him.”

				Keisha heard a familiar rumbling, then saw Kirk’s truck turn into the driveway. The truck bed, as far as she could see, really was empty. Kirk got out and came strutting up the walk like a man who was not only proud of himself, but expecting to get laid.

				He came into the house and said, “Hey, babe!”

				“In here,” Keisha said.

				He took a couple of steps into the house and scanned his eyes across the living room. Justin stood and extended a hand.

				“Hey, how ya doin’,” he said. Kirk shook his hand, his face a puzzle. “Don’t think we’ve ever actually been introduced. I’m Justin. Last time I was here, you were still snoozing.” He grinned. “Had to keep my voice down. Keisha here didn’t want to disturb the beast.”

				Kirk didn’t know what was going on. He’d never met Justin, although Keisha had told him about the scam she’d run with him. Only thing was, she’d told him her share was a thousand, not twenty-five hundred.

				“Justin and I did that job together,” Keisha reminded him. “His parents hired me to find him? We set it up ahead?”

				“Oh yeah, right,” Kirk said. “Nice.”

				“Yeah,” Justin said, smiling. “My idea, totally. I was just telling Keisha here, we should do some more work together.”

				Kirk shrugged, like maybe that was a good idea. “That why you’re here now? You cooking up something?”

				“No, this is about something else,” Keisha said.

				“Keisha tells me you’re all up to speed on what happened today,” Justin said.

				Kirk eyed him warily. Even he wasn’t dumb enough to admit to anything until he knew what it was Justin knew.

				“Possibly,” he said slowly.

				Justin understood his caution. “The Garfield house. I know all about it.”

				Kirk glared at Keisha. “What the hell were you thinking?”

				“I didn’t tell him,” Keisha said. “He was there. Looking through the window. Spying.”

				“Well,” Justin said, “I think spying is a tad judgmental. Especially considering you went there to rip him off. And really, it wasn’t spying. I was just hoping to broaden my horizons, see how Keisha did her thing. Who knew she’d moved from bullshit predictions to eye surgery?”

				“How would he even know to be there?” Kirk asked.

				Keisha quickly explained that Justin had been by the house in the morning, suspected she might go see Wendell Garfield, and found her at the man’s house.

				“Yeah,” Justin said proudly. “And my mom says I lack initiative.”

				But even with all this explanation, Kirk was still confused. “So what are you doing here, if you’re not planning something new?”

				“He’s here to blackmail me,” Keisha said.

				“What?”

				“He wants money to keep quiet about what he’s seen.”

				Kirk, reflexively, reached around and touched the bulge under the back of his winter coat.

				“How much?” he asked.

				“Forty-five hundred,” Justin offered cheerily. “That’s Keisha’s share out of the scam we pulled on my parents, plus another two grand.”

				Keisha thought, Nuts. She could see Kirk doing the math in his head. He looked like a caveman trying to figure out how to take pictures with a smartphone. He said to her, “You told me you only got a thousand out of that job.”

				Keisha shrugged. “You got me.”

				Kirk would deal with her later. To Justin, he said, “So you’re asking for nearly five grand or you tell the cops Keisha killed Garfield.”

				“Good,” Justin said, like Kirk was five. “You deserve a sticker.”

				Kirk said, “And you figure we’re just going to give it to you.”

				“Don’t you think it would be kind of dumb not to? I make an anonymous call to the cops and they’ll be over here. And if you’ve been helping her cover up what she did, that makes you an accomplice, so it’s as much in your interest to keep this all under wraps as it is hers.” He waited for some kind of response. “Hello?”

				“Yeah, yeah, I’m hearing you,” Kirk said, stepping further into the living room, crowding Justin and forcing him to take a couple of steps back. “Well, you’re kind of in luck, as it turns out, because I’ve got the money on me.”

				Not exactly what Keisha was expecting. She looked at him, dumbfounded.

				“No shit?” Justin said, like a junkie seconds away from a fix. “You’re kidding, right? No one carries that kind of money on them. I’d have given you a couple of days to get it together.”

				“No, no, I got it,” Kirk said, and reached behind him for the wad of cash Gail had given Keisha.

				“Fuck me,” Justin said, not believing it as Kirk fanned out the bills in his two hands.

				“I’m gonna keep five hundred back, because there’s five grand here,” Kirk said.

				“Shit, you rob a bank or something?” The kid couldn’t take his eyes off the money.

				Kirk took the five hundred and shoved it into the front pocket of his jeans. He extended the rest of the money to Justin, and just as the young man was about to take it, Kirk let the money fall to the floor. It fluttered like giant confetti.

				“Oh shit, sorry, thought you had it there,” Kirk said.

				“Hey, no problem,” Justin said, and dropped to his knees to collect the scattered bills.

				Kirk brought up his knee and caught Justin on the nose.

				“Fuck!” he screamed, stumbling back, throwing both hands over his face, blood trickling out between his fingers. “What the hell?”

				He turned his face away defensively and flailed blindly at Kirk with his bloodied hands like a bullied schoolboy. Kirk deflected Justin’s feeble blow with one sweep of his arm, then glanced down at the bloodstains that flecked his shirt. “Shit,” he said, and slammed Justin into the wall to the right of the shelves displaying his new wheels.

				“You think you can come in here and pull this kind of shit?” Kirk said. “You think I’m just gonna hand you that money?”

				“Don’t hurt me!” Justin screamed. “I think you broke my nose! Jesus!”

				“I’m gonna break every bone in your body if you think you’re going to leave here with one fucking cent.”

				“I’ll tell!” he shouted. “The cops’ll be all over her!”

				Kirk closed the distance between them and put his hands around the young man’s neck, just the way he’d done with Keisha earlier in the day.

				Justin coughed. “Can’t . . .”

				It was Justin’s turn to use his knee. He brought it up fast and hard, catching Kirk in the testicles.

				“Shit!”

				Kirk let go of Justin’s neck and closed in on himself, hands over his crotch, the pain radiating through him. He stepped back and to the left.

				Justin reached out with his right hand, slipped it between the wall and the shelf, and, putting everything he had into it, pushed forward. The shelf was not secured to the wall, and with two wheels on the top, two in the center, and none on the bottom, it was unsteady to begin with.

				It teetered, in slow motion at first, then with a gathering momentum.

				The two wheels on top pitched off first. One caught Kirk on the shoulder, knocking him to the floor. A fraction of a second later, the other wheel landed on his upper body and flipped over once, covering his face, the edge of the rim pressing against his neck.

				As the unit continued its plunge, the two wheels on the middle shelf fell off. One landed on Kirk’s knee, while the other hit the carpet.

				“Yeah!” Justin said. “Take that, asshole!”

				He spun around, giddy, grinned at Keisha, just in time to see the beer bottle coming at his head.

				As soon as she hit him, she dropped the bottle. She felt the pain of the impact—the bottle hit him solidly on the forehead—shoot right up her arm. The bottle didn’t break, not even when it hit the floor, but it did the trick. Justin staggered backwards and collapsed, hitting the wall next to where the shelf had been and sliding on his back to the floor.

				Keisha stood there, her labored breathing the only sound in the room.

				She surveyed the wreckage. The overturned shelf, the scattered wheels, Kirk trapped beneath the wreckage. Justin unconscious.

				At least, she thought he was unconscious.

				“Jesus,” she said.

				She knelt down, put her hand on Justin’s chest. He was out cold, but alive. She could feel him breathing under her palm.

				Kirk was alive, too. He made a weak coughing sound.

				“Babe,” he said. “I can’t . . . I can’t move.”

				He made a gagging sound. Keisha moved toward him, put one leg over one of the shelving unit’s vertical posts, straddling it so she could get a look at Kirk. She could see one eye behind the wheel, saw how the rim was pressing against Kirk’s windpipe. The shelf had landed on top of the wheel, pinning it into position.

				Keisha would have to move the shelf before she could get the wheel off him.

				“Hey,” Kirk said. “Get this . . . get this off me.” He was trying to use his hands to move the rim, but one was caught behind his back, and he couldn’t get any leverage with the free one.

				Keisha thought.

				Surveyed the situation.

				Thought about Matthew.

				Maybe there was still a way out of this. A way for her to stay out of trouble, stay with her boy.

				“Hey!” Kirk said. “You . . . fucking deaf? I need . . . help here.” He coughed.

				There was a lot to figure out in a short time. She’d have to have it done before Justin woke up.

				But what she had here was an opportunity.

				“Hey,” Keisha said, looking down at Kirk through the openings between the mag wheel spokes.

				“Can’t . . . breathe,” he said.

				“Looks bad,” she said. “Must hurt like a son of a bitch.”

				“The fuck . . . you doing? Move . . . the shelf.” He was sounding wheezy.

				“I think I’ve got a way out, Kirk,” she said. “It might not work, but then again, it might. Got to take the chance.”

				“What . . . you . . .”

				“But it’s not going to work with you. Once Wedmore gets you in a room and starts putting questions to you, well, I don’t think you’re going to be able to outsmart her, you know what I’m saying?”

				“. . . bitch . . .”

				“You’re my weak link, Kirk. Sorry. You were an okay guy, you know? When we met? I really fell for you. You seemed so sweet.” There was that lump in her throat again. “But you conned me. You got inside me”—and she put her hand between her breasts—“before I realized what a useless piece of shit you are.”

				He didn’t say anything. He was watching her with that one eye.

				“But even a couple of hours ago, I might not have been capable of this. I might have helped you out here. But what you told Matthew? That I was going to send him away to military school?” She shook her head, and a teardrop fell from her cheek, slipped between the spokes and landed on Kirk’s forehead. “That was the last straw.”

				“Babe . . .”

				She put her weight on the shelf, which in turn forced the wheel down harder on Kirk’s neck. She managed to lift one foot from the floor, perch it on the edge of the middle shelf, then the other foot.

				Kirk made some very bad sounds. Sounds that Keisha would be hearing for the rest of her life.

				She sat there a couple of minutes until she was sure, glancing every few seconds at Justin to make sure he hadn’t regained consciousness.

				Once she was certain Kirk was dead, she went into action.

				She moved with deliberate speed, thinking through everything carefully.

				Rehearsed the story in her head.

				Got all the props in place.

				Then she found in her jacket pocket the card that Rona Wedmore had given her at the Garfield house. Went to the phone in the bedroom and entered the number.

				Wedmore picked up on the third ring.

				“Hello?”

				“It’s Keisha Ceylon. I’ve got a confession to make.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Thirty-three

				Justin: Shit, it’s about time. I’ve been sitting in here for hours. This room—is this one of those interrogation rooms?—this room is freezing. They took my jacket, and they even took my shoes. Why the hell did they take my shoes?

				Wedmore: Sorry about that, Justin. Let me see if I can turn the heat up in here. I don’t even know if this thermostat is working. How are you feeling?

				Justin: My head feels like it’s going to blow up. Thanks for asking. That bitch hit me right in the head with a beer bottle. She’s crazy. Nearly as crazy as her boyfriend. Both of them are nutcases.

				Wedmore: The doctor says you might have a mild concussion. But the good news is, your nose isn’t broken.

				Justin: Sure feels like it. I want to go home. Is my mom here?

				Wedmore: I’m not sure. Listen, they explain to you about the lawyer and everything?

				Justin: Oh yeah, but I’m cool. You’re gonna want to hear what I have to say about Keisha and that guy.

				Wedmore: That’s good, because I have a few questions for you before you go.

				Justin: Have you charged that asshole with trying to kill me?

				Wedmore: You talking about Kirk?

				Justin: Yeah.

				Wedmore: Kirk Nicholson’s dead, Justin.

				Justin: Dead?

				Wedmore: Yup.

				Justin: Well, shit. That must have happened when the shelf fell on him? And those wheels fell off? Is that what happened?

				Wedmore: Why did you go to Keisha Ceylon’s house?

				Justin: I, uh, I wanted to thank her again for finding me before I did anything to hurt myself. I got depressed a couple of weeks back, was in a pretty dark place, and my parents hired her to use her, you know, senses, to find me.

				Wedmore: I know that’s not true, Justin. Why did you really go there?

				Justin: Huh? No, that’s true.

				Wedmore: So you came by just to say thanks, and that led to a big fight? That ended up with one man dead?

				Justin: It’s all kind of a blur.

				Wedmore: You sure you didn’t come by to boast?

				Justin: Boast?

				Wedmore: That you’d beaten Keisha at her own game?

				Justin: I don’t—what?

				Wedmore: Keisha decided to come clean.

				Justin: Come clean? What? She confessed?

				Wedmore: She told us a few things.

				Justin: She told you she killed that Garfield guy?

				Wedmore: No, she didn’t confess to that, Justin.

				Justin: Well what the hell else would she confess to? She killed that guy.

				Wedmore: We can get back to that in a moment. No, what Keisha confessed to was the trick you played on your mother and stepfather.

				Justin: I don’t . . . I don’t know what you mean.

				Wedmore: Keisha says you approached her with an idea about how you could take them for five thousand dollars.

				Justin: She told you about that?

				Wedmore: Where’d you get the idea?

				Justin: I don’t know what you’re talking about. Like I said, I was depressed, I ran away from home for a while. My parents hired that woman to find me. She had this vision of me in an empty office my mom used to rent out to some plastic surgery place.

				Wedmore: Where’d you go to school, Justin?

				Justin: School?

				Wedmore: Did you ever have a teacher named Terry Archer?

				Justin: Mr. Archer? Yeah, I had an English teacher named Mr. Archer.

				Wedmore: I just got off the phone with him. He remembers you.

				Justin: He does?

				Wedmore: Yeah. He says he remembers a class where he got talking about that horrible thing that happened to him and his wife. He says you were in that class, that you had lots of questions.

				Justin: I remember something about that. His wife’s family disappeared or something.

				Wedmore: Very good. You remember. And I guess you remember the part where Mr. Archer told his students about a psychic who said she’d tell them what happened to the family for a thousand dollars?

				Justin: I didn’t always pay attention in school.

				Wedmore: Mr. Archer says you actually asked him, after class, for the name of the psychic.

				Justin: I suppose that’s possible, but I don’t remember.

				Wedmore: Didn’t you tell your stepfather, Mr. Taggart, about her? I understand your father has an interest in that sort of thing.

				Justin: I don’t know where you’re going with this.

				Wedmore: When Keisha Ceylon led your parents to you, it wasn’t the first time you’d met her, was it?

				Justin: Uh . . .

				Wedmore: You knew what she did, the kind of scams she ran, and you came up with an idea to get five thousand dollars from your parents. After some persuading, Ms. Ceylon went along with it.

				Justin: Look, my mom, my stepdad, they’ve got tons of money, and anything I might have done where they’re concerned, that’s our business. It’s not like the public got ripped off or anything. Keisha—she really told you about all this?

				Wedmore: She said you’re an admirer of her work. A fan. That she inspired you. That after you ran this game on your parents, you wanted to do more work with her, but she said no. Does that sound about right?

				Justin: I wouldn’t say that.

				Wedmore: What part do I have wrong? Straighten me out here.

				Justin: I don’t know. I just . . . none of that rings a bell.

				Wedmore: No? You saying you didn’t go to Mr. Garfield’s house and offer to provide the same kind of service Keisha did?

				Justin: Shit, no. Don’t you see what she’s doing? She’s confessed to this other thing, with my mom and her husband and me, because she figures—because it’ll make her look almost honest. You know? She’s willing to admit all that, so you’ll believe her when she says she didn’t do the really big thing, killing that guy.

				Wedmore: You didn’t drop by her house and tell her you were the new fake psychic in town? That you got a thousand bucks out of Mr. Garfield before she did? And that made her boyfriend so angry, you cutting in on his girlfriend’s territory, that he attacked you? That there was a fight, and you knocked that bookshelf over on him?

				Justin: Okay, that’s totally not—there was a fight, yeah, but not the way you’re laying it out.

				Wedmore: You didn’t threaten her son if she gave you a hard time about it?

				Justin: Threaten her—what?

				Wedmore: Is that why there’s a picture of him on your phone? That you emailed to her. So she’d know you were watching him, and not turn you in?

				Justin: This is totally—the kid asked me to take his picture.

				Wedmore: I’ve got a couple of things in this box here I want to show you. Hang on . . . here we go. You ever seen this money before, Justin?

				Justin: Where’s that from?

				Wedmore: I’m asking, have you ever seen it.

				Justin: It’s money. Money’s money. It all looks the same.

				Wedmore: You notice the blood on the edge of some of the bills there?

				Justin: Uh, yeah, I can see that. So?

				Wedmore: We’ve saved out a couple of the bills and are having them tested, but we think that’s going to turn out to be Wendell Garfield’s blood.

				Justin: Oh.

				Wedmore: You know where we found this money, Justin?

				Justin: I don’t know. If it’s Garfield’s blood, I guess you found that money on Keisha.

				Wedmore: We found this money in your jacket, Justin.

				Justin: Huh?

				Wedmore: How do you think this money got into your jacket?

				Justin: Seriously? She put it there. She must have. When I was out cold.

				Wedmore: Yeah, I suppose that could have happened. I see your point. You were out for about ten minutes, the doctor said.

				Justin: Yeah, well. There you go.

				Wedmore: Do me a favor, Justin?

				Justin: What?

				Wedmore: Would you write your name on this piece of paper here?

				Justin: What for?

				Wedmore: Just humor me.

				Justin: You going to tape it onto the end of some fake confession?

				Wedmore: No, we’re not going to do that. Let me see if this pen has any ink . . . yeah, this one’ll do. Here you go.

				Justin: You just want me to write my name?

				Wedmore: First and last.

				Justin: I don’t get this.

				Wedmore: Justin . . .

				Justin: Fine, fuck it. There you go. Three times.

				Wedmore: Thank you. Is that the way you usually sign your name?

				Justin: Yeah.

				Wedmore: Hmm.

				Justin: What?

				Wedmore: Just asking. I have something else here I’d like to show you.

				Justin: What?

				Wedmore: I’ve got it in another evidence bag, although we found it tucked in with the cash. Okay, here it is. You recognize this, Justin?

				Justin: What the . . . it’s a check.

				Wedmore: That’s right. You see whose account this check is drawn on?

				Justin: Garfield. Wendell Garfield.

				Wedmore: For five hundred and eighty dollars.

				Justin: Yeah.

				Wedmore: And you see there’s also some blood on the edge of the check. We’ll have to do a test to see whose blood it is, but like with the money, we have a pretty good idea.

				Justin: Okay.

				Wedmore: And I guess you’ve noticed the other interesting thing. The most interesting thing of all.

				Justin: That doesn’t make any sense to me.

				Wedmore: You see who the check is made out to, don’t you, Justin?

				Justin: I don’t know. I can barely read it.

				Wedmore: Oh, come on now. What’s it say?

				Justin: It sort of looks like my name.

				Wedmore: That’s right. You notice that the handwriting doesn’t match? How Mr. Garfield’s handwriting is totally different from your name there?

				Justin: I see that.

				Wedmore: What I figure is, Mr. Garfield wrote the check, but left blank who it was to be made out to. Some people, they’ll just make it to Cash, or fill in their name themselves. Is that what you did?

				Justin: I didn’t write my name there.

				Wedmore: You didn’t?

				Justin: No way.

				Wedmore: But, hang on . . . the handwriting on the check looks just about identical to these signatures you just did for me.

				Justin: I didn’t write my name there. Keisha must have done it.

				Wedmore: What, you think she put a pen in your hand and wrote your name in while you were unconscious?

				Justin: She must have copied it.

				Wedmore: From what?

				Justin: I don’t know. My driver’s license? It’s probably on that.

				Wedmore: That part of your license—we looked—is so worn off you can barely even see it. You know what this looks like, don’t you, Justin?

				Justin: This is bullshit.

				Wedmore: You went to see Mr. Garfield. You gave him Keisha Ceylon’s card as a reference, said you were an associate of hers, that you had a vision about his wife. Garfield must have panicked, thought maybe you actually knew he was involved in her death. Something went wrong. He attacked you, and you stabbed him in the eye with the knitting needle. We can put you at the scene, Justin. The footprints outside the window. Your prints on the window frame. Did you look inside before, to check if he was there, or after, to see the mess you’d left behind? We found money with what’s likely to be Garfield’s blood on it, in your pocket. And finally, Garfield’s bloody check, made out to yourself, in your own hand, in that same pocket. That looks kind of bad, don’t you think, Justin?

				Justin: She did it. I’m telling you. She went there, she tried to get money out of Garfield. She stabbed him in the eye and killed him.

				Wedmore: And you know this how?

				Justin: Like I said, I followed her there. I was watching through the window.

				Wedmore: So you admit you were at the scene.

				Justin: Outside! Not inside.

				Wedmore: Then how did you get this check? Signed by Mr. Garfield. Made out to you, in your own handwriting?

				Justin: I . . . I . . .

				Wedmore: If you’ve got something physical, something that puts Keisha there instead of you, let me have it.

				Justin: She was all bloody! Search her house for her clothes.

				Wedmore: We did that, Justin. Didn’t find anything. Her house, her car looked clean.

				Justin: Then she cleaned up! People do that after they kill someone! They clean up!

				Wedmore: Is that what you did, Justin? Got all cleaned up after you killed Mr. Garfield?

				Justin: I want that lawyer.

			

		

	
		
			
				Thirty-four

				“So you’re going to come to San Francisco with me?” Matthew asked his mother.

				“Yeah, but we’re not going to stay with my cousin,” Keisha said. “What I’m thinking is, we find a place to stay, maybe not right in the city, ’cause it’s expensive there, but just outside. See what it’s like, maybe even move there.”

				“I don’t know,” the boy said.

				“I think we need a fresh start,” she said. “I can’t even go back into that house after what happened there. We’re never spending another night in that place.”

				“Will someone get all my stuff?”

				“I’m going in just long enough to pack,” Keisha said. She still had Gail’s five thousand dollars. She was entitled to that money. It wasn’t evidence she had to get rid of. Not like that fragment of an endorsed check Justin’s parents had given her, with his signature on the back. She’d flushed that down the toilet before the police arrived, after she’d copied his signature onto the blank check Garfield had written her that morning. All those fake signatures she’d put on Social Security checks for her mom had paid off.

				She’d cut it fine. Justin started waking up seconds after she’d planted the money and the check in the pockets of his jacket. So far, the story was hanging together. They had more on him than they did on her. And Justin’s parents hadn’t pushed yet to have her charged with scamming them. Maybe they had enough on their plate right now, getting a lawyer to defend him on two counts of murder. Or maybe Marcia Taggart didn’t want it made public how she and her husband had been duped.

				Not just by Keisha, but by her own son.

				It seemed like a good time to get out of town. Start over. Turn her life around. Get a job. Maybe she could work at one of those makeup counters in a big department store. She’d be okay with secretarial work, too. Keisha was organized, she could run someone’s office, do correspondence, stuff like that.

				And if it took a while to get a decent job, she could always, temporarily—not forever, that was for sure—read a few fortunes, she supposed. Check an astrological chart for someone.

				If she got really pressed, help someone get in touch with a dead loved one.

				Or even someone who was, you know, unaccounted for at the moment.

				Tell people what they wanted to hear.

				Give them hope.

				Girl has to make a living.
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				Prologue

				It was just by chance he turned down Orchard Street and saw the window when he did. It easily could have been a week from now, or a month, even a year. But it turned out that this was going to be the day.

				Sure, he would have wandered down here eventually. Sooner or later, when he got to a new city, he hit every street. He always started out intending to be methodical about it—follow one street from beginning to end, then head over a block and backtrack on a parallel street, like doing the aisles in a grocery store—but then he’d get to a cross street and something would catch his eye, and all good intentions would be abandoned.

				That was how it turned out when he got to Manhattan, even though, of all the cities he’d visited, it was the one that most lent itself to being explored in an orderly fashion, at least those parts of the city north of Fourteenth Street, which was laid out in that perfect grid of streets and avenues. South of that, once you got into the West Village and Greenwich Village and SoHo and Chinatown, well, it was chaos down there, but that didn’t bother him. It certainly wasn’t any worse than in London or Rome or Paris or even Boston’s North End, and he’d loved exploring those cities.

				He’d turned south onto Orchard from Delancey, but his actual starting point for this stroll had been Spring and Mulberry. He’d gone south to Grand, west to Crosby, north back to Prince, east to Elizabeth, south to Kenmare, then east, continuing along Delancey, then, when he got to Orchard, decided to hang a right.

				It was a beautiful street. Not in the sense that there were gardens and fountains and lush trees lining the sidewalk. Not beautiful like, say, Vaci Street in Budapest, or the Avenue des Champs-Élysées in Paris, or Lombard Street in San Francisco, but it was a street rich in texture and steeped in history. Narrow, one-way, running north. Old brick tenement buildings, few more than five stories, many only three or four, dating back a century and a half. A street that represented so many different times in the city’s history. The buildings, with their skeletal fire escapes clinging to the fronts, reflected the Italianate style popular in the mid to late nineteenth century, with arches above the windows, stone lintels projecting outward, ornate carved leaves in the trim work, but their ground floors housed everything from trendy cafés to designer dress shops. There were older, more conventional businesses, too. A uniform shop, a real estate agent, a hair salon, a gallery, a place that sold luggage. Many of the closed stores were shielded with drawn-down steel doors.

				He meandered down the center of the street, not particularly worried about traffic. It wasn’t a problem right now. He always found you got the sense of a place by walking down the middle of the road. It offered the best vantage point. You could look ahead or from side to side, or whirl around 360 degrees and see where you’d been. It was good to know your surroundings and your options, in case you had to make a fast move.

				Because the building blocks of a city were his primary concern—its architecture, its layout, its infrastructure—he paid little attention to the people he came across in his travels. He didn’t strike up conversations. He wasn’t interested in saying so much as hello to that redheaded woman standing on the corner, smoking a cigarette. He didn’t care what kind of fashion statement she was trying to make with her leather jacket, short skirt, and what looked like deliberately torn black tights. He wasn’t going to ask the athletic-looking woman in the black baseball cap who was darting across the street in front of him how she thought the Yankees were going to do this year. He never watched baseball, and cared nothing about it. And he was not about to ask why a dozen people with guidebooks sticking out of their pockets were listening to one woman in the center of the group, although he guessed she was a tour guide of some sort.

				When he got to Broome Street he spotted an inviting-looking restaurant on the southeast corner with small white tables and yellow plastic chairs set up on the sidewalk. But there was no one sitting outside. The sign in the window read: “Come in and get warm.” He went up close, peering through the glass at the people drinking coffee, working on laptops, reading newspapers.

				Reflected in the restaurant’s window was that car he’d been seeing throughout his travels. Nondescript sedan. Maybe a Civic. With the apparatus on the roof. He’d seen the car before. Many times. If he didn’t know better, he’d think it was following him. He put it out of his mind and looked through the glass, into the restaurant.

				He wished it were possible for him to go inside and have a latte or a cappuccino. He could almost smell the coffee. But he had to keep going. So much of the world to see and so little time. Tomorrow he had plans to be in Montreal, and, depending how much ground he covered there, maybe Madrid the day after.

				But he would remember this place. The sign in the window, the tables and chairs outside. The other businesses on Orchard. The narrow alleyways between the buildings. Plus everything that he had seen on Spring and Mulberry and Grand and Crosby and Prince and Elizabeth and Kenmare and Delancey.

				He would remember it all.

				He was about a third of the way down the block from the Broome cross street when he made that upward glance.

				That was really where the element of chance entered into it. It wasn’t at all remarkable that he ended up on Orchard. It was the fact that he looked above the storefronts. He didn’t always do that. He scoped out the businesses and read the signs in their windows, studied the people in the coffee shops, made a mental note of the numbers above the doors, but he didn’t always cast his eyes above the first or second floors. Sometimes he forgot, and sometimes he was short of time. He might easily have gone down this street and never glanced upon that particular window of that particular tenement building.

				Then again, he thought, chance might have had nothing to do with it. Maybe he was meant to see this window. Maybe, in some strange way, it was a test. To determine whether he was ready, even though he believed he was. But those who would make use of his talents—they might need some convincing before taking him on.

				The window was on the third floor, above a place that sold cigarettes and newspapers—there was that car again, reflected in the window—and a second shop specializing in women’s scarves. It was divided into two panes. An air conditioning unit stuck out from the sill, taking up half of the lower pane. Something white, above the air conditioner, had caught his eye.

				At first, it looked like one of those white Styrofoam heads department stores and hair salons use to display wigs. He thought, Isn’t that funny, to put one of those in a window. A bald, featureless white head keeping watch over Orchard Street. He supposed that in New York you could find just about anything in someone’s window. If it had been his, he would have at least put a pair of sunglasses on it, to give the head some personality. A hint of whimsy. Although, he had to admit, people did not tend to think of him as whimsical.

				But the more he looked at it, the less sure he was that it was a white foam head. The surface appeared more shimmery, slippery even. Perhaps plastic, like the bags the grocery stores used, or a dry cleaning bag, but not one of the clear ones.

				He attempted to get a better look, zero in.

				The thing was, this white, almost circular object in the window still had the shape of a head. The plastic material strained against a protuberance that could only be a nose. It hugged tight across what appeared to be a brow near the top, a chin at the bottom. There was even a trace of mouth, the lips open as though gasping for air.

				Or screaming.

				It was, he thought, as though a white stocking had been pulled down over someone’s head. But the material’s sheen still made him think it was plastic.

				That wasn’t a very smart thing for someone to do. To put a plastic bag over their head. You could suffocate yourself doing something stupid like that.

				A person would have to be pulling on the plastic bag, twisting it from behind, to make it conform so tightly to the contours of their face. But he didn’t see this person’s arms or hands doing anything like that.

				Which made him wonder if someone else was doing it.

				Oh. Oh, no.

				Was that what he was witnessing? Someone putting a bag over another person’s head? Cutting off their air supply? Smothering them? Could this account for the mouth that seemed to be struggling for air?

				Who was this happening to? A man? A woman? And who was doing it to them?

				Suddenly he was thinking about the boy in the window. A different window. Many years ago.

				But the person in this window, right now, didn’t look like a boy, or a girl. This was an adult.

				An adult whose life was coming to an end.

				That certainly was how it looked to him.

				He felt his heart begin to beat more quickly. He’d seen things before on his travels. Things that weren’t right.

				But they were minor compared to this. Never a murder.

				That’s what he was sure this was.

				He didn’t shout out. He didn’t reach into his jacket for a cell phone to call 911. He didn’t spring into the nearest shop and tell someone to call the police. He didn’t charge into the building and race up two flights of stairs in a bid to stop what was happening behind this third floor window.

				All he did was reach out, tentatively, as though it were possible to touch the smothered face of this person on the third floor, to feel what was wrapped around his or her head, make some sort of assessment as to—

				Knock knock.

				Then, maybe then, he’d have a better idea what was actually happening to this person in—

				Knock knock.

				He’d been so transfixed by what was happening at the window that he did not, at first, realize someone was trying to get his attention. Someone was at the door.

				He took his hand off the mouse, spun around in his padded computer chair, and said, “Yes?”

				The door opened an inch. From the hallway, someone said, “Get your ass down for dinner, Thomas.”

				“What are we having?” he asked.

				“Burgers. From the barbecue.”

				The man sitting in the computer chair said flatly, “Okay.”

				He spun around and resumed looking at the frozen image of the window on his oversized computer monitor. The blurry, white, wrapped head suspended there. A ghostly visage.

				Had anyone seen this at the time? Had anyone looked up?

				No one had seen the boy when he was in the window. No one had looked up. No one had helped him.

				The man left the image on his screen so he could study it more closely when he came back up after dinner. Then he’d make a decision about what to do.

			

		

	
		
			
				TWO WEEKS EARLIER

			

		

	
		
			
				One

				“Come on in, Ray.”

				Harry Peyton shook my hand and led me into his law office, pointing me toward the red leather chair opposite his desk. About the same age as my father, he looked years younger than Dad had. He was six feet, trim, with a head smooth as a melon. Baldness aged some guys, but not Harry. He was a long-distance runner, and his expensive suit fit him like a second skin. His desk was a testament to orderliness. A computer monitor, keyboard, one of the latest smartphones. And one legal file folder. The rest of the desk was as clean as a canvas before the first brushstroke.

				“Again, I’m so sorry,” Harry said. “There are a hundred things one could say about your dad, but Reverend Clayton summed it up nicely. Adam Kilbride was a good man.”

				I forced a smile. “Yeah, the minister did a pretty good job, considering he’d never met Dad. He wasn’t much of a churchgoer. I guess we were lucky to find anyone to preside. Thanks for coming to the service. It almost got us up to a dozen.”

				Eleven people showed up for the funeral, and that was counting the minister and myself. There was Harry, and three of Dad’s co-workers from the company he’d worked for, including his onetime boss, Len Prentice, and Len’s wife, Marie. Also there were a friend of Dad’s who ran a hardware store in Promise Falls before the Home Depot opened up outside of town and put him out of business, Dad’s younger brother Ted and his wife, Roberta, from Cleveland, and a woman named Hannah whose last name I never got who lived just down the road from Dad. And there was a woman Thomas and I knew from high school, Julie McGill, who worked for the local paper, the Promise Falls Standard, and had written the story about Dad’s accident. She hadn’t come to report on the funeral—how Dad died had made him a small news item, but he wasn’t citizen of the year or head of the Rotary or anything. His service to the community was not newsworthy. Julie had come to pay her respects, simple as that.

				The funeral home had a lot of egg salad sandwiches left over. They insisted I take some back to the house for my brother. I’d explained his absence by saying he wasn’t feeling well, but no one, at least no one who knew my brother, believed it. I was tempted to pitch the sandwiches out the car window on the way home. Let the birds enjoy them, instead of my brother. But I didn’t. I took them home, and they all got eaten.

				“I’d hoped your brother might have come,” Harry said. “It’s been some time since I’ve seen him.” At first I thought he meant to this meeting, which puzzled me, since my brother was not an executor. Then I realized Harry meant the funeral.

				“Yeah, well, I gave it my best shot,” I said. “He wasn’t really sick.”

				“I figured.”

				“I tried to talk him into it, but it was pointless.”

				Peyton shook his head sympathetically. “Your father, he tried to do his best by him. Just like when your mother—Rose, God bless her—was still with us. How long’s it been?”

				“She passed away in 2005.”

				“After that, it must have been even more difficult for him.”

				“He was still with P&L then,” I said. Prentice and Long, the printers. “I think, maybe, after he took that early retirement not long after that, it got tougher. Being there, all the time. It got to him, but he wasn’t the kind of man to run away from something.” I bit my lip. “Mom, she found ways not to let it bother her, she had a way of accepting things, but it was tougher for Dad.”

				“Adam was a young man, really,” Harry said. “Sixty-two, for Christ’s sake. I was stunned when I heard.”

				“Yeah, well, me, too,” I said. “I don’t know how many times Mom told him, over the years, that cutting grass on that steep hill, on the lawn tractor, was dangerous. But he always insisted he knew what he was doing. Thing is, that part of the property, it’s way back of the house, you can’t see it from the road or any of the neighbors’ places. The ground slopes almost forty-five degrees down to the creek. Dad would mow along there sideways, leaning his body into the hill so the tractor wouldn’t tip over.”

				“How long do they think your father was out there before they found him, Ray?”

				“Dad probably went out to cut the grass after lunch, and wasn’t discovered until nearly six. When the tractor flipped over on top of him, the top edge of the steering wheel landed across his middle”—I pointed to my own stomach—“you know, his abdomen, and it crushed his insides.”

				“Jesus,” Harry said. He touched his own stomach, imagining the pain my father must have felt for God knew how long.

				I didn’t have much to add to that.

				“He was a year younger than me,” Harry said, wincing. “We’d get together for a drink now and then. Back when Rose was alive, we’d play a round of golf every once in a while. But he didn’t feel he could leave your brother on his own for the time it took to play eighteen holes.”

				“Dad wasn’t very good at it, anyway,” I said.

				Harry smiled ruefully. “I’m not going to lie. Not a bad putter, but he couldn’t drive worth a shit.”

				I laughed. “Yeah.”

				“But once Rose passed, your dad didn’t even have time to hit a bucket of balls at the driving range.”

				“He spoke highly of you,” I said. “You were always a friend first, and his lawyer second.” They’d known each other at least twenty-five years, back to when Harry was going through a divorce and, after giving his house to his ex-wife, lived for a time above a shoe store here in downtown Promise Falls, in upstate New York. Harry used to joke that he had a lot of nerve, offering his services as a divorce attorney, after getting taken to the cleaners during his own.

				Harry’s phone emitted a single chime, indicating an e-mail had landed, but he didn’t even glance at it.

				“Last time I talked to Dad,” I said, nodding at the phone, “he was thinking about getting one of those. He had a phone that would take pictures, but it was an old one, and it didn’t take very good ones. And he wanted a phone that would be easy for sending emails.”

				“All this new high-tech stuff never scared Adam.” Harry said, then clapped his hands together, signaling it was time to move on to why I was here. “You were saying, at the funeral, that you’ve still got the studio, in Burlington?”

				I lived across the state line, in Vermont.

				“Yeah,” I said.

				“Work’s good?”

				“Not bad. The industry’s changing.”

				“I saw one of your drawings—is that what you call them?”

				“Sure,” I said. “Illustrations. Caricatures.”

				“Saw one in the New York Times Book Review a few weeks back. I can always tell your style. The people all have really big noggins and the tiny bodies, looks like their heads would make ’em fall over. And they all have these rounded edges. I love how you shade their skin tones and everything. How do you do that?”

				“Airbrush,” I said.

				“You do a lot of work for the Times?”

				“Not as much as I used to. It’s a lot easier to run a file pic than hire someone to do an illustration from scratch. Papers and magazines are cutting back. I’m doing more for Web sites these days.”

				“You design those things? Web sites?”

				“No. I do artwork for them and hand it off to the Web site builders.”

				“I would have thought, doing stuff for magazines in newspapers in New York and Washington, you’d have to live there, but I guess these days, it doesn’t much matter.”

				“Anything you can’t scan and e-mail, you can FedEx,” I said. When I said nothing else, Harry opened the file on his desk and studied the papers inside.

				“Ray, I take it you’ve seen the will your father drew up,” he said.

				“Yes.”

				“He hadn’t updated it in a long time. Made a couple of changes after your mother died. The thing is, I ran into him one day, he was sitting there in a booth at Kelly’s having a coffee and he offered to buy me one. He was by himself, at a table by the window, staring out at the street, looking at the Standard but not really reading it. I’d see him in there every once in a while, like he just needed time alone, out of the house. Anyway, he waved me over and said he was thinking of amending it, his will, that is, that he might need to make some special provisions, but he never got around to it.”

				“I didn’t know that,” I said, “but I guess I’m not surprised. What with how things have been with my brother, I could see him wanting to give more to one than the other.”

				“I think, to be honest, if Adam had come in here wanting to make some changes, I might have tried talking him out of anything that would have favored one child over the other. I’d have told him, the best thing to do is treat all your kids the same. Otherwise, that’s going to lead to resentment after you’re gone. Of course, it still would’ve been his decision. But while this existing will is fairly straightforward, there are things you’re going to have to think about.”

				I was picturing my father, sitting in the diner, the rest of the booth unoccupied. He’d had plenty of time to himself in the house since Mom died, even if, technically speaking, he wasn’t alone. He didn’t have to leave the house for solitude. But I could understand his need to escape. Sometimes you needed to know that you were absolutely alone. You needed a change of scenery. It made me sad, thinking about it.

				“So I guess the way it is now, then,” I said, “is fifty-fifty. Once the estate is liquidated, half goes to me and half goes to my brother.”

				“Yes. Property, and investments.”

				“About a hundred thousand there,” I said. “What he and mom had managed to scrape together for retirement. They’d saved for years. They never spent anything on themselves. He could have made a hundred grand last him till the day he died.” I caught myself. “If he’d lived another twenty or thirty years, I mean. And I gather there’s a life insurance policy that’s fairly small.”

				Harry Peyton nodded and leaned back in his chair, lacing his fingers at the back of his head. He sucked in some air between his teeth. “You’ll have to decide what to do about the house. You’ve every right to put it up for sale, split the proceeds with your brother. There’s no mortgage on the place, and I’m guessing you could get three, four hundred thou for it.”

				“About that,” I said. “There’s nearly sixteen acres.”

				“Which, if you got that, would leave each of you with about a quarter million, give or take. That’s not a bad chunk of change, all things considered. How old are you, Ray?”

				“Thirty-seven.”

				“And your brother, he’s two years younger, that right?”

				“Yes.”

				Peyton nodded slowly. “Invested wisely, it might be enough to last him quite a few years, but he’s still a young man. And he’s got a while before he hits Social Security. He’s not really employable, from what your dad told me.”

				I hesitated. “That’s fair.”

				“For you, well, the money’s a different thing. You could invest it, buy a bigger house for the time when you have—I know you’re not married now, Ray, but someday, you meet someone, you have kids—”

				“I know,” I said. I’d come close to getting married, a couple of times, in my twenties, but it never happened. “I don’t see any kids on the horizon.”

				“You never know.” He waved his hand again. “None of my business, anyway, except in an unofficial capacity, because I think your dad hoped I’d look out for you boys, offer you guidance where I could.” He laughed. “You’re hardly boys anymore, of course. It’s been a long time since that was the case.”

				“Appreciate it, Harry.”

				“The point I’m making, Ray, is for you it’s a minor windfall, but you’d have made out fine without it. You make a good living, and if your work takes a downturn, you’ll find something else, land on your feet. But for your brother, this inheritance is all he’ll ever have. He might need the money from the house to keep him afloat, provided he can find a place, someplace suitable, where his rent’s subsidized or something.”

				“I’ve been thinking about that,” I said.

				“What I’m wondering is, will you be able to get him out of the house? I mean, you know, not just for the afternoon, but permanently?”

				I looked about the room, as though I might find the answer. “I don’t know. It’s not like he’s—what’s the word—agoraphobic? Dad managed to get him out, once in a while. Mostly for his doctor’s appointments.” I found it hard to say the word “psychiatrist,” but Harry knew. “It’s not getting him outside that’s the problem. It’s prying him away from the keyboard. Whenever he and Dad went out, they both returned home pretty frazzled. Moving him out, settling him in someplace else, it’s not something I look forward to.”

				Harry said, “Well, I’ll get the ball rolling here. The great thing for you, being an executor, is there really isn’t all that much to do, except to come in here the odd time and sign some papers. There’ll be the occasional item I’ll need your take on, and I’ll have Alice give you a dingle. You might want to get the property appraised, tell you what it could go for.” He ruffled through his papers. “I got all your numbers and e-mail address here I think.”

				“Yeah,” I said.

				“And you probably knew—your dad had sent me a copy of the policy for his files—that there was an accidental death provision in his life insurance.”

				“I didn’t know that.”

				“Another fifty thousand. A little something else to go into the pot.” Harry paused while I digested this news. “So, you’re going to be hanging around for a while, then, before you head back to Burlington?”

				“Until I sort things out.”

				We were done, at least for now. As Harry led me out of the office, he put his hand on my arm.

				“Ray,” he said tentatively, “do you think if your brother had noticed how long it had been since your dad had been in the house, if he’d gone out looking for him a little sooner, it would have made any difference?”

				I’d asked myself the same question. Dad, pinned to the ground just over the hill, probably several hours before my brother found him. There had to have been quite a racket when it happened. The tractor flipping over, the rotating blades roaring.

				Did Dad scream? And if he had, would he have been heard over the noise of the mower? Would any of the sounds have carried up over the hill to the house?

				My brother probably never heard a thing.

				“I tell myself it wouldn’t have made any difference,” I said. “There’s no point thinking otherwise.”

				Harry nodded understandingly. “I guess that’s the best way to look at it. What’s done is done. No turning back the clock.” I wondered if Harry was going to offer up another cliché, but instead he said, “He’s really off in his own little world, isn’t he?”

				“You don’t know the half of it,” I said.

			

		

	
		
			
				Two

				I got into the car and drove back to my father’s house.

				After Mom had died, I’d still thought of it for the longest time as my parents’ place, even though Dad was living there without her. It took a year or so for me to move past that. With Dad dead less than a week, I knew it was going to take a while before I could think of it as anything but his place.

				But it wasn’t. Not anymore. It was mine.

				And my brother’s.

				I’d never lived here. There was a guest room where I always slept when I came to visit, but there were no mementoes from my childhood here. No dresser drawer with stashes of Playboy and Penthouse, no model cars on the shelves, no posters on the walls. My parents had bought this place when I was twenty-one. I’d already moved out of our house on Stonywood Drive, in the heart of Promise Falls. My parents had hoped one of their sons would make something of himself, but put that dream on hold when I bailed on my university career in Albany and gotten a job at a Beekman Street art gallery in Saratoga Springs.

				My parents were never farmers, but when they’d spotted this place, it fit the bill. First, it was out in the country, several hundred yards from the closest neighbor. They’d have their privacy. Some isolation. It reduced the likelihood of another incident.

				Second, it was still a relatively short drive to work for Dad. But instead of driving into Promise Falls, through the downtown, and out the other side, he’d take the bypass they finished back in the late 1970s. Dad liked working for P&L. He didn’t want to look for something closer to home.

				Third, the house was charming, with its dormer windows and wraparound porch. Mom had loved to sit out there, three seasons out of the year. The place came with a barn, which Dad didn’t have much need for, other than to store tools and park the lawn tractor. But they both loved the look of the structure, even if it wasn’t storing hay every fall.

				There was a lot of property, but my parents maintained only about two acres of it. Behind the house, the yard stretched out flat for about sixty feet, then sloped down and out of sight to a creek that wound its way to the river that flowed into the center of town and cascaded over Promise Falls.

				I’d only been down to the creek once since I’d come home. A task awaited me there, when I finally felt up to it.

				Some of the flat and treeless land, beyond where Dad maintained it, was rented to neighboring farm interests. For years, that had provided my parents with a secondary—if nominal—income. The closest woods were across the highway. When you turned in off the main road and started up the drive, the house and barn sat on the horizon like a couple of boxes on a flatcar. Mom always said she liked a long driveway because when she saw someone turn in—which was not, she’d have been the first to admit, often—it gave her plenty of time to steel herself.

				“People don’t usually come to your door with good news,” she’d said on more than one occasion. It had certainly been her experience, most notably when she was a young girl, and officials of the U.S. government had come to inform her mother that her father would not be coming home from Korea.

				I nosed the car close to the steps that led up to the porch, parking my four-wheel-drive Audi Q5 next to Dad’s ten-year-old Chrysler minivan. He didn’t think much of my German wheels. He questioned supporting the economies of nations we once fought. “I suppose,” he’d said a few months ago, “when they start importing cars from North Vietnam, you’ll buy one of those.” Since he was so concerned, I offered to return for him his beloved Sony TV with a screen big enough that he could actually see the puck when watching the Stanley Cup playoffs.

				“It being a Japanese set and all,” I’d said.

				“Touch that thing and I’ll knock your block off,” he’d said.

				I took the porch steps two at a time, unlocked the front door—I hadn’t needed to take a house key from Dad’s ring; I’d always had one—and went into the kitchen. The clock on the wall said it was nearly four thirty. Time to start thinking about something for dinner.

				I hunted around in the fridge to see what might be left in here from my father’s final trip to the grocery store. He wasn’t much of a cook, but knew the basics. He could boil water for pasta, or heat up an oven and throw a chicken in there. But for the days when he hadn’t the energy for anything that fancy, he’d stuffed the freezer with hamburgers and fish sticks and french fries and enough frozen dinners to start a Stouffer’s franchise.

				I could make do with what was here for tonight, but tomorrow I was going to have to make a trip to the grocery store. The truth was, I wasn’t much of a cook myself, and back in Burlington, found many nights I couldn’t be bothered to make myself anything more ambitious than a bowl of Cheerios. I think, when you live alone, it’s hard to get motivated to make a real meal, or eat it in a proper way. Many nights I’d eat dinner standing in the kitchen, watching the news on the TV, or I’d take my plate of microwaved lasagna up to my studio and eat while I worked.

				I opened the refrigerator. There were six cans of Bud in there. My father liked his beer affordable and basic. Part of me felt funny, dipping into his last six-pack, but it didn’t stop me from taking one out and cracking it.

				“To you, Dad,” I said, raising the can, then taking a seat at the kitchen table.

				The place was almost as neat as I’d found it. Dad was meticulous, which made the upstairs hall all the more difficult for him to accept. I attributed his fastidiousness to his time in the Army. Drafted, he did his two years, most of it overseas in Vietnam. He never talked about it. “It’s over,” he’d say anytime it came up. He was more inclined to credit his habits to his work in printing, where precision and attention to detail were everything.

				I sat there, drinking Dad’s beer, working up the energy to defrost or nuke something. I cracked open another as I began pulling things out of the freezer. Given my unfamiliarity with this kitchen, I had to open several drawers to find place mats and cutlery and napkins.

				When things were almost ready, I walked through the living room and rested my hand on the banister before heading upstairs. I cast my eye across the room: the checkered couch my parents brought here two decades ago from the house in Albany, the recliner my father always sat in to watch his Sony. The chipped coffee table they bought the same time as the couch.

				While the furniture was dated, Dad didn’t skimp on the technology. There was the TV itself, a thirty-six-inch flat screen with HD that he’d bought a year ago to watch football and hockey. He liked his sports, even if he had to enjoy them alone. There was a DVD player, and one of those gadgets that allowed him to order up movies from the Internet.

				He watched those by himself.

				The living room looked like a million other living rooms. Normal. Nothing extraordinary.

				That changed as you got to the top of the stairs.

				My parents had tried, without success, to keep my brother’s obsession contained to his own room, but it was a losing battle. The hallway, which Mom had painted pale yellow years ago, was totally papered over, nearly every square inch covered up. Standing at the top of the stairs, looking down the second floor hall that led to the three bedrooms and a bathroom, I thought of how a World War II underground war room might have looked, with oversized maps of enemy territories pinned to the walls of the bunker, military strategists waving their pointers, planning their invasions. But in a war room, there would have been more order to the map arrangement. Maps of Germany, the cities within its borders, would no doubt be collected together along one part of the wall. France would have been on another. Italy nearby.

				It seemed unlikely that any war planner worth his salt would tape a map of Poland next to one of Hawaii. Or have a street guide of Paris overlapping a gas station highway map of Kansas. Pin a topographical map of Algeria next to satellite shots of Melbourne. Staple, right into the wall, a tattered National Geographic map of India next to one of Rio de Janeiro.

				This tapestry, this crazy quilt of maps that obscured every bit of wall in the hallway—it was as if someone had put the world into a blender and turned it into wallpaper.

				Red streaks from a Magic Marker ran from map to map, making obscure, seemingly irrelevant connections. There were written notations everywhere. Across a map of Portugal was scribbled “236 miles,” for no apparent reason. Latitude and longitude numbers were jotted randomly up and down the hallway. Some destinations were adorned with photographs. A printout photo of the Sydney Opera House was stuck with a short piece of green painter’s tape to a map of Australia. A tattered shot of the Taj Mahal was stuck, with a glob of wadded gum, onto a map of India.

				I don’t know how Dad, on his own, tolerated it. When Mom was alive, she was a buffer. Told her husband to get out of the house, go to a sports bar and watch a game with Lenny Prentice, or one of the others from work. Or Harry Peyton. How did Dad handle it, walking down this hall each and every day, week after week, month after month, trying to pretend there was nothing on the walls but the pale yellow paint he’d helped his wife roll on there so long ago?

				I went to the first bedroom door, which was, as usual, closed. I raised my hand to rap lightly on it, but just before I touched my knuckles to wood, I listened.

				I could hear talking on the other side of the door. A conversation, but only one voice. I wasn’t able to make out anything in particular.

				I knocked.

				“Yeah?” Thomas said.

				I opened the door, wondering if maybe he’d been on the phone, but there was no receiver in his hand. I told him it was time for dinner, and he said he’d be right down.

			

		

	
		
			
				Three

				“Well, it sure is nice to hear from you.”

				“Thank you for taking my call.”

				“I don’t give my private line to just anyone. You’re a very special prospect.”

				“I appreciate that, sir. I really do.”

				“I got your latest e-mail message. Sounds like things are coming along very well.”

				“Yes, they are.”

				“Good to hear.”

				“I’m still wondering . . . do you have any idea of the timing of the incident, sir?”

				“If only we did. It’s like asking the exact moment when terrorists will hit next. We simply don’t know. But we have to be prepared for when, and if, that moment comes.”

				“Of course.”

				“And I know you’ll be ready. You’re going to be tremendously valuable to us. A wonderful resource.”

				“You can count on me, sir.”

				“You do appreciate that there is risk in what you’re doing?”

				“I know.”

				“Someone like you, there are forces hostile to our government that would be very glad to get their hands on you.”

				“I’m aware, sir.”

				“Good to know. Listen, I have to go. My wife gets back from a trip to the Mideast today.”

				“Really?”

				“Yeah. She’s got a lot on her plate, that’s for sure.”

				“Is she sorry she didn’t get to become president?”

				“I’ll tell ya, I don’t think she’s had a moment to think about it.”

				“I suppose that’s true.”

				“Anyway, carry on.”

				“Thank you, thank you, Mr. President. It’s—it’s still proper to call you that, isn’t it?”

				“Of course. You retain the title, even when you no longer hold the office.”

				“I’ll be in touch.”

				“I know you will.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Four

				“Let’s say you were staying at the Hotel Pont Royal and you wanted to get to the Louvre, how would you do that?” Thomas asked me. “Come on, this is a super-easy one.”

				“What?” I said. “What city are you talking about?”

				He sighed and looked at me sadly across the kitchen table, as though I were a child who had disappointed him by not knowing how to count to five. We looked a lot alike, Thomas and I. Both around five-eleven, thinning black hair, but Thomas had a few pounds on me. I was the slender Vince Vaughn from Swingers, Thomas the meatier Vince Vaughn from The Break-Up. I was definitely healthier looking, but that had nothing do with physical build. When you hardly went outside and spent twenty-three hours a day in your bedroom—he managed to pack breakfast, lunch, and dinner in the kitchen into three twenty-minute interruptions—you developed a pasty, washed-out complexion, an almost sickly pallor. He was probably suffering from a Vitamin D deficiency. He needed a week in Bermuda. And even though he’d never been there, he could probably name me all the hotels and tell me what streets they were on.

				“I said Louvre. Doesn’t that give you some idea where I’m talking about? Louvre, Louvre, think about it.”

				“Of course,” I said. “Paris. You’re talking about Paris.”

				He nodded encouragingly, almost frenetically. He’d already finished the frozen meatloaf dinner I’d heated up in the microwave even though I wasn’t even halfway through my own and was unlikely to finish it. I’d have been happier with buttered foam core. He was sitting in the chair with his body twisted in the direction of the stairs, like he was getting ready to bolt back up there any second. “Right, so you want to get to the Louvre. Which way do you go?”

				“I have no idea, Thomas,” I said tiredly. “I know where the Louvre is. I’ve been to the Louvre. I spent six whole days there when I was twenty-seven. I lived in Paris for a month. I took an art course. But I have no idea where this hotel is you’re talking about. I didn’t stay in a hotel. I was in a hostel.”

				“The Pont Royal,” he said.

				I gave him a blank look, waiting.

				“On the Rue de Montalembert,” he said.

				“Thomas, I have no fucking idea where—”

				“It’s just off the Rue du Bac. Come on. It’s an old hotel, all gray stone, has a revolving door at the front that looks like it’s made of walnut or something like that and right beside it there’s a place that does x-rays or something, because it says mammography and radiology above the windows and above those are some apartments or something with some plants in the windows in clay pots and the building looks like it’s eight stories and on the left side there’s a very expensive-looking restaurant with a black awning thing and dark windows and it doesn’t have any tables and chairs out front like most of the cafés in Paris and—”

				All this from memory.

				“I’m really tired, Thomas. I had to go in and talk to Harry Peyton today.”

				“The Louvre is like the simplest place to get to from there. You can almost see it when you come out of the hotel.”

				“Do you not want to hear what happened at the lawyer’s?”

				He waved his hands busily in front of me. “You go across the Rue de Montalembert and then across a triangle of sidewalk, and then you’re on the Rue du Bac, and then you go right and you walk up that way and you cross the Rue de l’Université and you keep going and you cross the Rue de Verneuil—I’m not sure I’m pronouncing these right because I never took French in high school—and there’s this place on the corner that has all these really good-looking pastries in the window and bread too and then you cross the Rue de Lille but you keep on going and—”

				“Mr. Peyton said the way Dad’s will is set up, he left the house to both of us.”

				“—and if you look straight down the street you can actually see it. The Louvre, I mean. Even though it’s on the other side of the river. You keep going and then you cross the Quai Anatole France on the left, and on the right it’s the Quai Voltaire, I guess the road changes from one name to the other there and you shift a bit to the right but keep going over the bridge, which is the Pont Royal. I think pont means bridge. And when you get to the other side you’re there. See how simple that was? You didn’t have to do any twists or turns or anything. You just go out the door and turn and you’re there. Let’s do a harder one. Name a hotel in any other part of Paris and I’ll tell you how to get there. Shortest route. Although, sometimes, there’s a hundred different ways to get to the same place but it’s still about the same distance. Like New York. Well, not like New York, because the streets are all over the place in Paris and not in square blocks, but you get what I mean, right?”

				“Thomas, I need you to stop for a second,” I said patiently.

				He blinked at me a couple of times. “What is it?”

				“We need to talk about Dad.”

				“Dad’s dead,” he said, again looking at me like I was short a few IQ points. Then, with something that looked like sorrow washing briefly over his face, he glanced out the window. “I found him. By the creek.”

				“I know.”

				“Dinner was late. I kept waiting for him to knock on the door and tell me that it was time to eat, and I was getting really hungry so I came down to see what was going on. I went all over the house first. I went down into the basement, thinking maybe he was fixing the furnace or something, but he wasn’t there. The van was here so he had to be somewhere. When I couldn’t find him in the house I went outside. I looked in the barn first.”

				I’d heard all this before.

				“When I couldn’t find him there I walked around and when I got to the top of the hill I saw him with the tractor on top of him.”

				“I know, Thomas.”

				“I pushed the tractor off him. It was really hard to do but I did. But Dad didn’t get up. So I ran back up here and called 911. They came and they said he was dead.”

				“I know,” I said again. “That must have been pretty awful for you.”

				“It’s still down there.”

				The tractor. I had to bring it back up and put it away in the barn. It had been sitting out there at the bottom of the hill since the accident. I didn’t know whether it would start. For all I knew, the gas had all drained out when the machine was upside down. There was a half-full gas can in the barn if I needed it.

				“There are things that we have to get figured out,” I said. “About what to do, now that Dad’s, you know, passed away.”

				Thomas nodded, thinking. “I was wondering,” he said, “whether it would be okay to put maps on the walls in his bedroom now. I’m running out of space. Because he and Mom said I couldn’t put any on the first floor, or down the stairs, but his room is on the second floor so I was wondering what you thought about that since he’s not sleeping in there anymore. And with Mom already gone, no one’s sleeping in there.”

				That wasn’t exactly true. I’d started off sleeping in the empty bedroom next to Thomas’s, the one Mom had always kept ready for me when I came to visit, which was not that often. But last night I ended up moving down the hall into Dad’s room because I could hear all the mouse-clicking through the wall and couldn’t take it anymore. I’d gone in once to tell Thomas to shut it down but he’d ignored me, so I’d switched beds. I felt funny about it at first, slipping under the covers of my dead father’s bed, but I got over it. I was tired, and I’m not much of a sentimentalist.

				“You can’t live in this house all alone,” I said.

				“I’m not alone. You’re here.”

				“At some point I have to go back home.”

				“You are home. This is home.”

				“It’s not my home, Thomas. I live in Burlington.”

				“Burlington, Vermont. Burlington, Massachusetts. Burlington, North Carolina. Burlington, New Jersey. Burlington, Washington. Burlington, Ontario, Ca—”

				“Thomas.”

				“I didn’t know if you knew how many other Burlingtons there are. You need to be specific. You need to say Burlington, Vermont, or people won’t know where you really live.”

				“I figured you knew,” I said. “Is that what you want me to do? Every time I tell you I have to go back to Burlington, do you want me to add ‘Vermont,’ Thomas?”

				“Don’t be angry with me,” he said.

				“I’m not angry with you. But we do need to talk about some things.”

				“Okay.”

				“When I go back to my own house, I’m going to be worried about leaving you here on your own.”

				Thomas shook his head, like there was nothing to worry about. “I’ll be fine.”

				“Dad did everything around here,” I said. “He made the meals, he cleaned the house, he paid the bills, he went into town to get the groceries, he made sure the furnace was working and called the guy if there was something wrong with it. Anything else that broke, he fixed it. If the lights went off, he went down and flipped the breakers to get them back on. Do you know where the breaker panel is, Thomas?”

				“The furnace works fine,” he said.

				“You don’t have a driver’s license,” I said. “How are you going to get food into the house?”

				“I’ll have it delivered,” he said.

				“We’re out in the middle of nowhere. And who’s going to actually go to the grocery store and pick out the things you like?”

				“You know what I like,” Thomas said.

				“But I won’t be here.”

				“You can come back,” he said. “Once a week, and get my food and pay the bills and see if the furnace is okay and then you can go back to Burlington.” He paused. “Vermont.”

				“What about each day? Let’s say you’ve got some food in the house. Are you going to be okay making your own meals?”

				Thomas looked away.

				I leaned in a little closer to him, reached out, and touched his arm. “Look at me,” I said. He turned his head back reluctantly.

				“Maybe,” I said, “if you made some changes in your routine, maybe you could take on some of these responsibilities yourself.”

				“What do you mean?” he asked.

				“Well, maybe you need to manage your time better.”

				He adopted a puzzled expression. “I manage my time very well.”

				I took my hand away and placed both palms down on the table. “Tell me about that.”

				“I do. I make very good use of my time.”

				“Describe your day for me.”

				“Which day? Like, a weekday, or the weekend?” He was stalling.

				“Would you say your Monday-to-Friday routine is very different from your weekend routine?”

				He thought on that. “I suppose not.”

				“Then any day would be fine. You pick.”

				Now he eyed me with suspicion. “Are you trying to make fun of me? Are you picking on me?”

				“You said you use your time wisely, so tell me.”

				“Well,” he said, “I get up around nine o’clock, and I have a shower, and then Dad makes me breakfast around nine thirty, and then I get to work.”

				“Work,” I said. “Tell me about that.”

				“You know,” he said.

				“I just don’t think I’ve heard you call it work before. Tell me about that.”

				“I go to work after breakfast, and I take a break for lunch, and then I go back to work until it’s dinnertime, and then I do some more work before I go to bed.”

				“And that’s around, what, one, two, three in the morning?”

				He nodded.

				“Tell me about the work.”

				“Why are you doing this, Ray?”

				“I guess I’m thinking if you spent a little less time on this work, as you call it, you’d be in a better position to look after yourself. Thomas, it’s no secret you’ve got issues you’ve been dealing with for a very long time, and that they’re ongoing, and I get that. Just like Dad and Mom did. And, compared to plenty of other people who have the same thing as you, who aren’t able to shut out the voices or deal with other symptoms, you manage very well. You get up, you dress yourself, you and I can sit here and have a rational conversation about things.”

				“I know,” Thomas said, somewhat indignantly. “I’m perfectly normal.”

				“But the amount of time you spend on your . . . work stands to interfere with your ability to look after this house on your own, or live here by yourself, and if you’re not able to do that, then we’re going to have to look at some other arrangement.”

				“What do you mean, another arrangement?”

				I hesitated. “Living somewhere else. Maybe an apartment, in town. Or, and this is something I’ve only just started looking into, some sort of housing where you’d live with other people with similar issues, where there are staff who look after things you can’t look after yourself.”

				“Why do you keep saying ‘issues’? I don’t have issues, Ray. I’ve had mental problems, which are very much under control. If you had arthritis, would you want me to say you had an issue with your bones?”

				“I’m sorry. I was just . . .” I didn’t know what to say.

				“Is this place where I would live a hospital? For crazy people?”

				“I never said you were crazy, Thomas.”

				“I don’t want to live in a hospital. The food’s terrible.” He looked at my unfinished meatloaf. “Even worse than that. And I don’t think a hospital room would have an Internet connection.”

				“Nobody’s talking about a hospital. But maybe some kind of, I don’t know, a kind of supervised house. You could probably do your own cooking. I could teach you how to do that.”

				“I can’t leave,” Thomas said matter-of-factly. “All my stuff is here. My work is here.”

				“Thomas, you spend all but an hour of your waking day on the computer, wandering all over the world. Day after day, month after month. It’s not healthy.”

				“It’s only a more recent development,” he said. “A few years ago, all I had was my maps and my atlases and my globe. There was no Whirl360. It’s so much better now. I’ve been waiting my whole life for something like this.”

				“You’ve always been obsessed with maps, but—”

				“Interested. I’ve always been interested in maps. I don’t say you’re obsessed with drawing silly pictures of people. I saw that one you did, of Obama, in the white coat with the stethoscope like he was a doctor, that ran in that magazine. I thought it made him look silly.”

				“That was the point,” I said. “That was what the magazine wanted.”

				“Well, would you call that an obsession? I think it’s just your job.”

				This wasn’t supposed to be about me. “This new technology,” I continued, “this Whirl360, has not been healthy for your interest in maps. You’re wandering down the streets of cities all over the world, which I grant you can be an interesting thing to do, but Thomas, you’re not doing anything else.”

				He looked down at the floor again.

				“Are you hearing me? You don’t go out. You don’t see people. You don’t read books or magazines. You don’t even watch television. You never come down and watch a movie.”

				“There’s nothing good on,” he said. “The movies are very poor. And they have so many mistakes in them. They’ll say they’re in New York, but you can tell from the background that it’s Toronto or Vancouver or some other place.”

				“All you do is sit at the computer and click your way down street after street after street. Listen, you want to see the world? Pick a city. I’ll take you to Tokyo. I’ll take you to Mumbai. You want to see Rome? We’ll go. We’ll sit in some restaurant by the Trevi Fountain and you can order some pizza or pasta and finish it off with some gelato and it’ll be the most fun you’ve ever had. You’ll be able to see the actual city instead of some static image of it on a computer screen. You’ll be able to touch these places, feel the bricks of Notre Dame under your fingertips, smell the Temple Street Night Market in Hong Kong, listen to karaoke in Tokyo. Pick a place and I’ll take you.”

				Thomas looked blankly at me. “No, I wouldn’t want to do that. I like it here just fine. I won’t catch any diseases, or lose my luggage, or end up in a hotel with bedbugs, or get mugged or get sick in a place where I can’t speak the language. And there’s not time.”

				“What do you mean, not time?”

				“There’s not time to get every place in person. I can get it done here faster, get the work done.”

				“Thomas, what work?”

				“I can’t tell you,” he said. “I’ll have to check and see if it’s okay to tell you.”

				I let out a long sigh, ran my hand over the top of my head. I was exhausted. I decided to change the subject.

				“You remember Julie McGill? From school?”

				“Yes,” Thomas said. “What about her?”

				“She came to the funeral. She asked about you. Asked me to say hi.”

				Thomas looked at me, expectantly. “Are you going to say it?”

				“What?” Then I got it. “Hi. If you’d come to the service, she could have said it to you herself.” He didn’t react to that. His refusal to attend was still a sore point with me. “Was she in your class?”

				“No,” he said. “She was a year ahead of me, and a year behind you.” Thomas paused. “She lived at 34 Arbor Street, which is a two-story house with the door in the middle and windows on each side and three windows on the second floor and the house is painted green and there’s a chimney on the right side and the mailbox has flowers stenciled on it. She was always nice to me. Is she still pretty?”

				I nodded. “Yeah. Her hair’s still black but it’s short now.”

				“Does she still have a bod?” He asked this without a hint of lasciviousness, like he wanted to know whether she was still driving a Subaru.

				“I would say yes,” I said. “Did you guys . . . did you have a thing?”

				“A thing?” He really didn’t know.

				“Did you go out?”

				“No,” he said. I could have guessed. Thomas had never had a steady girlfriend, and had only gone on dates a handful of times that I could remember. His odd, inward nature didn’t help, but I was never all that sure he cared about girls to begin with. Back when I was hiding skin mags under the mattress, Thomas was already amassing his huge map collection.

				“But I liked her,” Thomas said. “She rescued me.”

				I cocked my head, trying to recall. “That time, with the Landry twins?”

				Thomas nodded. He’d been walking home from school when Skyler and Stan Landry, a couple of bullies with the combined IQ of a bucket of primer, had blocked his path and taunted him about how he talked to himself in class. They were starting to push him around when Julie McGill showed up.

				“What’d she do?”

				“She yelled at them to leave me alone. Stood between them and me. Called them cowards. And something else.”

				“What else?”

				“Fuckheads.”

				I nodded. “Yeah, I remember.”

				“It was kind of embarrassing, a girl standing up for you,” Thomas said. “But they’d have beat me up good if she hadn’t come by. Is there going to be any dessert?”

				“Huh? Uh, I don’t know. I think I saw the end of a container of ice cream in the freezer there.”

				“Could you bring it up to me? I’ve been down here longer than I planned and I need to get back.” He was already on his feet.

				“Yeah, sure,” I said.

				“I saw something,” Thomas said.

				“What?”

				“I saw something. On the computer. I think it would be okay for you to have a look at it. I don’t think it would violate any security clearance or anything.”

				“What is it?”

				“You should just take a look at it. It would take too long to explain.”

				“Can you give me a hint?” I asked.

				And he said again, “You should take a look at it.” He paused. “When you bring up the ice cream.”

			

		

	
		
			
				Five

				I went up to Thomas’s room five minutes later. There was a tub of vanilla in the freezer and I was just barely able to scrape out enough for one small serving, which was fine, because I didn’t have much of an appetite.

				I should have known better than to think I could reason things out with Thomas about how he spent his days. My parents had tried for years without success. I was a fool to think I could accomplish anything different. My brother was who he was. He’d always been this way and there was every reason to believe he always would.

				The signs came early. At least some of them. The fascination with maps revealed itself when he was around six. At the time, my parents thought it was pretty cool. When guests came over they’d show off Thomas the way parents of a child piano prodigy would make him play something by Brahms. “Pick a country,” Dad would say to visitors. “Any country.”

				My parents’ friends, not really sure what it was Thomas did, would finally come up with one. “Argentina,” they might say. And then Thomas, a pencil and notepad in hand, would sketch out the country. Add some dots for cities and label them. Write in the names of neighboring nations. Then he’d hand it over for perusal.

				The thing was, our visitors generally didn’t know Argentina from Arkansas, and didn’t have a clue whether the map they’d been handed was accurate, so Dad would pull an atlas off the shelf, open it to Argentina, and say, “Look at that! Will ya look at that? Can you believe it? He even got the city of Mendoza in just the right spot. Kid’s going to be a cartographer or something, I guarantee it.”

				If Thomas minded being offered up as a parlor trick, he never voiced an objection. At the time, he just seemed like a very gifted baby brother. Somewhat withdrawn, shy, but no indication that he was troubled in any serious way.

				That would come soon enough.

				My parents were proud as could be of him. Me, not so much. At least not on family vacations, when Mom would pack everyone’s bag and Dad would load them into the trunk and we’d hit the road for Atlantic City or Florida or Boston. Mom had no sense of direction and had a terrible time reading the road maps the gas stations gave out, although she was a genius at folding them back up perfectly.

				So Dad would read the map. When people today talk about the dangers of sending text messages while driving, I want to laugh. My father, had there been smartphones back then, could have tapped out Moby Dick while navigating the Buffalo bypass. He’d have Mom fold the map to a manageable size, drape it over the top of the steering wheel, and glance down every couple of seconds as we roamed across America.

				Until Thomas got to be seven.

				“I’ll read the map, Dad,” he offered.

				Dad ignored him at first, but Thomas persisted. Finally Dad figured, what the hell, let the kid think he was being useful. But Thomas wasn’t playing some game. He wasn’t pretending to navigate, the way some children, long before they know how to read, will rhyme off words when they open the pages of a book.

				Thomas only had to glance at it for a few seconds before he said something like, “Just stay on 90 for another ten miles then get off and go east on 22.”

				“Let me have a look at that,” Dad said, taking the map back and studying it over the steering wheel.

				“I’ll be damned,” he said. “The kid’s right.”

				Thomas was always right when it came to reading maps.

				I’d try to snatch them from him, figuring that, as the elder sibling, I should be the navigator. It tore me apart to see my father consulting my baby brother for assistance.

				“Raymond!” my father would shout at me. “Leave your damn brother alone and let him do his job! He knows what he’s doing.”

				I’d look at Mom, hoping for some sort of support. “You have things you’re good at, too,” she’d say to me. “But Thomas is really good at this.”

				“What am I good at?” I asked.

				She had to think. “You’re a really good drawer. Maybe you could draw some pictures of the places we visit on our trip. That would be fun.”

				How patronizing was that? We had a camera. What the hell purpose was served by my providing artistic renderings of the tourist attractions we visited? How was that supposed to help? Insulted, I reached into the case where I kept paper and pencils and safety scissors that I brought along to entertain myself on these trips and handed her an untouched sheet of black construction paper.

				“That’s the Carlsbad Caverns,” I told her. We had been there the day before. “You can frame it when we get home.”

				There was a hint of things to come, where Thomas was concerned, during a summer trip to a lodge in southern Pennsylvania, about an hour and a half southeast of Pittsburgh, when I was eleven and Thomas was nine. It was a stately old resort built on the side of a mountain; looking back, the place puts me in mind of the Overlook Hotel from the Stephen King movie The Shining, but there wasn’t blood flowing out of the elevators or a dead woman in a bathtub or some little kid pedaling a Big Wheel flat out down the hallways. There was mini-golf, and a pool, and bingo nights, and cookies and lemonade on the porch every afternoon at four. It was a fun week, but the most memorable part of the vacation was the drive home, when Dad decided to deviate from the route Thomas had prepared for him.

				Thomas had spent several days—ignoring Mom’s pleas that he come for a swim or play horseshoes—figuring out that we needed to take 99 north up through Altoona, and while we started out intending to go that way, Mom decided she wanted to go home by way of Harrisburg, just in case there was any good shopping there, and that meant going east on 76. It would take us quite a few miles out of our way.

				“You can’t do that!” Thomas said from the back seat once he got wind of this. “We have to take 99!”

				“Your mother wants to go to Harrisburg, Thomas,” Dad said. “It’s not a big deal.”

				“I spent all week planning the route!” He was starting to cry.

				“Why don’t you start plotting out a different route home from Harrisburg?” Mom suggested. “That would be fun.”

				“No! We have to go the way the map says,” Thomas insisted.

				“Listen, son, we’re just going to—”

				“No!”

				“Jesus, Ray? Get out some games or something and play with your brother. Where’s the Mad Libs book?”

				But now Thomas had undone his seat belt and gotten up on his knees on his seat, and was starting to bang his head against the window.

				Dad said, “What the f— “

				“Thomas!” Mom shouted.

				I grabbed for him but he pushed me away. He kept banging his head against the window. A small smear of blood appeared on the glass.

				Dad swung the car over onto the shoulder. Mom jumped out, nearly losing her footing on the gravel, and opened the back door. She wrapped her arms around my brother, pulling his bruised and bloodied head to her breast.

				“It’s okay,” she said. “We’re going to take 99. We’re going to go home just the way you said.”

				* * *

				I didn’t like going into Thomas’s room. Entering his domain made me uncomfortable in the same way the decorated hall did, only more so. Maps were stuck to the wall everywhere and scattered across the floor. The one set of bookshelves spilled over with various editions of atlases, old AAA TripTiks with the spiral binding (did anyone use those anymore?), large cardboard tubes with maps Thomas had ordered off the Internet, hundreds of printouts of maps he’d studied online. Satellite shots of cities I couldn’t instantly recognize.

				It was hard to find the single bed pushed up against one wall, it was so buried with paper. It was like vandals had gone on a rampage at the National Geographic headquarters. I wondered how many fire codes were being violated. Between this room and the map-plastered hall, all someone had to do was wander through with a lit candle and this place would go up in smoke in seconds.

				I seriously had to think about that.

				Thomas was seated at his computer. He had one keyboard and three flat-screen monitors arrayed in front of him, each showing a different browser. On the screens were three images of the same street—left, middle, and right-side views. At the top of each screen was the Web site address: whirl360.com.

				I had to admit, it was a pretty amazing Web site. Ten years ago I couldn’t have imagined anything like this.

				Once you were there, you basically had the world at your fingertips. You picked a spot anywhere on the globe and initially viewed the location from above, either in a traditional map form, or in satellite mode, as though you were suspended in the sky. You could zero in right down to the roof vents on the skyscrapers.

				Cool enough.

				But it got so much better.

				You could click on a specific street, and see it. Really see it. Like you were standing there, right in the middle of it. With each click of the mouse you progressed several yards ahead. When you clicked and held, you could move to the left or right, or all the way around for a 360-degree view. If something in a store window or a restaurant caught your eye, you could zoom in on it. Read the daily special—“Liver and onions $5.99”—if you wanted.

				It was the kind of site I found myself on occasionally. The year before, on a trip to Toronto, I’d visited a friend from my college days who lived just south of Queen Street in the Beach, a trendy neighborhood in the city’s east end. In his e-mail, he told me to come by the house; then we’d head to an Italian restaurant that was only a short walk away.

				I went on Whirl360, did the walk from his place up to Queen, then explored a couple of blocks in each direction. Only found two restaurants. I looked them up online, found the one billing itself as Italian, studied their online menu, and knew before I got there I was going to have the lobster ravioli.

				So I could appreciate the fascination, understand how for someone like Thomas, the arrival of this kind of technology was a dream come true. Like a Star Trek fan waking up one morning to find out he was actually living on the USS Enterprise.

				The street Thomas was currently fixated on was unknown to me. It was narrow, just enough room for one lane of traffic, with cars parallel parked down the right side. I was guessing maybe someplace in Europe.

				I set the ice cream next to the phone. Thomas had his own line up here that our parents had put in back when Internet hookup was over the phone. Thomas spent so much time on the Net that our parents were missing calls and couldn’t place any, so installing a second line meant Thomas could be on as long as he wanted. Now, with Wi-Fi in the house, Thomas didn’t have much need for the phone, and about the only calls he got were from telemarketers.

				He glanced at the ice cream and said, “No chocolate sauce?”

				“We’re out,” I said. I hadn’t actually looked. “Where’s this?”

				“Salem Street.”

				“Salem Street where?”

				“Boston. In the North End.”

				“Oh, okay, yeah, of course. I thought you were spending all your time lately in Paris.”

				“I get around,” Thomas said. I didn’t know whether he meant to be amusing, but I laughed. “You see anything weird?” he asked.

				I looked. People, their faces blurred—that seemed to be a Whirl360 protocol, to blur faces that could be seen head-on, as well as license plates—were walking along the street. There were cars. Some street signs I couldn’t make out.

				“No,” I said.

				“See this silver SUV here?” He pointed. It was visible on the right screen, a profile shot.

				“Yeah, I see it.”

				“Look what he’s done. He’s backed into this car, this blue one. You can just see where he’s hit the blue car’s headlight.”

				“Can you magnify it?” I asked.

				Thomas clicked a couple of times. The image of the SUV’s rear bumper and the blue car’s front end got bigger, but blurrier.

				“I think you might be right,” I said.

				“You can see it, right?”

				“Yeah. So just at the moment the Whirl360 people were driving around with their picture car, they got a shot of this guy backing into the blue car. Son of a gun. They caught an accident in progress, and you just found it. That it?”

				“I bet the SUV driver didn’t even know he did it,” Thomas said, spooning some ice cream into his mouth.

				“Maybe not,” I said. “I’m gonna watch some TV. Want to join me? We’ll order up a movie or something. Something with authentic locations that won’t annoy you.”

				“We need to report this,” Thomas said. “The owner of the blue car needs to know who did this.”

				“Thomas, honestly. First of all, they blur all the license plates, so there’s no way you could ever find out who owns the SUV, or the blue car. And second, this picture, this image of this street, has probably been up here for months, even a couple of years. I mean, you’re talking about some minor damage that happened God knows how long ago. The blue car’s owner got that fixed a year back, for all we know. He might not even own that car anymore. This is not some live stream, you know. These are snapshots in time.”

				Thomas didn’t say anything.

				“What?” I said. “Talk to me.”

				“It’s not right to stand by and do nothing,” he said.

				“We’re not—Jesus, it’s not like you just saw the SUV run some guy down. This is exactly what I’m talking about, Thomas. You’re spending too much time up here. You need to get out. Come down and watch a movie. Dad got this great TV. Wide screen, HD. It’s going to waste down there.”

				“You go,” he said. “I’ll be down in a little while. You pick a movie and we’ll watch it.”

				I went downstairs and turned on the television, then hit the right buttons on the collection of remotes so I could connect to a movie service.

				I came across a film, only a couple of years old, made in New Zealand, called The Map Reader.

				“Son of a bitch,” I said. “Hey, Thomas! There’s a movie here you’ll love. About a kid who loves maps!”

				“Sure thing,” he said. “I’ll be down in a minute.”

				He didn’t come down. After waiting fifteen minutes, I turned off the TV without watching anything, went into the kitchen, and drank Dad’s very last beer.

			

		

	
		
			
				Six

				Nine months earlier, Allison Fitch lifts her head an inch off the pillow on her pullout couch and looks at the digital clock readout on the DVD player on the other side of the small living room. Nearly noon. She tries to remember to close the blinds when she gets home from a late shift so the sun won’t wake her in the morning, but unless you tape black paper to the entire window, or got some of those heavy curtains that block out everything, you really can’t keep the rays out.

				God, it’s a sunny day out there today. She pulls the covers up over her head.

				She’s pretty sure she’s alone right now in the apartment she shares with Courtney Walmers, who has the bedroom. Unless you found some place that was rent-controlled, there was no way you could live in this city by yourself, certainly not on what a waitress made. Courtney has an office job, down on Wall Street, so she’s out of the apartment by eight. Allison usually starts her shift around five. Sometimes, if Courtney’s able to sneak home from work early, they’ll actually see each other for five minutes.

				Allison hopes this isn’t one of those days. Seeing Courtney is not something she looks forward to. She knows Courtney wants to have a talk with her—a real, serious talk—and it is a conversation Allison does not want to have. Because she knows exactly what it’s about.

				Money.

				It’s always about money. At least, that’s all Courtney has wanted to talk about for the last couple of months. Ever since Allison hasn’t been meeting her share of the rent, and other expenses, like the cable and Internet. Courtney is threatening to cancel the service altogether, although Allison is sure she’d never follow through. Courtney lives on Facebook when she’s home. When she’s at work, too, from what Allison gathers. Why that trading company hasn’t fired her ass, Allison has no idea. At least when she goes to the bar, she works. She works her ass right off, that’s what she does, waiting tables, dealing with asshole customers, taking abuse from the kitchen who can’t get a single fucking order straight to save their lives.

				Oh, she earns her money, Allison does. She just doesn’t have enough of it. She’s paid only half her share of the rent the last three months. Hasn’t replaced anything in the fridge. Tells Courtney she’ll pay her back when she can.

				Courtney is all, Yeah, well, I’ll believe it when I see it.

				The bitch.

				She makes way more money than Allison, and for what? Sitting on her butt in a nice cushy chair in front of a computer all day, doing trades, making money for other people. Allison doesn’t even understand half of what it is her roommate does.

				Things really escalated after Allison’s call home a couple of months ago. Allison, talking to her mom back in Dayton, telling her the Big Apple wasn’t quite everything she’d hoped it would be.

				“Oh, sweetheart, you should come home,” her mother said.

				“Mom, I’m not coming back.”

				“Well, they need people at Target. There was a thing in the paper that they’re hiring.”

				“I’m not coming back to Dayton to work in Target,” Allison said.

				“Have you met anyone?”

				“Mom.”

				“I figured, you working in a restaurant, there’d be lots of opportunities to meet some young man.”

				“Please, Mom.” Why does she always come around to this? Why the hell does her Mom think she left Dayton in the first place? To get away from questions like this, that’s why.

				“You can’t blame me for hoping my little girl will find a guy who’ll make her happy. Your father and I were very happy, you know. We had a good life together. You’re thirty-one, you know. You’re not getting any younger.”

				She needed to throw her mother a bone. “I have met someone,” Allison said. It helped that it was actually true. It’s always easier to spin out a story when there’s a grain of truth in it, especially when it’s a story for her mother. She has met someone, and they’ve spent some time together. Some pretty hot times. The whole thing started with a single glance.

				Sometimes two people looked at each other and they just knew.

				Allison sensed her mother brightening on the other end of the line. “Who?” she asked excitedly. “Tell me all about him.”

				“It’s too early,” Allison said. “I’m just going to see how it plays out. If this is the one, I’ll let you know. Okay? No third degree. Right now, I’ve got more serious things to worry about.” Setting the hook.

				“Like what?”

				“Well, the customers, they’re just not tipping the way they used to. And business is down. People are eating and drinking at home. And there was the whole thing with the chipped tooth.”

				“Chipped tooth? What are you talking about?”

				“Didn’t I tell you about that?” Of course she hadn’t. She’d only just thought of it now. There was no chipped tooth.

				“You never said a word. When did you chip your tooth? How’d that happen?”

				“Okay, so, there’s this girl I work with, her name is Elaine? And she’s a total idiot. She’s coming through the crowd with a full tray of drinks, right? And she’s weaving in between these banker shitheads who—”

				“Ally.”

				“Sorry. These banker numbnuts, and she raises her tray up just as I’m coming from the other direction, and the edge of it smacks right into my mouth and the drinks go all over the place and when I go into the ladies room to look in the mirror I’ve got this little chip in my front tooth.”

				“Oh my God,” Allison’s mother said. “That’s just awful.”

				“It wasn’t huge, but every time I ran my tongue over it, it was like this sharp point, you know? So, anyway, I went to this dentist up on Madison and he fixed it and I swear, if you looked at it with a magnifying glass you’d never be able to tell.”

				Of that, Allison was certain.

				“That must have cost you a fortune,” her mother said.

				“Yeah, well, it’s not like the waitstaff have a dental plan,” she said, and laughed. “But don’t worry about it, I’ll manage somehow. Courtney’ll understand, you know, if she has to wait a while for my share.”

				“Oh, honey, you can’t do that to your roommate. That’s just not fair. I’m getting out my checkbook right now.”

				She put a thousand dollars in the mail that day.

				When the check arrived Allison immediately deposited it in her checking, bringing the balance to $1,421.87. Not enough to pay Courtney back everything Allison owed her, but at least she could make a start at it. But the longer Allison looked at the balance on her ATM slip, the less certain she was that she wanted to give any of that money to Courtney.

				That “someone” she had mentioned to her mother was going to the Bahamas in two weeks, and had invited Allison to come along. Nothing had been said about paying her way, however, so Allison had said sorry, can’t afford it.

				All that had changed with the money to fix her chipped tooth.

				So she booked a week in the Bahamas.

				That’s when the shit really hit the fan.

				Courtney said, when she saw Allison packing her bags before grabbing a cab to JFK, “Are you kidding me? Tell me you’re fucking kidding me. You’re into me for more than two grand and somehow you’ve got enough for a vacation? You want to explain that to me?”

				“It’s not my money,” Allison said. “My mom gave me the money for it.”

				Courtney said, “Excuse me?”

				“I haven’t saved up enough money from my job to pay you back yet. That’s what I’m going to pay you with. This money, from my mom, for my vacation, is totally separate.” It made perfect sense to Allison. Courtney could be so thick sometimes. Hard to believe she worked in the financial industry. You’d think she could get her head around it.

				“I don’t believe you,” Courtney said. “I don’t fucking believe you.”

				“Look, I really need this trip,” Allison said. “How many places you been to in the last three years? Huh? Munich, for one. And then you went on that trip to Mexico. And what about London? You were there like five months ago. In all that time, where have I been?”

				“What do my trips have to do with anything?”

				“It’s not fair that you’re always getting to go someplace and I’m not. I can’t believe how mean you are sometimes. I’ve gotta go. My flight leaves in like three hours.”

				Courtney must have sent her at least a hundred texts and emails while she was in the Bahamas. Ranting about what a selfish, self-centered, self-consumed bitch Allison was. It nearly ruined her holiday, her phone chirping and dinging all the time.

				But it was still worth it.

				When Allison returned, Courtney said she was going to kick her out, but Allison said she’d have to think twice about that, because both their names were on the lease. Allison put on a huge song and dance that she really, really, really was going to pay her back, that she was going to ask her mother for some money, that she was sure she could come up with a pretty good story, one that would touch her mother’s heart, and there’d be a check in the mail within the week.

				That was a week ago. There isn’t likely to be a check in the mail today. She hasn’t called her mother yet and asked her for money. Allison thinks it’s too soon after the tooth story. She figures, if she can come up with an equally compelling tale, she’ll try it on her mother in another week or so.

				Maybe a bedbug story. Everyone’s shitting their pants about bedbugs. She’ll tell her mother she has them in her building, that she and Courtney must move to a hotel for a week while the pest control people come in and spray and kill the little bastards. And they’re telling Allison, you have to throw out all your clothes, the bugs may be hiding in them, go buy yourself some new duds.

				Allison’s mother has already been e-mailing her every news item she comes across about bedbugs. This story will play very nicely into her fears.

				Her mother will send money. Allison is sure of it. She just has to keep herself from spending it on something else before she gives it to Courtney.

				Allison’s cell, sitting on the coffee table, rings.

				She comes up from under the covers, guesses it will be Courtney, and damned if it isn’t. She wants to ignore it, but Courtney will just keep trying her, so she reaches over to the table, grabs the phone, and puts it to her ear.

				“Yeah,” she says.

				“It’s been a week,” Courtney says. “Did the money come from your mother?”

				“Not yet. I mean, I haven’t gone down to check the mail, but I don’t think it’s going to be here.”

				“Why would that be, Allison?”

				“Okay, look, I haven’t called her yet. I was trying to think of a good story for her, and I’ve finally got one, so I’m going to call her today. So, like, in three or four days, the money should be here.”

				“Honest to God, you are such a piece of work.”

				“I really mean it,” she says. “I’m going to pay you everything I owe you.”

				“I don’t care whether you’re on the lease. If you don’t pay your share you’re going to come home and find all your shit in the hall. I swear to God. I’m already looking around for another roommate.”

				“Jesus, what the hell kind of friend are you?”

				“What kind of friend am I? What would you do if you were me?”

				“Okay, look, if I haven’t paid you by this time next week, you won’t have to kick me out. I’ll leave, and you can bring someone else in here.”

				“A week,” Courtney says skeptically.

				“I swear. Cross my heart and all that shit.”

				“I’m an idiot, a total fucking idiot,” Courtney says and hangs up.

				There’s no sense trying to go back to sleep now. Allison sits up in bed, reaches for the remote on the coffee table, and clicks on the television. As NY1 comes on with the latest news roundup, she grabs her phone again to see whether she has any emails or Facebook messages.

				She’ll definitely call her mother this afternoon. First, though, she’ll go online and read up on bedbugs so she has plenty of convincing details to work into her story. She thinks, in a way, her mother may even know she’s being taken advantage of, but it’s not nearly as unsettling as those times in the past when Allison disappeared. Just took off for a few months. At least, when Allison hits her up for money, her mother knows where she is.

				Allison glances from the phone to the TV and back again. Hears something about showers in the afternoon, clearing by evening.

				She opens Safari on her phone and does a search for “bedbugs.” Holy shit, only about a million stories. She narrows the search by adding the words “New York” and just about as many results come back.

				Glances back at the TV. Someone has jumped onto the subway tracks on the 6th Avenue line. Back to her phone. Thinks, maybe get the name of an actual bug-killing company that the landlord’s hiring, give the story that extra ring of authenticity.

				Looks back up at the TV. Is about to look away when she thinks she catches a glimpse of a face she recognizes.

				WTF?

				Her mouth drops open in stunned silence as a reporter standing on the sidewalk outside some downtown office building says, “Expected to be a formidable challenger to the incumbent governor, Morris Sawchuck, seen here with his wife, Bridget, is perceived as being much stronger on law and order issues, and has made no secret that he would like to see a return to more traditional values—it’s a major plank in his campaign platform—although he has not said exactly how he could go about restoring them if he’s elected governor. He’s said to have some very powerful people working behind the scenes for him, including the former vice president of the United States. Back to you—”

				She turns off the set and stares into space for a moment, trying to take it all in. She still has the image in her head, of the couple getting out of the back of a town car, waving to supporters, going into a building to give a speech or something.

				“Sawchuck?” Allison whispers. “The guy’s a goddamn politician?”

				She puts both hands on her head, runs her fingers out through her shoulder-length black hair, and lets out a very long breath.

				“Fuck me,” she says to herself.

				Allison is glad she hasn’t already called her mother, because there may be another solution to her cash flow problem.
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				Trust Your Eyes

				“Trust Your Eyes is the best Barclay so far, a tale Hitchcock would have loved. . . . The book is riveting, frequently scary, occasionally funny, and surprisingly, wonderfully tender. . . . Great entertainment from a suspense master.”

				 

				—Stephen King

				“No one can thrill you and chill you better than Linwood Barclay. Trust me when I say you won’t want to miss Trust Your Eyes.”

				 

				—Tess Gerritsen, New York Times bestselling author of Last to Die

				“One of the best thrillers of the year! . . . where nothing and no one is all that they seem.”

				 

				—New York Times bestselling author Lisa Gardner

				“Trust Your Eyes updates the voyeuristic hook of Rear Window for the Internet age, when the window of our computer screens might look out anywhere in the world. An up-to-the-moment thrill ride, I couldn’t turn the pages fast enough. Highly recommended.”

				 

				—William Landay, New York Times bestselling author of Defending Jacob

				“Trust Your Eyes is dazzling. Barclay brings a classic Hitchcock premise into the twenty-first century with the power of an artist at the top of his game. No clue is wasted, the action never lags, and Barclay juggles apparently unrelated story lines with the confidence of a master, bringing it all together for a heart-stopping climax. This book deserves to catapult him to the top of every bestseller list.”

				 

				—Joseph Finder, New York Times bestselling author of Buried Secrets

				“Linwood Barclay’s best book to date. Almost impossible to put down.”

				 

				—Joy Fielding, New York Times bestselling author of Now You See Her
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