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			Chapter One

			Meritville, New York

			1959

			NOW

			I opened my eyes when I heard footsteps at the front door. A man’s footsteps. Heavy, slow at first, then slightly hurried.

			I did not move. I was curled on the kitchen floor, my knees up, my shoulder aching, my cheek to the vinyl. Light came blue-gray through the high window above the sink. I was wearing a cotton slip and nothing else. My head pounded. My eyes were dry. I kept my fingers curled over the handle of the knife that rested on the floor.

			He came through the front door and moved down the hall. I heard him enter the sitting room, pause, then move out again. Looking for me, though he didn’t call out. He paused at the bottom of the steps, and I could practically hear him wonder to himself if he should ascend. If he’d find me in bed, tucked in, happily asleep. That would be an awkward moment, but it would be navigable, familiar, easy to understand. A moment that could happen between any man and woman on any sort of day.

			He thought it over, then he turned away from the staircase, and I closed my eyes. How did he know?

			It didn’t take him long—the house wasn’t very big. He checked the bathroom, looked out the back window in the sitting room, and then came into the kitchen, his steps coming toward me as inexorably as clockwork. I opened my eyes again and curled my knees higher, my hand gripping the knife a little more tightly. My head was pounding so hard my vision tried to blur.

			He paused at the kitchen doorway, undoubtedly taking me in. His feet came into my line of vision, then his lower legs. He wore casual trousers today, dark gray, and his shoes were immaculate. Of course they were.

			He hitched his trousers—that unconscious, uniquely male gesture—and dropped to a crouch. My temple gave a sickening throb. I was a picture, I was sure of it, but I couldn’t summon the will to care. I took a cold breath and tilted my head to look up at him, keeping my hand on the knife.

			He had draped his forearms over his knees, his wrists dangling. He wore a white shirt unbuttoned at the throat, a jacket, and no tie—he wasn’t in his usual full suit, the armor of a police detective. He was hatless. His hair was tidy and combed back, his dark brown eyes fixed on me. He had shaved this morning. When he’d walked out my door yesterday, I’d thought it would be the last time I would see him. I’d assumed. The clock on the wall behind his shoulder said it was six o’clock in the morning.

			He watched me, and I listened to him breathe. He didn’t look at me pruriently, didn’t let his eyes travel my body through the slip. He looked only at my face. Then he reached down, as casual as you please, and put a fingertip to the flat of the knife blade against the floor. With no effort at all, he slid the knife from my hand and further away on the vinyl.

			“Care to explain?” he asked.

			I stared at him. I’d been here so long, so many hours, that I no longer knew how to move. My body simply couldn’t. “There was something in the cellar,” I said, my voice rusty. “Last night. Something dead. It tried to come up through the door.”

			There was not a flicker of surprise on his face, and he moved not a single dark eyelash in condemnation. And that was when I knew that Detective Ian Challis actually believed me.

			The clock ticked behind him on the wall.

			“All right, Ginette,” he said. “Why don’t you start from the beginning?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			THEN

			People have always said there’s something wrong with me. Mother said it, because only women of A Certain Kind became actresses. Some of my directors dubbed me Mad Gin, but theater directors are notoriously mad themselves. Henry believed it, those last days as we fought and fought. What in the hell is wrong with you? Why can’t you just be a normal woman?

			After that, the doctors. Nerves. Breakdown. Unstable. That meant pills, and injections, and a quiet room, and more pills. They watched Mad Gin, and they made notes about her, and they asked about her father over and over again—I felt like making up answers, but I knew they’d find me out—and eventually they let me go. You need peace and quiet, they warned me. No excitement. And no, you cannot take any roles.

			No excitement, indeed.

			I couldn’t live in the city when I got out, but I couldn’t bear to go too far. Emily Cavens, who’d been my roommate with two other girls in a wild apartment in Hell’s Kitchen, came to visit me near the end of my hospital stay. One of the only people from my old life to visit me at all, and only because she was on her way to Connecticut, where she’d met a man who would marry her and take her out of the acting life. He’s nice, she’d said. He offered. I have to. I didn’t blame her. A girl has to do what a girl has to do.

			But I told her I was getting out, and I needed somewhere to stay. Her brother had a friend who’d heard of a place in Meritville, just a three-hour train ride from the city, for rent. A quiet little town. Sure, she would set it up for me on her way out of the state. She’d write me the address when it was done. And here I was, on 19 Howard Avenue, to rest and recover.

			It was what they call a nice place. Cozy, the rooms as solid and snug as cupped palms, with deep sofas and a big, old-fashioned radio cabinet and a pretty—if uninteresting—painting of horses racing on the wall. There was a grandfather clock, and the kitchen had a framed embroidery that said mother’s kitchen is god’s kitchen. The dark blue curtains on the kitchen window fluttered like clouds passing when you left the window open and gave the room a sleepy hue.

			It was nothing like my jangling New York apartment, where from one direction or another you could always hear shouts, laughter, the rumble of traffic, and every window wafted the distinct scent of eau de trash. But for all the sleepy suburban-ness of 19 Howard Avenue, Meritville, New York, I wasn’t fooled. The place had a feel that wasn’t lived-in; the bed linens were impersonal, and someone had bought that awful embroidery from a flea market. I knew a rented place when I saw one, and no one had stayed long enough at 19 Howard Avenue to frame their own photographs or sew their own insufferable embroidery. It didn’t cross my mind to wonder why.

			You’d think a woman like me, Ginette Cox, late of off Broadway, would go wild with boredom in a place like this. But the doctors had been very strict. I was to have no overstimulation of any kind. No cigarettes, no alcohol. Social visits were to be kept to a minimum, and definitely no parties. I could go to the movies if the picture wasn’t a prurient one—that left out Rock Hudson, curse it—and I was to avoid television altogether. I was allowed books, and I’d brought a stack of them from New York. The doctors hadn’t said anything about the radio. I’d quickly discovered that the ancient radio cabinet actually worked, and I was able to pick up some current rock ’n’ roll or old Artie Shaw when I wanted.

			But my best entertainment was the neighbors. The back of the house, where the sitting room was, looked out over a small patch of green bisected by a walking path. On the other side of the walking path were row houses, connected like the segments of a centipede, the neighbors side by side. The fronts of the houses faced onto the unknown street beyond, and from my window I could see their back gardens, some of them split by trellises or small fences, but none fenced from behind. If I pulled up one of the sofas in front of the window just so, I could see the entire row of back gardens like a panorama in a museum.

			I spent a lot of time on that sofa, watching the neighbors, curled up with a blanket over my legs, too tired to move. I wasn’t sleeping well. You’d think in a place as quiet as this I’d sleep like a rock, but every night I woke at least once, struggling up from slumber, my dim brain certain that someone was watching me in the dark. I’d never been one for nightmares, even in the hospital, even during my darkest days. Insomnia, yes. But this wasn’t insomnia; this was deep, muffled slumber, interrupted by panic. It left me exhausted and depleted, so instead of reading or exercising or listening to the radio, I often just sat, watching the street.

			In the furthest left house was a little girl, about three or four, who played in the back garden with her child-sized toy baby carriage. She had pretty dark hair and a navy blue dress, and in my mind I named her Trixie. Trixie lived with her mother, who I rarely saw, and I never saw a father at all. Some days Trixie was out in the back garden, walking her baby carriage back and forth and singing to it quietly, and other days the house was silent and dark.

			The next house featured a middle-aged man—I named him Mr. Elias—who lived alone. In the mornings he read his newspaper in the back garden, and after lunch he moved upstairs, where I could see him sitting at a desk, clacking at a typewriter, which he did all afternoon. At five o’clock he stopped typing long enough to make himself a sandwich, which he ate while typing again, pecking the keys one-handed. He always went to bed by eight thirty.

			The next house from that was a couple I named the Lowells. They were young. Mr. Lowell was just home from the navy, which I knew from the tattoo on his arm and the uniform I’d once seen him wear. Mrs. Lowell was slender, quiet, her mousy hair tied back as she went about the housework. Her husband obviously worked, since he was gone every day, leaving her sometimes cleaning, sometimes sitting with her chin in her hand, listening to the radio. On Saturday he sat in the back garden with a cigarette and a newspaper, watching her as she hung the laundry on the line and swatting her bottom every time she passed him. Whenever he did that, she blushed so hard I could see it from my window.

			Those were the houses I could see the clearest. Next to the Lowells was a house I couldn’t see into that contained entirely too many children, the number of which seemed to fluctuate from day to day. There were two boys and a girl, all of about the same age—ten or thereabouts—who ran around the neighborhood like wild animals, screaming and wrestling up and down the greenery and the path, with no adult in sight. Whether they were siblings, twins, cousins, or some other combination was never clear. Occasionally, they were joined by an exceptionally brave six-year-old girl or a twelve-year-old boy who looked painfully nonchalant and nearly ready to shave.

			The children grated on me at first. I have never been the maternal type, part of what is wrong with me. I worried the children would terrorize Trixie, but they never paid her any mind, and before long I was enjoying even the sight of their dirt-smeared faces, the sound of their unintelligible shrieks. There was a fort somewhere in the park to my left—I heard them shouting about it—and the game most days seemed to be to run back and forth between the fort and the house, negotiating some complex system of who was the king of what. Since I could not tell any of the children apart enough to name them, and there was no point, I simply called them the Intrepids.

			A peaceful life. A bucolic street, happy families, people going about their business. I had suburban America before me like the set of one of my own plays. (I would certainly play the home-wrecker in this script—home-wreckers were my particular genius. Mr. Lowell would become painfully obsessed with me, and someone would end up dead.) It wasn’t a landscape I had ever seen, except in movies or plays, and it fascinated me.

			It was also the landscape of my own madness.

			Let me tell you why.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			NOW

			“Tell me again,” Detective Ian Challis said, “about the fact that you can’t leave the house.”

			We were in the sitting room, and I was on the sofa. After finding me on the kitchen floor, he’d sent me to the bathroom to change and dress—I refused to go upstairs, where I never went anymore—while he investigated the cellar door. He’d come back grim-faced and silent.

			I pulled the blanket over my legs and watched the window from the corner of my eye, unable to help it. The row of houses was silent at this early hour of the morning, though one of Mr. Elias’s lights was on. “I can’t leave the house,” I said. “I told you last time. You didn’t believe me, and neither did your partner.”

			“It just seemed strange,” he said. He was on the chair next to the sofa, looking ridiculously tall and masculine on the flowered upholstery. Detective Challis had long legs, and long arms, and big hands, and a strangely vital air about him. He was perhaps five years older than me, maybe more. He wouldn’t be cast as a leading man—too tall. He’d be a priest, or a doorman, utterly wasted on a throwaway part. Criminal, really. He said, “You can’t blame us for being skeptical. After all, you’re not locked in. You can just get up and walk out the door.”

			I pulled my gaze from Mr. Elias’s lit window and stared at him. “You found me on the floor this morning, holding a knife,” I said. “If I could walk out the door, don’t you think I’d have done it by now?”

			He idly scratched his chin. He didn’t wear a wedding ring, something I’d noticed in the first minute I’d seen him. “I consulted a doctor about you,” he said. “He told me it’s a documented type of disorder. A phobia.” He glanced down at the notebook on his lap. “Agoraphobia, he called it.”

			I watched him calmly. “Lucky me.”

			He looked up at me again. “The thing is, you came in to the house. You were fine then. And before you lived here, you lived in New York City, and in a hospital. Your doctors there told me you showed no symptoms of this phobia when you left.”

			I blinked my burning eyes. He’d talked to my doctors. The humiliation stung. “I don’t know what to say. I can’t go out there. I can’t even think about it. I think we can all agree that the mechanics in my head are faulty. The propellers are intermittent, and there’s a leak in one of the fuel lines.”

			“But they aren’t always faulty,” he said. “I’ve seen it for myself. You’re a very smart woman, Ginette. There are times the propellers and the fuel lines are in perfect shape.”

			“What are you saying?”

			“I’m saying that agoraphobia or not, I think something happened to make you this way. Something happened in this house.”

			I watched him and said nothing. I had nothing to say.

			“How long have you been staying here?” he asked.

			“A thousand years,” I answered.

			“According to your landlady, it’s been just under three weeks. Nineteen days, to be exact.”

			“If you already knew, then why did you ask me?” I was irritable, because I honestly didn’t know how long it had been. I had kept track of the days at first, but not anymore. Also, he was trying to prove I was crazy, which was not in dispute.

			The detective ignored my churlish question. “Tell me,” he said, “what happens when you try to go outside.”

			My stomach turned to sour milk even as he said the words, and I felt a queasy pressure in my temples. “Is analyzing me part of your police work?”

			“In this case, it would seem so.”

			“You’re terrible at it. Too intimidating.”

			“Humor me.”

			“Fine,” I said. “I can’t go out there. I can’t go out the door.”

			He nodded. “Why not?”

			I turned and looked out the window again. Mr. Elias had emerged to read his newspaper in his back garden, the first person awake on the row this morning. The Intrepids were still in their beds, the Lowells perhaps busy making their first baby, and Trixie was still asleep, dreaming of the dolly in her baby carriage.

			“Does that look like a set to you?” I asked Detective Challis, indicating the sweep of the houses out the window.

			“A set?”

			“Yes. Please tell me you’ve been to a play in your life, or I’ll lose all respect for you.”

			“I’ve been to a play,” he said solemnly.

			“Then tell me, do you see a set when you look out this window?”

			He was quiet for a long minute. “Let’s not talk about what I see or don’t see.”

			“It seems so real when I sit here,” I said. “But I don’t know, do I? It could be a play, all of it. When I think of going out there, I think that maybe none of it is real, except me. And then I think that perhaps all of it is real, except me, and that’s much worse. Do you ever wonder that?”

			“That’s an easy way to go crazy,” he said.

			“So you’re starting to understand. And yes, something happened. I’m not going to tell you about it. I don’t think I can.”

			“There were scratches on the inside of the basement door,” he said. “Deep ones, but there’s no one down there. If you made the scratches, you could have used a screwdriver, or that knife I found in your hand. But I’ve discovered a few things that lead me to think you didn’t fake them at all.”

			I took a breath. My hand was shaking. I wanted a cigarette so badly I would have killed for it. “Tell me,” I said.

			“I will. But first, I want to understand something. If the agoraphobia isn’t faked, and the scratches aren’t faked—Ginette, that means you’re trapped in this house. With whatever it is that made those marks.”

			I blinked my sandpaper eyes again and stared at Mr. Elias, smoking a cigarette in the garden.

			“Twelve hours until nightfall,” I said.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			THEN

			I thought I would be fine at first, but 19 Howard Avenue was too silent, too strange, the nights too awful. I was desperate. A week after moving in, I called my mother. Then I remembered what a fool I was.

			“Tell me you’re behaving,” Mother said. “For God’s sake, Ginette, please.”

			I sat on the sofa and watched the Intrepids run by. There were five of them today, one of them a girl I didn’t recognize with an unfortunate short haircut that must have been done by her mother. “I’m living like a nun,” I told her. “I can’t even have cigarettes.”

			“Well, thank God,” Mother said. “Cigarettes and alcohol. It’s unseemly for a girl your age.”

			I lifted my eyes to the ceiling. My father had smoked for thirty years, my mother dutifully buying his cigarettes at the store every Monday. “Daddy smokes,” I couldn’t help saying.

			“For goodness’ sake, Ginette, he’s a man. When I was your age, no woman did such a thing.”

			“Yes, they did.”

			“Well, no woman of quality. Not me. Do you think your father would have married a girl with no class? Think about it.”

			“I played a woman of quality once,” I said to Mother. “The play was called Love on Fifth Avenue. My character had married for money, but she met a hobo. It ended when her husband committed suicide by jumping from their penthouse apartment balcony, and she left to ride the rails with her lover, pregnant—”

			“Ginette!”

			“Sorry, Mother.” For all its sordid melodrama, it had actually been a good play. They’d had Neil Basinger play the hobo, and heavens, he was the best-looking man I’d ever seen, even if there were rumors he liked other men. Maybe he did, but he sure as hell knew how to do a romantic scene with a woman, and he’d always smelled pleasantly of manly peppermint. We’d gone down to Tenth Avenue one day after rehearsals and gotten so blind drunk the only thing I could remember was that I’d laughed until my stomach hurt. New York wasn’t always bad.

			“Your sister is going to have another baby,” Mother was saying. “I’m going over there in an hour, and I’m bringing a casserole and a salad. She needs her nutrition. Heaven knows your sister can’t cook.”

			She didn’t see me make a face. Mother’s casseroles always featured mayonnaise, and her salads were made with aspic. I was dubious of the nutritional value of either. “Poor Mother,” I said. “Two daughters, both hopeless in the kitchen.”

			“I tried,” Mother mourned. “I tried so hard. I wouldn’t be surprised if Georgie’s husband is straying, baby and all. You can keep a man if you can cook. I proved that with your father.”

			Daddy would dutifully eat aspic until he keeled over. She politely did not mention that I had no man at all, except when I’d lived those few months in sin with Henry. Poor Mother had never recovered from the shame. In her mind, my breakdown put paid to my sinful ways, an easy balance that finally made the world right again. I wished I could see things so clearly. Perhaps then I wouldn’t be crazy.

			“Just eat something,” Mother said at the end of the call. “Get some rest. Fatten up—you’re too thin. Forget all of that acting business. You can turn things around now, Ginette. Find a nice man and lead a normal life. Don’t go back to New York. You’re twenty-nine—not too old to have children.”

			Bitterness rose in my throat. “You’re right. Best do it before thirty, when everything dries up like old leaves.”

			“Ginette. Why can’t you be more like Mrs. Perry’s daughter? Two children, and she doesn’t even work. I’ve never known what to do with you, ever since you were a girl. I can’t hold my head up in the neighborhood some days.”

			“I know, Mother,” I said, my voice choking. “I know.”

			“And what was all of it for?” She was really fretting now. “Money? What woman needs money when she isn’t happy? Your father and I would have provided for you until you got married, like we did with Georgie. Thank goodness the local newspapers never picked anything up.”

			There was nothing for a paper to pick up—just an off-Broadway actress cracking apart one too many times. It probably happened every day in New York. I hung up with tears streaming down my face and silent sobs in my throat. I had no control of my emotions anymore. I was starting to think that this tearstained monster—this woman of rages, of sobs, of hysterical laughter—was the real me, and that the woman I’d been for my first twenty-nine years was the fake, the imitation.

			I wept until I realized I was hungry. Damn Mother and her talk of casseroles. I mopped my face as the Intrepids ran by in the other direction and Mrs. Lowell stepped outside with a watering can to sprinkle her garden. I grabbed the blanket I used to cover my legs and closed my eyes, scrubbing the tears away with the blanket. When I opened my eyes Trixie was in her yard, rocking her little carriage. I hadn’t even seen her come outside.

			That gave me a spiral of fear down the back of my neck. How long had my eyes been closed? It had felt like only seconds, but maybe I was wrong. Maybe I’d sat here for minutes with the blanket over my eyes; maybe it had been hours. I didn’t know. I took a shaky breath. The modest amount of food that had stocked the cupboards of 19 Howard Avenue was gone; I needed to shop. I stood up.

			I changed into a proper dress, navy with a white belt and matching white shoes. I used the toilet and cleaned my face and took my time making myself up—not too much (the local home-wrecker) and not too little (the local mental patient, wasting away). I did my hair and straightened my shoulders and picked up my handbag, checking myself in the bathroom mirror. Yes. This was the role of a normal woman going to shop for food in upstate New York, casual as you please. Perfect.

			I checked the money in my handbag. I had no car—no New Yorker has ever had a car, thank you very much—but I knew the shops were only a few blocks away. I ignored the chilled sweat that was gathering on my spine and the distinctly unpleasant feeling low in my empty stomach and made myself plan like a general. Out the door, turn left. Two blocks, then a right turn for three more blocks. I’d seen a grocer’s on the way in, a pharmacist’s, a post office. Meritville was a town like a hundred others, a thousand others perhaps. I would do it. I would go shopping.

			The feeling got worse as I walked into the front hallway. Dizziness hit, making me wobble and prop a hand against the wall as I put one foot in front of the other, my eyes on the door. This was stupid. It was just a door. I had come in this door just a few days ago; I could go out of it. I made myself take another step, and another.

			I stumbled again. I was sweating; I had the strange, humiliating feeling like I was about to wet myself. My scalp prickled and I felt damp on my temples. The door was of thick wood with two frosted glass panes at eye level, evenly placed, and it struck me that those two glass panes looked like square, impassive eyes. As if the door watched me suffer and writhe without a blink of emotion.

			My stomach wrenching, I made it as far as the knob. I put my hand on it—and something screamed.

			What was it? An animal, a woman, a child? Its high-pitched agony was inside my head, and my hand slipped sweatily off the doorknob as I fell to my knees. I had mashed my fingers against my closed lips before I realized the screaming wasn’t me.

			But it went on until I whimpered a sob, and when it tapered off a voice whispered in my ear, a hiss deep with passion and panic and bloody rage:

			Shut up shut up shut up shut up shut up shut up shut up—

			I clasped my hands to my ears and felt my eyes water, melting my mascara. I leaned forward and threw up onto the tile in front of me, nothing but air and a little bit of water from my empty stomach.

			Shut up shut up shut up shut up shut up—

			Again and again my stomach heaved, a fist squeezing its emptiness. I finally had the presence of mind to back away from the door, moving awkwardly on my knees as I gasped for breath and tried to stop retching. As I inched away the sounds receded and my stomach slowly settled. But my legs wouldn’t work, so I crawled—literally crawled—out of the front hall and into the kitchen, my pretty blue dress smearing dirt from the floor, my white shoes propelling me with abject slowness. My hair was hanging wetly in my face and I could smell my own dark armpits. I reached the kitchen and rolled on to my back, exhausted, my stomach finally still, and stared at the ceiling. And then I closed my eyes.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			THEN

			The cruelest director I ever had was a Brit named Stephen Kasling, an abrasive man in his fifties with that particular gray-black hair only Brits seem to get. Stephen Kasling directed me as the lead in a forgettable play called The Meddlesome Wife, and before he was finished he’d made every cast member cry, even the men. Except me.

			This was unusual. I was Mad Gin; I could summon a storm of tears when a critic was cruel or a rehearsal went on too long or the girl with the walk-on part was given a nicer wardrobe than me. Directors in particular, being a nasty breed of man, made me cry on a regular basis. But for some reason, even during the weepy period that was the lead-up to the few short performances of The Meddlesome Wife, Stephen Kasling did not make me cry.

			He referred to actors as cattle, and since I was the lead he referred to me as The Fattest Cow. He made us rehearse the same six lines over and over, claiming we were too stupid to get them right; he declared regularly that the play would be just passable if he could only get rid of all the actors, especially me. I gritted my teeth and screamed silently in my dressing room, my fists clenched and raised like I was auditioning for Lady Macbeth, but still I stayed dry-eyed. We opened the play, we closed it; Stephen Kasling sank back into whatever English hellhole he’d arrived from, and we all moved on.

			It was only years later that I understood. It was during my last fight with Henry, of all things. He’d been cheating with that awful chorus girl, the one with the blond hair and the wide blue eyes and the German name that made you wonder if she wore a dirndl when she slept with all those men. In return, I’d taken a fancy to the bandleader at the West Seven Club—because I was angry and because musicians really do have something, as Artie Shaw’s ex-wives can attest. In any case, Henry and I were having a throw-down, smash-things, all-out screaming fight, fueled by anger and sex and the bennies we’d been taking, when he shouted at me: You think you’re an artist? Goddamn you, Ginette, you’re fooling yourself! You’re no goddamned artist, and you never have been—you’re a hack. You just can’t see the truth!

			The neighbors had called the police that night—again—and for the first time the cops passed me to the doctors when I tried to scratch a cop’s face. It was probably the bennies that had made me so wild, but in any case I woke up the next morning with a hell of a hangover in a quiet locked room, with those words in my mind: You’re no goddamned artist.

			Henry was right. I was no artist; I was just an actress. I was the little girl who played the princess in the tower in every game; who dreamily believed the prince would come for her and make her special, no matter how many times Mother told her to be quiet and sit still. I was the girl born with looks that got her anything she wanted, and charm to match; the girl who loved to perform, who always performed, no matter where she was. The girl who could whip up a laugh or a few tears from an audience and make it look easy. None of that made me an artist.

			Stephen Kasling knew I wasn’t an artist; he knew that none of us were. And though I cursed his name many times during rehearsals, I never cried—because he treated us all like we were just joes on a job, and deep down I agreed with him.

			What makes an artist, after all? Some kind of passion, some kind of spiritual soulfulness I didn’t own? As I lay in the hospital that terrible morning, the day my life plunged in its downward spiral, I knew that if I were ever to cut my own ear off, it would be over a man, and probably fueled by something I’d taken. It is a bleak moment indeed when you realize that you don’t actually like yourself—that you’re the kind of person you wouldn’t want to be friends with. That you don’t know how you came to be that person, and you don’t know what to do about it. When the nurse came to check on me, I was weeping, and that was when the bad period began.

			I wasn’t an artist. I wasn’t an actress anymore. I wasn’t Mad Gin; she had retired into obscurity. I wasn’t my sister, or a success. I wasn’t a wife, a mother, or a mistress. I wasn’t even a crazy woman, once the doctors let me out.

			It was only when that thing started trying to kill me that I realized: When I came to 19 Howard Avenue, I had turned myself into nothing at all.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			THEN

			After the incident at the front door, I dozed for a while, right there on the floor. Then I staggered to the bathroom, got rid of the dress and shoes, and cleaned up the best I could. I managed to mop up the sick in the hall—the thing didn’t scream this time, though my stomach heaved dangerously and a headache pounded my temples like a bruise. I telephoned the grocery store, told them what I wanted, and asked them to send someone over with it. I telephoned, reluctantly, for a doctor. Then I curled up on my sofa and fell asleep again.

			The groceries came first. They came in the form of a teenage boy who woke me by knocking on the door. Since just the thought of the front hall made me sick with fear again, I had to shout at him from the living room until he finally shyly came in.

			I was, doubtless, a fright. I had changed into an old shirtdress and my hair was lopsided from sleeping, but when I caught sight of the paper grocery bag in the boy’s arms I was suddenly ravenous. I hadn’t eaten since sometime the day before.

			The boy looked at me wide-eyed, and I managed to say, “Put it in the kitchen.”

			I followed him, and he barely had the bag on the counter before I was rifling through it. Bread. Milk. Cheese. Apples. “You’re an angel,” I said to the bewildered young man, who watched me pull each item from the bag one by one. “I’ve never met you but bless you. My name is Ginette Cox.”

			“Yes, ma’am,” he said.

			Canned ham. Canned tuna. Canned roast beef. Canned peaches. I was used to the galaxy of cheap eating options in New York City; this would have to do, since I couldn’t cook. “I don’t suppose you brought cigarettes?” I asked my guardian angel hopefully.

			“No, ma’am,” he replied. On closer look, he wasn’t really a boy at all. He wasn’t yet twenty but he was already taller than me, with dark eyes that reminded me of a basset hound’s and a magnificent Adam’s apple. He wore a checked button-down shirt and a pressed pair of trousers that were meticulously hemmed for his long legs by his no doubt doting mother. I didn’t blame her one iota for adoring him to death. He was splendid; I’d have hand-altered his hems myself if I knew how.

			“You mustn’t call me ma’am,” I instructed him. “Ma’am is my mother. You can call me Miss Cox. What is your name?”

			He looked uneasy with me and fascinated at the same time. His eyes traveled my face and hair before he looked away, every bit the gentleman. His big hands fidgeted. “It’s Andrew.”

			I couldn’t wait. I found a can opener in the drawer and attacked a can of roast beef. “Andrew. Lovely. Do you work for the grocery store?” It had been so long since I’d talked to anyone but Mother, I didn’t quite want him to leave.

			“No, ma—Miss Cox. I’m the owner’s nephew. He said if I delivered he’d pay me a dollar.”

			“I see.” I rifled through the unfamiliar cupboards, found a bowl, and dumped the roast beef into it. I do have some manners. “I’m sorry I’m eating, but I’m suddenly starving. I had a bad morning. In fact, I’ve had a bad four months or so. You’re staring, dear. What about me fascinates you so much?”

			“I heard rumors about you,” he replied. “Our neighbor, Mrs. Shelley, told my mother you were an actress who lost her wits.”

			“Darling, I never had any wits to begin with.” I found a fork and dug in. There is almost nothing in the world less appetizing than canned roast beef, but in that moment I was so hungry I would have eaten one of Mother’s salads. “Write that line down, would you? It’s a good one.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			I glanced at him sharply. He had the trace of a smile. A sense of humor, then, and that Adam’s apple. It really should be on Mount Rushmore. “Goodness, I’ve only been here a week. What else does Mrs. Shelley say?”

			He swallowed. “That no one ever rents this house anymore.”

			“Anymore?” I kept my expression empty, but I felt a prickle of heat on the back of my neck, thinking about what had happened to me in the front hall. “Why not?”

			One bony shoulder lifted in half a teenage shrug. “I don’t know. She wouldn’t say.”

			“She wouldn’t say in front of you, you mean.”

			The bony shrug again, dismissing adults as impossible to interpret.

			“That’s ridiculous,” I said. “You’re practically a grown man.” He looked so pleased that I prompted him. “What else doesn’t Mrs. Shelley say in front of you? Because I know perfectly well you find a way to listen.”

			“Miss Cox,” he said with perfect seriousness, “I shouldn’t say.”

			“You can’t shock me, Andrew,” I told him. “Go ahead.”

			“She says . . . she says that Meritville is a nice town, and it doesn’t need a woman like you.”

			I rolled my eyes and took the last bite of roast beef. “Oh goody. I haven’t heard that one before. Which am I? Salome? Cleopatra?” I put down my bowl. “I have always wanted to play Mata Hari. Don’t worry—I’m not going to corrupt you just because you brought me groceries. I think my corrupting days are done.”

			“Yes, Miss Cox,” he said faintly.

			“Good. Now, I want to show you something in the next room.”

			He followed me, obedient as a Great Dane, into the sitting room. “The neighbors,” I said, gesturing to the window with a sweeping arm. “Behold.”

			He stepped forward and squinted. “I don’t see anyone.”

			The houses were all dark and quiet, at least for the moment. “Sit and watch,” I said. I dropped to the sofa, pulled the blanket over my lap, and patted the seat next to me. “It’s entertaining, I promise.”

			I couldn’t have told you why I did it—why I asked him to watch with me. He was just a boy, nearly a man, delivering my groceries for a dollar. But he displayed a gentle sort of patience that I hadn’t come across in very many men in my life. The men I’d known in New York were so hard to be around, moody and unpredictable and rarely sober. Andrew’s presence was soothing, especially after the horror I’d lived through this morning, and I didn’t really want to be alone.

			He sat at the far end of the sofa, one bony buttock practically perched on the arm. He folded his hands between his knees and looked, patiently.

			It didn’t take long. The blind on Mr. Elias’s window moved and rose, exposing the man himself. He ran a hand sleepily through his gray hair.

			“That’s Mr. Elias,” I told Andrew. “He must have been napping.”

			Andrew scratched his head, the sound loud in the room. “Mr. Elias?”

			“It’s my name for him, because I don’t know his name.” I glanced at Andrew. “Do you?” He was local, and this was a small town.

			“No, Miss Cox,” he said, but he was watching as Mr. Elias stood groggily, then made his way to his desk and began to type again.

			“He does that all day,” I explained. “Writes. Every day, just like that.”

			Andrew scratched his head again, his eyes fixed on Mr. Elias’s window. “Meritville doesn’t have any famous authors that I know of,” he said.

			“Perhaps he isn’t famous. Maybe he’s writing his memoirs, and he keeps writing them over and over, trying to get them right.”

			“Maybe.” He sounded intrigued. He pointed to the next house. “Who lives there?”

			“The Lowells—a newlywed couple. He’s in the navy, or he was. He’s handsome; she’s pretty. And there’s a little girl who lives there”—I pointed to Trixie’s house—“who plays with her baby carriage. You don’t happen to know any of the people on that street, do you?”

			“I don’t.” He was sitting forward now, scooted all the way to the front of the sofa, his gaze fixed. I felt a pulse of triumph. “Someone’s moving around the Lowells’ place.”

			“It’s her,” I said as Mrs. Lowell appeared in the kitchen window. “What’s she doing?”

			“Cleaning,” Andrew said. “Looks like.”

			We watched Mrs. Lowell as she bent to something we couldn’t see, scrubbing, then mopped sweat from her face. “That isn’t an everyday cleaning,” I observed.

			“No. A special occasion, I think.” Andrew saw me glance at him, and he reddened a little. “I’ve seen my mother clean like that when company’s coming.”

			Company? The Lowells had never had company that I’d seen. Andrew had turned away from me and was staring out the window again, staring at Mrs. Lowell, wondering what was next.

			So that was what we did. We watched.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			THEN

			An hour later, we were settled in while the drama at the Lowells’ unfolded. Mrs. Lowell had indeed been scrubbing for company—she had barely finished in a panic when Mr. Lowell came home with a gray-haired woman and, forebodingly, a stack of trunks and suitcases. It seemed the mother-in-law was moving in.

			We couldn’t see much, so Andrew scoured the house and came back with a small pair of binoculars he’d found on a shelf next to an old copy of Bird Watching in Upstate New York. The view through them was splendid—I could see the petals on the geraniums in Mrs. Lowell’s window pot—and we passed the binoculars back and forth, taking turns watching the arrival of Mother Dear.

			It wasn’t going well. Mr. Lowell hauled the trunks and suitcases up to an upstairs room, where he promptly lowered the blind. Mrs. Lowell moved around the kitchen, and even from where we sat, Andrew and I could see the old lady behind her shoulder, her mouth moving constantly. Mrs. Lowell’s lips, when her face passed the window, were set in a firm line, and she barely spoke.

			“Dear God,” I said when I’d passed the binoculars again. “Is she actually moving in? That poor woman.”

			Andrew put the glass to his eyes and craned forward, watching. “My mother sure would be upset if Grandma moved in. Especially if she followed her around the house like that, talking.”

			“Thank God I never married,” I said. “What a mess. Look, they’re coming out.”

			We watched the back door open, and Mrs. Lowell came out, shaking a tablecloth. The old woman appeared behind her shoulder again, her mouth still moving, though we couldn’t hear the words. Mrs. Lowell lowered the tablecloth, listening with her shoulders tensed, as Mother-in-Law had her say yet again. As the old woman kept talking, Mrs. Lowell picked up a rug and beat it, her pretty white arms moving with unexpected force. Then she turned and barked something short at the old woman—possibly oh, shut up—and the old woman drew back, shocked.

			“Oh, gosh,” Andrew said. “Where’d the husband go? This is getting good.”

			As if on cue, Mr. Lowell appeared in the back doorway, his face nearly as tense as his wife’s. His mother turned to him, and instantly her mouth was moving again. Mr. Lowell glanced at his wife, who was still beating the rug with her back to him, and shook his head.

			“Well, jeez,” Andrew said. “He should take his wife’s side.”

			Andrew was going to make some girl very happy someday. “She told his mother to shut up, I suppose. He has to do something.”

			“The mother started it,” he replied with the simplicity of the young. “He’s not taking her side, though.”

			Mr. Lowell said something to his wife’s turned back, and she said something to him over her shoulder. He spoke again, but she didn’t answer. The mother talked on and on, gesturing now.

			He took his mother’s arm and led her back into the house, speaking to her softly. Mrs. Lowell kept beating the rug.

			Mr. Lowell came back out, alone now, and I took the binoculars. Husband and wife were speaking quietly together; Mrs. Lowell gestured angrily, and Mr. Lowell’s jaw tightened. I was watching intently when a black blur moved into my range of sight, blotting everything out. I dropped the birding binoculars to see a man in a black coat and hat, his back to me, standing in the middle of the path, looking this way and that. His body, curse it, directly blotted out the Lowells’ back garden.

			“Move,” I told him, though he couldn’t hear me. “Left or right, just a few feet. Move.”

			“Sorry?” Andrew said.

			“Not you,” I told him, gesturing. “Him.”

			The man looked back and forth again, slow and casual, as if a back garden path in Meritville, New York, on a weekday afternoon was a cause of deep contemplation. Heavens, what did he find so fascinating?

			“Move!” I said again, as if he could hear me.

			Next to me, Andrew jumped. “Miss Cox?”

			Behind us, there was a knock on my front door.

			Andrew and I blinked at each other. “Are you expecting someone?” he asked.

			“No.” I raised my voice and called out. “Who is it?”

			“My name is Dr. Richard Cross.”

			I slumped a little, remembering. “Damn it.”

			“You called a doctor?” Andrew asked.

			“I did.” After that terrible episode in the front hall. It had completely escaped my mind. But what was done was done. “Be a dear and let him in, would you?”

			“Miss Cox,” Andrew said with concern, “are you ill?”

			I thought of where I’d been just hours ago, lying in the front hall, vomiting up spit in my navy blue dress.

			Outside the window, the man in the hat and coat was gone. The Lowells had returned inside.

			The knock on my door came again. “Miss Cox?” came the doctor’s low voice.

			“I’ll handle it,” I said to Andrew, patting his hand. “We’ll talk about this some other time. You may as well let him in.”

			

			•   •   •

			For all the effort I put into it, Dr. Cross—that name, honestly—had only one diagnosis when he finished talking to me. “You seem excitable,” he said.

			He was a sixtyish man, bulky but not unhandsome, with gray hair and a respectable paunch. He’d watched me through the lenses of his small, round glasses as I’d told him what had happened.

			I cleared my throat in the most ladylike way I could muster and answered him. “At times, I suppose.”

			“Have you had any stimulants?” he asked.

			“Not a thing,” I vowed. “Doctors’ orders.”

			“Any prescriptions?”

			“They wouldn’t even give me headache pills.”

			“But you have had stimulants in the past, is that correct?”

			In New York, bennies were like candy, but I primly admitted, “Once or twice.”

			“You may be suffering a withdrawal, an aftereffect.” He put his blood pressure cuff away. “Have you been sleeping?”

			“No.” I glanced at the window again. Mr. Elias was typing, and no one else was visible, not even an Intrepid. Andrew had gone home when the doctor came.

			“Very well, Miss Cox,” Dr. Cross said. He rifled through his bag. “My diagnosis is that you’ve had some overexcitement of the hysterical kind. It happens sometimes with unmarried women. I have pills here that will help you sleep.”

			He put a small bottle on the end table next to the arm of the sofa. I stared at it like it was a snake.

			“It has no label,” I said.

			“It’s a sample, a prototype. I happened to carry it in my bag. One pill, and only one, when you’re ready to sleep. Is that clear?”

			“Yes,” I said, dragging my gaze away from the pill bottle.

			“My fee is five dollars, and I’ll be on my way.”

			I paid him. He left. I picked up my birding binoculars again, but I didn’t put them to my eyes.

			Mrs. Lowell was crying.

			Across the way, the house was quiet; Mother-in-Law was possibly napping, Mr. Lowell out. Mrs. Lowell, wearing the nice white dress with blue flowers she’d donned to welcome her husband’s mother, was sitting on her back stoop, her head in her hands, quietly and fiercely weeping into her palms. Her shoulders shook and her pretty hair was coming loose from its neat ponytail, strands hanging down as she wept. She curled her knees up tighter, hugged them with her elbows, and let loose a storm of quiet agony, curled into herself like an autumn leaf.

			I knew that kind of weeping. I’d cried like that—not just put out, or angry, but a storm of emotion let loose in an unstoppable wash. It had all the marks of a cry done in secret, let out in that judicious moment when no one can see, when no one will know. A cry done on schedule so that no one around you is inconvenienced and life can go on. I’d cried like that in dressing rooms and on the fire escape of the apartment I’d lived in with Henry. All over America, women cry like that in toilets, in their cars, and on their back stoops every day.

			I wanted nothing more, in that moment, than to get up, go out my door, cross the path, and put my arms around her.

			The hallway. The screaming. The voice. Shut up shut up shut up shut up . . .

			I sat on the sofa and watched through the window until Mrs. Lowell finished weeping and went inside again.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			THEN

			I lasted, I thought, a week before I tried the pills, because I didn’t want to take them. The horribly lonely, sleepless days passed in a blur. Andrew didn’t come; no one came. Left alone with no one’s company but my own, I unraveled, thread by thread.

			I gave up on the bedroom entirely. The entire upstairs, in fact. I couldn’t get past the idea, especially when I was alone after dark, that there was something there; something that watched me and didn’t like what it saw. There were noises at night up there—breathing, I sometimes thought, and the scratching of a pen, and a strange rhythmic creaking that I first thought was a loose shutter or eave moving in the wind. Then I heard it again and again, even when the wind wasn’t blowing, and I took my clothes and toiletries and moved them to the sitting room.

			I couldn’t go to the front hall, so I stayed on the sofa in the sitting room, with occasional trips to the kitchen and the bathroom. I tried listening to the radio, but when I turned it on the first thing that came out of it was the rousing chorus from the Cherry Girl Revue, of all things. One of my first jobs in New York was as a chorus girl in the Cherry, as we called it, wearing a crinoline skirt above the knee and fishnet stockings, kicking in a line with the other girls. It paid two dollars a week, and the stories I could tell you from backstage would fill more volumes than Tolstoy.

			But it wasn’t a good memory. Not at all. We can put on a good show, and maybe we might even fool you, but no girl wants to stand on a stage every night, her feet crippled with blisters in their high heels, and kick while she sings the words Oh, it’s so much fun to go! To join the show! The Cherry, the Cherry, the Cherry Girl Show! No, there is no girl who looks at that and wants to be there. They’re all thinking about somewhere else, where they really want to be, and I was no exception.

			So when I turned on the radio, and heard those awful words—the Cherry, the Cherry, the Cherry Girl Show!—I stood for a moment with my jaw open in horror, and then I switched it off. Silence would have to do.

			The window absorbed my days, and now my sleepless nights, too. Things were awful at the Lowells’; Mother-in-Law was now home all day with Mrs. Lowell, while Mr. Lowell was gone (gratefully, I presumed) to work. I saw them frequently, Mrs. Lowell going about her business in pained silence, while the older woman stood nearby, her mouth moving, always moving. Mother-in-Law would retire for a nap each afternoon, during which Mrs. Lowell would sit on the back garden stoop, wilted and miserable, taking in half an hour of blessed quiet. Then the old dear would get up and it would start again.

			Things weren’t much better after Mr. Lowell came home—stuck between his wife and his mother, all he seemed to do was get angry. There were no more happy sessions in the back garden while he swatted his wife’s bottom. They barely looked at each other, barely spoke except to shout.

			Mr. Elias was also in disarray. He had a day in which he didn’t type—nothing, not one word. Instead he sat at his typewriter desk with a large envelope and put a huge sheaf of manuscript papers into it, addressing it carefully. He changed into a checked shirt and pressed pants—this must be his formal outfit—and left for an hour, returning without his envelope. Then he sat in his back garden, lit a cigarette—which I’d never seen him do in the afternoon, his writing time—and stared at nothing.

			I was light-headed, because I hadn’t been sleeping. Night fell and I lay on the couch, watching the lit windows in the Lowells’ house. Trixie made only a brief appearance in late afternoon, walking her carriage as usual, and the Intrepids ran back and forth half a dozen times at dusk, as if they were mosquitoes. Mr. Elias stayed in his back garden, smoking, until all I could see in the darkness was the red end of his cigarette. I watched it with eyes that hurt as my mind throbbed. I’d eaten all the food I’d ordered. I wondered how Mother was doing. I wondered if Henry even remembered me anymore. I didn’t want to try to sleep, to hear that awful creaking sound again and listen for the breathing. I didn’t want to go upstairs.

			I looked at the blank pill bottle on the table, and then, finally, I shook out a pill and took it dry. I lay on the couch, pulled the blanket over me, and closed my eyes.

			I had tried opiates once in New York, and marijuana, neither of which I had liked as much as bennies. God knew what this pill was; it wasn’t anything I recognized, but in half an hour my brain was buzzing like it had set off an oven timer, I had spiky, prickling sweat on my temples, and my eyelids were so heavy it felt like someone had a hand on them. I may have slept—there was some kind of dream about a swamp, heavy drooping plants with thigh-sized roots like you see in pictures of the Everglades, and then I passed into that half-dream state everyone dreads so much, where you know you’re not asleep, but still you can’t move. I lay pinned to the sofa, panicking in still silence, trying to scream.

			When I wrenched out of it and sat up, coated in sweat, it was hours later, though I felt like only minutes had passed. I scrubbed a hand over my face, and by habit I looked out the window.

			Mother-in-Law was out there.

			The old woman was standing on the walking path, wearing, of all things, a white blouse and a dark brown skirt, the tidy sort of skirt you wore to a luncheon or a funeral. Her feet were bare and her hair was down, gray-white in the eerie moonlight. She was silent, staring away from the house and down the path, her pupils fixed on nothing, and she was so still that, for a minute, I wondered if I had imagined her.

			Then she moved. She swayed, took a step back, her bony old foot sliding over the hard path. She put a hand in her gray hair and turned her wrist, twisting the hair over her hand, one loop and then another. A hard, painful grip as she wrenched her hand closer to her scalp.

			And her mouth moved as she spoke. We’d taught ourselves to lip-read in the Cherry, because we liked to mouth dirty jokes as we kicked instead of the lyrics to that awful song. The more you knew how to read lips, the more dirty jokes you heard. So I knew how to do it very well.

			But this wasn’t a dirty joke. It was Mother-in-Law standing like a ghastly vision in the dark hours of the night, her hand fisted into her hair, her mouth saying the same words over and over:

			I’ll have to do it myself.

			I stared as she repeated the words. Again, again. I’ll have to do it myself. Her eyes were wide, unseeing. Then she started walking, still twisting her hand, still saying those words. She moved slowly, jerkily, like one of those mechanical gypsies they used to have at the fair, who would tell your fortune for a penny. Her legs were stiff, and her hand kept moving, moving, as did her lips. I’ll have to do it myself.

			Then she was gone, and there was nothing but the inky darkness.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			THEN

			“Miss Cox? Miss Cox?”

			My mouth tasted like volcano ash, and someone had put glue on my eyelids.

			“Miss Cox?”

			A familiar voice. Male, but not Henry. Pleasant.

			“Miss Cox!”

			I rolled over on my sofa and looked up into his face. Andrew, the grocery boy. He was shaking my shoulder, his serious face very worried. I had taken that pill, and when I woke up, I had seen—oh God.

			“Do you have a drink?” I asked him.

			“Miss Cox!” he said again, this time on a sigh of relief. “I’m sorry to wake you. It’s just that you were so still.”

			I blinked and looked around. Daylight; sun streamed through the window. I was on the sofa, like I always was, a blanket over me. “What day is it?” I asked.

			“Friday,” Andrew said, and then we blinked at each other in a baffled way, because that meant nothing to me. I hadn’t known what day it was for weeks. I didn’t even know why I asked.

			Still, I tried to make sense of things. “How long have I been asleep?”

			“I don’t know, Miss Cox,” Andrew said, because of course this was the truth, as he hadn’t been here in days. “I came to check on you, and you were lying on this sofa, and you weren’t moving. I’ve been trying to wake you for ten minutes.”

			“Ah,” I said, trying to sound wise. I struggled upright, my arms like jelly as I pushed into the cushions. “I’m sorry about that. The doctor gave me a pill . . .”

			And it came back to me. The horrible half-sleep, half-dream state I’d been in. And Mother-in-Law, standing outside on the path, pulling her hair and saying those words over and over again. I’ll have to do it myself.

			Had I really seen that?

			I must have fallen asleep afterward—a hard, dreamless sleep, probably brought on by the pill, that had done nothing to make me feel more rested. I swung my legs over the side of the sofa and put my elbows on my knees, trying to stay upright. I was decent at least—wearing the nightgown and housecoat I’d lain down in last night, though it felt like ten years ago.

			Andrew left the room, then came back with a glass of water. I took it and took a swig, feeling the liquid go down my throat in an uneasy lump.

			“I brought you groceries,” Andrew said. “I mean, I’m sorry to presume, but you didn’t call back, and I thought you must have eaten what I brought last time because it’s been so long, and so I went to my uncle’s store and brought some more. I told him I happened to answer the phone myself when you called in your order.”

			Normally, someone babbling on while I was hungover would irritate me to no end, but this was Andrew. His babbling was the only thing keeping me sane. And I wasn’t hungover—at least, not in the usual sense. “Andrew,” I rasped, “is it possible for you to be a hero and make me a cup of coffee?”

			“Sure, Miss Cox,” he said, but he hesitated. “Do you have the flu or something?”

			For the first time, I looked up at him. He was wearing a checked shirt, ironed by his adoring mother yet again. His hair was slicked back, his face that fascinating in-between of childhood and manhood, sweet, concerned eyes in a face that was all raw bones and possible stubble. “Why do you ask?” I said.

			He hesitated. I watched him think about lying, then decide against it. “My uncle Ross gets like this sometimes,” he admitted, “when he drinks whiskey. But I don’t see any bottles or glasses.”

			Oh, wonderful day. He thought I was a drunk. It seemed my corrupting days weren’t over, after all.

			I could let him think it. Why not? I was already the town siren, the Evil Other Woman of Meritville. An actress of questionable—or simply absent—morals who had lost her mind. I could let him be disgusted with me, and then he could leave. It would be easier that way.

			Instead, I ran a hand over my hair, which was a disaster. “I have not had a drink in an unconscionably long time,” I told him. “Or any other substance, either. But you would do me a great service if you would please, please throw away those pills.” I nodded painfully in the direction of the pill bottle on the end table.

			He moved to the table and picked up the bottle, turning it in his hand. “Did the doctor give this to you? It has no label.”

			“Throw them out,” I said again. “Please, darling. I can’t even look at them again. And then, to save my soul, make me some coffee.”

			He disappeared, pill bottle in hand. I shuffled to the bathroom like an invalid and splashed water on my face. I poked ineffectually at my hair, attempted a comb but gave it up as hopeless, and shuffled back out to the sofa again.

			The lane was quiet. The Lowells’ house was dark, the blinds drawn. Not even Mrs. Lowell could be seen, cleaning as she always did.

			I thought again of Mother-in-Law as I’d seen her last night. If I really had seen her. Maybe I’d imagined her. But I looked at the closed blinds at the Lowell house, and I wondered.

			

			•   •   •

			Andrew came every day after that. He was probably worried about me, and, I confess, I let him. I was worried about myself, and no one had worried about me in a very, very long time. Maybe ever. Andrew brought me groceries and made me coffee and we’d sit on the sofa together, watching.

			“The Lowells still haven’t raised their blinds,” he said, several days in.

			A wayward thought occurred to me, and I was ashamed I hadn’t thought of it sooner. Such is the forgetfulness of those of us with empty wombs. “Don’t you have to go to school?”

			He gave me a look that was truly quizzical, as if he’d stumbled on a new species of bee. “It’s summer,” he said. “School’s out.”

			Oh. Right. Between the hospital and 19 Howard Avenue, I had lost track of what season it was. That certainly made me seem sane and normal, yes, sir. “I suppose you’re graduating soon anyway.”

			He ignored me with the perfect ease of the young. “There’s something happening.”

			He meant at the Lowells’. The rest of the lane had been normal today—there were even two extra Intrepids to count—but it was the Lowells’ that concerned Andrew and me. Those drawn blinds, the lack of activity. I’d told Andrew, albeit reluctantly, about what I’d seen the other night. I’d been clear that I’d taken that pill, and maybe I’d dreamed the whole thing.

			He seemed to ponder, then answered: “Maybe you didn’t.”

			But now—now the blinds on the lower floor were being raised. We saw Mrs. Lowell for the first time in days. Her hair was tied back and her face was stark. I saw no sign of the pretty, loving young wife who had laughed with her husband when I first moved in. She raised the kitchen blind, then moved to the next one. Behind her, we saw Mr. Lowell moving. Andrew grabbed up the binoculars and looked through them.

			“He’s carrying a box,” he said.

			I leaned forward on the sofa, trying not to spill my coffee. “Mother-in-Law’s box?”

			“I don’t know.” He moved left and right, the binoculars still to his eyes, as if that would affect his vision. “I can’t see. He’s doing something at the front of the house.”

			“I’d give a thousand dollars to see what it is.”

			Andrew put the binoculars down and stood up. “I’m going to look.”

			I gaped up at him, all the way up his tall, gawky frame. “Where are you going?”

			“I’ll just walk around to the front of the house. Walk past.” He shrugged. “Easy. Then I’ll circle back around and tell you what I saw.”

			It seemed harmless enough. “Hurry up,” I urged him. “Before he finishes doing whatever it is.”

			He left, the front door clicking shut behind him, and I put my hand on the binoculars. Then I hesitated.

			Perhaps I shouldn’t have sent him. Perhaps it was dangerous out there. But in that moment, I had the strange feeling: It was dangerous in here.

			It was the breath of cold, perhaps. It wafted down my back, as if chill air had come through the front door when Andrew opened it. But it was summer, and there was no cold air to be had.

			Or perhaps it was the sound of a creaking step on the staircase, followed by the breath of a sigh.

			I stared at my hand, which was hovering over the binoculars. I fixed my gaze on my long, white fingers, at the nails I kept polished red, because no matter where I went or how mad I was, I would not go without nail polish. I looked at my hand as if it were someone else’s hand and listened to someone breathing behind me and around the corner on the stairs.

			My blood pulsed in my cheeks. This wasn’t a night hallucination; it was daylight and I was utterly sober. The soberest, in this moment, that I had ever been in my life. There were no pills, no alcohol, and no men in my system—none of my usual addictions. I was not imagining it. Something was there, and even though I couldn’t see it, I knew it wished me harm.

			The thought that floated to the top of my mind was: Thank God I sent Andrew out of the house.

			I could barely breathe. I felt the familiar flip in my lower stomach, the same way I’d felt when I’d tried to go out the front door in my navy blue dress, as if I might vomit or wet myself. I felt air shiver in and out of my throat, felt my eyes go dry, felt my arm start to shake as I froze with my hand in the air. That hadn’t been a wild reaction I’d had at the front door all those days ago, a manifestation of madness. No. It had been . . . something.

			“Shut up,” I said aloud, because I was thinking of the voice that had been inside my head. “Shut up,” I said again. And then, louder: “Shut up!”

			Something thumped against the cellar door.

			I picked up the binoculars, twisted in my seat, and threw them as hard as I could against the wall. They hit with a hard, sharp crack.

			There was a gasp—or maybe that was me. There was no one behind me. I turned back and looked at the window, and I made a strangled sound.

			Because Andrew was out there, and he was climbing the Lowells’ back wall.

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			NOW

			“We did not meet under fortuitous circumstances,” Detective Ian Challis said.

			I stared straight ahead, out the window. I could still picture Andrew, right there, climbing the wall like he had that day. I tried to put a number to how many days ago it was, but I couldn’t. My throat felt tight. “Does anyone meet you under fortuitous circumstances?” I asked.

			“A fair question,” he said. “Some people do, yes.”

			“Your wife, perhaps. I’m sure she was smitten.”

			“Stop flirting with me, Ginette.”

			I fought not to wince. I rubbed a hand over my forehead. “I can’t help it. I see a man, I flirt. Most of them like it.”

			“Do you like it?”

			My hand went still. No one had ever asked me that before. Why did I feel like crying?

			There was a moment of silence as the grandfather clock ticked. Then he said, “I’m sorry.”

			“Why did you come back?” I couldn’t look at him. I kept my gaze out the window. I could see Detective Challis so clearly in my mind’s eye, just like I could picture Andrew. Perhaps the detective wasn’t there anymore—had left ages ago—and I was just talking to myself. “Why did you come back here this morning, after the last time? When you left, you must have believed I was mad. You called me—”

			His voice was hard. “I didn’t call you that—my partner did. And there’s no need to repeat it.”

			“Oh, but let’s,” I said. “He called me a floozy. But of course, he meant more than that. He was curious about how I’m paying for this dowdy little house, as if I couldn’t pay for it myself. He seemed to think I was trading sexual favors for money—a prostitute.”

			“And I’m sorry again, because that’s a load of shit.”

			I looked at him, blinking at the profanity. He was sitting as still as anything in his chair, very handsome in the shadows, assuming I wasn’t imagining him. “My goodness. I’m sure you don’t talk to your wife like that.”

			A muscle in his jaw flexed. “You keep bringing her up.”

			“I have to believe in her, the way children believe in fairies.”

			“I’m trying to answer your question, believe it or not. I came back here because you didn’t seem well during my last visit. Because I don’t like this house, or the idea that you’re alone in it. And because I have questions that my partner doesn’t care to investigate.”

			I sighed. The lane was quiet, and I found I even missed the Intrepids, with their endless motion and noise. Mr. Elias came out his back door and sat in his chair, as he’d done every day since he’d mailed his manuscript. He lit a cigarette and stared at nothing.

			“Go ahead,” I said to the detective. “Ask.”

			“All right, then. Why did you lie to the officer who came to your door when your neighbors called in a complaint?”

			“I didn’t,” I said dully. I knew exactly what he meant.

			“Yes, you did. Though I don’t know about what, and I don’t know why. I only have suspicions. I’d be grateful if you would clear them up.”

			I thought of the uniformed officer who had knocked, then let himself in, with his red face and hard eyes. Neighborhood disturbance, he’d called it. Someone at the Lowells’ had called the police on Andrew when he’d tried to look in the second-floor window at the back of the house. He’d kicked over one of Mrs. Lowell’s flowerpots and made a racket before he ran away.

			I’d watched through the window as the uniformed officer arrived and came into the back garden, listening to Mr. Lowell, who looked uncharacteristically pale and harried. Wearing only a white sleeveless undershirt and a pair of gabardine pants, Mr. Lowell had gestured angrily, almost threateningly, at the police officer. The officer had examined the fence, the broken flowerpot, and then, with Mr. Lowell still talking, the officer turned in a slow circle, looking for possible witnesses.

			He had stopped his turn when he saw my window, and I knew he would come. Ten minutes later, he had. Since I hadn’t been able to answer the door, I’d had to shout at him repeatedly to come in.

			“I told him the truth,” I said to Detective Challis. “I didn’t see anything or hear anything.”

			“Ginette, you sit at this window all day, every day, by your own admission. How is it possible that you didn’t see the Peeping Tom who tried to look in the window across the way?”

			I felt my teeth grind at the description of Andrew as a Peeping Tom. There was simply no way I was going to snitch on the dear boy I’d sent out to snoop on my neighbors, even though I hadn’t technically asked him to climb the fence. I may not have been an artist, but I was an actress. I could lie to any man alive, even one as handsome as Detective Challis.

			“I was in the kitchen making tea,” I said.

			“You were not.” His voice was so certain I wanted to kick him with one of my Cherry Girl heels, which were made for dancing two hours a night, six nights a week. “You were sitting on that sofa, as sure as you are right now. The question is, who are you covering for?”

			I looked at him, so sure and confident and manly, folded onto his chair. As if the world always landed at his feet. “Is this why I have the honor of your company?” I asked him. “I’ve been graced by the Great Detective, to solve the mystery of the broken flowerpot? By all means, put your considerable intellect behind it. And don’t pay any mind to the murder I reported.”

			A muscle in his jaw flexed, and he looked displeased. “At that point, you hadn’t yet called to report a murder. Or don’t you remember what day it was?”

			“I know when it was,” I said with more confidence than I felt. I pointed out my window, at the Lowells’. “After I got asked about the Peeping Tom—about whom I know nothing—I called the police myself. I remember it perfectly well. There was a murder over there. I know it. I saw the ghost of the victim herself, walking up and down the lane in the middle of the night. I told your oafish police department about it, and they sent you and your partner to insult me. And now it’s days later—I think—you’ve done nothing about the murder, and we’re back where we started, except you’re asking me about flowerpots.”

			He seemed to be keeping himself calm by force of will. “Are you always this difficult?”

			“Always. Since the day of my birth. Just ask my mother, who hates me, or the last man I lived with—unmarried—who hates me even more. I’m difficult, I’m mad, and I can’t leave this house, but I’m also right. That woman is dead. The problem is that no one will listen.”

			We sat in silence, staring each other down, and then I looked out the window again. Across the way, the Lowells’ house was dark and empty. Mr. Elias dropped his cigarette and stood up, walking back into the house.

			“If you won’t tell me who knocked over that flowerpot,” Detective Challis said, “then, for God’s sake, tell me what you see in this house at night.”

			My head was throbbing. I was so, so tired. “Ghosts,” I said. “The things I see, the things I hear . . .” I blinked my dry eyes. “They’re nightmare things. And I can’t leave.” I gestured to the lane. “When I saw the ghost out there, that was terrifying, but it turned out it was only the beginning. If you’d seen what I’ve seen, you would be as mad as I am.” I closed my eyes. “Old Mrs. Lowell was murdered, I’m sure of it. But if she’s out there, then who is the ghost in here?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			THEN

			The man was standing in the lane again. The man in the black coat and hat, standing in the middle of my view, his back to me. The uniformed policeman the Lowells called had gone, and the Lowells’ house was quiet. Mr. Elias had gone inside for his daily nap. Trixie was rocking her baby carriage, her lips moving as she sang to the swaddled doll inside. Three Intrepids ran past, trying to push one another down and ignoring the man. What in the world was he looking at?

			For the first time, I wondered: Was he looking in one of the windows?

			There was a hurried knock on the front door, and then it opened and closed, and Andrew appeared in my sitting room, his face red and his hair askew. “Miss Cox!” he said. “I saw the policeman leave. What happened?”

			I stood from the sofa and put my hands on his tall, bony shoulders. “You naughty boy,” I chided him. “When you knocked over that flowerpot, I nearly panicked. What on earth were you doing?”

			He swallowed. “The policeman?”

			“Of course I told him nothing. Did you think I would turn on you like a gangster’s moll? They could put the screws to me and I wouldn’t talk.”

			Andrew let out a breath, as if everything was leaving his body at once. “Thank you, Miss Cox.”

			“You’re welcome. Now, for God’s sake, tell me.”

			“Well, I walked past the front door, like we agreed. By the way, the name on their mailbox actually says—”

			I held up my hand and hissed at him. “Don’t tell me, please. They are the Lowells.”

			Andrew smiled a little and nodded. “Okay, Miss Cox. Well, there was a van in the driveway and the front door of the house was open. Mr.—ah—Mr. Lowell was helping a hired man move boxes into the van.”

			“Mother-in-Law’s boxes.”

			“Yes. And Mr. Lowell didn’t look like his usual self. He looked, I don’t know, upset.”

			“He was in his undershirt. Yes, I saw.”

			“Exactly,” Andrew said. “I didn’t see Mrs. Lowell at all, and I didn’t see Mother-in-Law. Just him and the hired man, moving boxes out, and then the van drove away.”

			I bit my dry lip. “So she’s gone, then,” I said softly. Maybe Mother-in-Law had been an unpleasant person, especially to her daughter-in-law, but it still gave me a pang to think of the woman’s ghost wandering the lane, parted sorrowfully from her body. “Maybe she died suddenly of natural causes,” I said. “Her heart stopped, or that sort of thing.”

			“Well, that’s just the thing,” Andrew said. “If the lady had died, don’t you think there would be a doctor or an undertaker? Or even a policeman? It seems that if someone dies, there are people you’re supposed to call.”

			I watched him, my thoughts ticking over. “Very true.”

			“So I went to the end of the street and came back, going slowly, you know, trying to look casual. No one noticed me. When I walked past the house again Mrs. Lowell—I mean the wife—came out on the front steps as Mr. Lowell was coming back inside. Miss Cox, she looked a fright. Her hair was down and messy and she was wearing a bathrobe. She looked at Mr. Lowell and said, ‘This is all your fault!’ And then the front door closed.”

			“You’re certain you heard it right?” I asked him. “She said, ‘This is all your fault’?”

			Andrew nodded.

			I pondered that. It was damning, but not conclusive. “If Mother-in-Law is dead, then where is the body?” I asked. “If there was no undertaker, then where? No one has dug up the back garden. And surely she couldn’t be in the moving van. The hired man would catch on.”

			“That’s exactly what I wondered,” Andrew said. “She must still be in the house.”

			I looked at him. “In the upper bedroom, perhaps. The one with the blinds closed. So you tried to climb the back fence and see for yourself.”

			He scrubbed a hand over his short-cropped hair, making it stand up in distress like the feathers of a baby bird. “I can’t get in trouble with the police, Miss Cox. My mother would kill me. But I was just so curious. And what if the old lady was murdered? You saw her ghost. The Lowells could be covering it up. Which means we’re the only ones who know.”

			I thought of Mother-in-Law, moving in and haranguing Mrs. Lowell as she worked. Standing there, her mouth moving on and on. Mrs. Lowell hadn’t asked for her to be there; living with Mother-in-Law was obviously her husband’s idea. But Mr. Lowell hadn’t been the one to listen to her all day, to get ground down day in and day out.

			To have no privacy with your new husband, and to have his mother breathing down your neck as you kept house—that would push a woman into a bad place indeed. It would perhaps push a woman to lose her temper. The old woman’s room was on the top floor. To push her, or to startle her, so she fell down the stairs—it could so easily have been an accident.

			Or perhaps it wasn’t an accident at all.

			And, faced with the death of his mother and the possibility that his wife would spend her life in jail, what had Mr. Lowell done? What would any man do?

			I glanced out the window. The Lowell house was quiet, the blinds down. Trixie was gone. So was the man who had stood in the lane. I’d forgotten about him when Andrew came in.

			I sighed. “Andrew, go home.”

			“Miss Cox?”

			“You are an utter hero, but you’re right—you can’t get in trouble. I’ve put you in too much peril as it is. You need to go home and forget this ever happened.”

			He looked shocked. “Miss Cox, I don’t think I can do that. Forget about everything, that is.”

			“Sure you can.” It was too much—not just the Lowells and their possible murder across the way, but the footsteps I’d heard, the breathing. I had the feeling that Andrew wasn’t safe in this house.

			I wasn’t, either, but the difference was, I couldn’t leave.

			With painful sweetness, Andrew asked me, “What about your groceries?”

			“If I need some, your uncle can send someone else to deliver.” I patted his hand. “Go home and don’t come back. You shouldn’t be associating with the likes of me.”

			“But Miss Cox—”

			“Please.” Whatever was in this house was listening to us. How did I know that? I had no idea, only that I knew it was. If I could have pushed Andrew out the front door without retching and embarrassing myself, I would have. “I’m going to put this behind me. It’s all conjecture with no proof, anyway. There’s nothing more to be done.”

			He protested some more, but finally he obeyed me and left. The front door clicked closed behind him. And I was alone with it, whatever it was.

			I stood alone next to the sofa, wearing an old shirtdress and slippers, my hair in a tangle. I wore no lipstick or any makeup at all. So much for my so-called great beauty—the woman who had tried so hard to captivate audiences in New York City was gone. There was only a madwoman, who craved a drink and a cigarette with her next breath. My hands were shaking.

			“All right, then,” I said to the empty room as a cold breath of air wafted past me. “Do your worst.”

			I had lied to Andrew about one thing: My theory about Mother-in-Law was not only conjecture. I was absolutely positive that woman was dead.

			I walked to the wall where my binoculars had fallen when I threw them. I picked them up. Miraculously, they were not broken.

			I thought about going into the kitchen, but there was the faint creak of a footstep on the vinyl floor in there. I’d have to go hungry.

			I sat down on the sofa, raised the binoculars, and started to watch again.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			THEN

			I awoke in the darkness. I was curled up on the sofa, my feet tucked under me, the binoculars still in my hand. My eyes were dry and there was sweat on the back of my neck. The clock ticked on the wall. It was three o’clock in the morning.

			Something had awoken me. A sound. I lay still, waiting for it to come again. My body tensed, waiting for something my brain hadn’t quite registered. Waiting, and waiting.

			A movement caught my eye. Mother-in-Law was outside on the lane again.

			She was wearing the same clothes as last time, and her hair was down and tangled. She walked as she had before, twisting her hand in her hair, shuffling down the lane, her mouth moving. I couldn’t see what she was saying but I could guess. I’ll have to do it myself.

			Do what? I wondered. What did she need to do so desperately that her ghost still walked the lane, trying to complete some earthly task?

			I watched her, transfixed. The way she moved was unpleasant, as if her limbs were heavy. Her progress down the lane was slow. I swung my feet to the floor and stood, moving to the window so I wouldn’t lose sight of her.

			I was watching, my face a few inches from the glass, when there was a flicker of white and a shadow, and a face appeared on the other side of the window, staring back at me.

			I froze. It was a man; the man I’d seen twice now, standing in the lane. He wore a black suit and a black hat. He was standing in the garden right outside my window, staring in. At me.

			I didn’t move. I couldn’t; I was frozen with fear, my legs locked, my breath stopped in my throat. Because with his face so close to mine, I realized that he looked like a man—eyes, nose, mouth, crooked teeth as he slowly smiled at me—but he wasn’t a man at all.

			There was only a thin pane of glass between us, a barrier that had seemed impenetrable until now. Now, with the man looking at me, it seemed almost comically flimsy. I could feel his malice, his cold coming through it, could feel waves of his madness that made mine look like child’s play. Whatever was looking at me through the glass had a depth of depravity that I had never known was possible, and right now it was staring at me.

			As if reading my mind, he raised a hand and tapped a fingernail on the glass—tap, tap, tap. Reminding me of how breakable it was. His fingernail was dirty yellow.

			A terrified sound came out of my throat, a strangled moan that was half a whimper. “Go away,” I said.

			He was still smiling at me as if I amused him. Tap, tap, tap.

			I finally gained control of my body and stumbled backward, nearly tripping over the sofa, trying to get out of the thing’s miasma. “Go away!” I shouted.

			Behind me, a low wail came from the depths of the basement.

			There were no pills this time. I was awake, I was sober, and this was happening—all of this was happening. I wanted to run, but there was nowhere to go. Even if I could make it out the front door, wouldn’t he be waiting for me?

			As I watched, the man—the thing—turned away and walked through the garden toward the lane. I saw his legs move, the drape of the fabric of his pants, his shoes making an indent in the grass. It was all so real. He got to the lane and began walking down it, a man out for a stroll at three o’clock in the morning. His stride was long and swift. I realized he was following old Mrs. Lowell, gaining on her shuffling gait. Coming up behind her. She didn’t turn around.

			The wail came from the depths of the basement again.

			I couldn’t take any more. I picked up the telephone and called the police.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			THEN

			The Meritville police waited until late morning to send someone to talk to me. By then I had managed to comb my hair and splash water on my face, and I was sitting on the sofa, watching the lane. Only Mr. Elias was out today, sitting in his back garden smoking a cigarette. I had glimpsed a few Intrepids only briefly. I wished they would come back.

			To my surprise, it was two detectives who arrived instead of a uniformed officer. One of them, tall and handsome, introduced himself as Detective Ian Challis. The other detective was named McDaniel. He had a round face with small, permanently sour features, and he did most of the talking.

			“So, Miss Cox,” he said. “What’s this you called in last night about a murder?”

			“I’ll tell you,” I said, “if you’d be so good as to bring me the tin of biscuits from the kitchen.”

			He didn’t like that. The sour expression grew more sour. He thought I was ordering him around like a butler, when in fact I was too terrified to go into the kitchen myself.

			“I’ll do it,” the tall one said, and a moment later he handed me the tin. I opened it and ate three biscuits, ravenous.

			McDaniel hiked his pant legs and sat in the flowered chair. “Now, please, Miss Cox, we’ve been brought all the way out here. Tell us what this is about.”

			I told them. I was desperate. I told them about the Lowells and Mother-in-Law, about the boxes, about the old woman walking the lane at night. I told them I’d seen her last night, and I’d seen a man looking in my window, and I’d heard noises in the basement. As I talked, Detective Challis left the room, and I heard the cellar door open and his steps on the stairs. He came back a moment later and shook his head quietly at his partner.

			“There doesn’t seem to be anything amiss in the basement, Miss Cox,” McDaniel said.

			“Something was there.”

			“Hmm.” McDaniel leaned back a little in his chair. “You haven’t been in town long, is that right?”

			He asked me where I’d come from, about New York City. He asked me if I’d been in any plays he’d heard of. I told him that I had no idea what he had or hadn’t heard of, but an old woman had been murdered across the lane, and couldn’t we talk about that?

			He didn’t like that, either. While we talked, the tall one quietly left through the front door. A moment later he appeared out the window before us, studying the garden and the grass. He was looking for footprints, I supposed.

			It was strange, seeing Detective Challis outside my window, like he was part of the play I watched every day. Behind him, Mr. Elias caught sight of him and lowered his cigarette, peering curiously. A curtain twitched upstairs in the Lowell house. Someone was watching from there, too.

			It gave me the shivers, seeing Detective Challis standing so near to where the man had been. I wanted to tell him to come inside, but that was silly, because Detective Challis was a police officer, and a man, and because he was both of those things there was nothing he should be afraid of. Also, I was starting to understand that it wasn’t any safer in this house than it was out in the garden.

			“How exactly do you pay for this place?” McDaniel asked me. “All by yourself, unmarried, on an actress’s pay?”

			“It’s cheap,” I said. “I’m told no one ever rents it. Maybe because there’s something in the basement.”

			“Except that there’s nothing in the basement,” McDaniel said calmly. Outside, Detective Challis straightened from his pose studying the grass and circled the house again.

			“Well?” McDaniel asked his partner when he was in the room.

			“Some indents that could be footprints,” Detective Challis said. “No precise shape, though.” He looked at me. “How do you know so much about the boxes coming in and out of your neighbor’s house? You can’t see the front door from here.”

			Oh no. I wasn’t bringing Andrew into this. “I have binoculars,” I said, pointing to where they were sitting on the table.

			“Binoculars that see through houses.” Detective Challis sounded bemused. “We’re told there was an officer at that house yesterday. Report of a Peeping Tom.”

			McDaniel was giving me what he probably thought was a piercing stare. “That couldn’t have been you, Miss Cox? Snooping at that house yesterday?”

			“No, because I can’t leave here.”

			He frowned. “Of course you can. Door’s right over there.”

			I closed my eyes for a second. Oh, it sounded so easy. So wonderful. Door’s right over there. I might weep right here, in front of these two men.

			“I can’t leave,” I said. “I simply can’t. I have a—a condition. So, no, I was not snooping, as you call it. Perhaps whoever was bothering the neighbors yesterday was the same man who was at my window last night. Did you ever think of that?”

			McDaniel looked angry. “You have a smart mouth.”

			“Let’s all stay calm,” Detective Challis said. He was addressing the room, but he was looking at his partner.

			McDaniel glared at him. “Fine. I’m going to take a look around myself.” He got up and left the room.

			That left me alone with Detective Challis. I ate another biscuit from the tin. “Are you all right?” he asked me.

			I was going to yell at him—I was the furthest thing from all right, what a stupid question—when something occurred to me. “Why are you here?” I asked him.

			“Me? Or the police in general?”

			“You,” I said. “A detective. Two detectives. Yesterday I got a visit from a uniformed policeman, but today I get detectives. I seem to be moving up the importance scale.”

			His voice was calm, even. I liked it, and I hated the fact that I liked it. “You claim you have evidence of murder, Miss Cox. That’s different from a Peeping Tom. We take claims of murder very seriously.”

			“Is this what you call being taken seriously? I’ve always wondered what it was like.” I took another biscuit. “It turns out it’s exactly like being treated like a prostitute. What a crushing disappointment.”

			Two spots flushed red high on his cheeks at that, the only sign he had any kind of emotion. “No one is calling you that word.”

			“No one has to,” I said. “I’m hardly a fool. Though if a man is paying my bills, where is he?” I looked around. “I don’t see him. He doesn’t seem to be getting anything for his money.”

			“Miss Cox.” The red spots flushed redder. “I’d like to keep to the topic at hand, if you please. The man you saw last night. Had you ever seen him before?”

			“Yes. Standing in the lane, out there.” I pointed. “He always wears a black coat and hat, both of them around a decade out of fashion. Perhaps he doesn’t have much money.” Or perhaps he wasn’t a living man at all, though I wasn’t going to say that. “There you go. There’s a clue for you, Detective. I’ve done my own detective work. You’re looking for a man who doesn’t have much money. I may have missed my calling.”

			“It’s a valuable detail,” Detective Challis said, surprising me. He made a note in his notebook. Was he humoring me, or making fun of me? I couldn’t tell. I watched, biscuit crumbs on the front of my shirtdress, as his big hand made a note with his tiny, much-used pencil.

			When he was finished, he lifted his head and looked at me. His eyes were deep brown, a wonderful man’s eyes. He didn’t wear a wedding ring, but I didn’t let that fool me. He probably went home to some woman every night and ate the pot roast she’d cooked so lovingly for him, before retiring to bed to make her a happy woman. He bought her roses on her birthday, too. I hated her, whoever she was, because she got roses and pot roast and Detective Challis in his shirtsleeves—how nice that would look—and I got to sit here, lonely and miserable, covered in biscuit crumbs and afraid of the dark.

			I realized we were looking at each other without speaking, the silence drawing out as we stared at each other. He realized it, too, and said, “Now, if we could go back, perhaps you could tell me—”

			“What’s this?” Detective McDaniel said, coming back into the room. His round, sour face was red, and in his hand was the pill bottle the awful doctor had given me.

			“I found this in the garbage.” McDaniel held the bottle up. It was empty. “Looks like I’ve found the answer to your Peeping Tom,” he said. “Your ghosts and dead women, too. How many of these are you taking a day? Are you on them right now? I bet you are.”

			I stared at him, open-mouthed. “I threw those out.”

			“Threw them out, or took them?” McDaniel shook the bottle. There was no sound. Andrew must have poured the pills down the sink or into the toilet. “We’ve been sent out here on a wild-goose chase by a drug addict.”

			“I am not a drug addict!”

			“What else do you have?” McDaniel said. “If I do a thorough search, Miss Cox, what will I find? Marijuana? You’re a floozy, and you’re exactly the type.”

			I don’t know what it was that set me off. No, that’s a lie—what set me off were those words. You’re exactly the type. Because that’s what I was to him, and to everyone: a type.

			Loose woman. Immoral. A siren. A prostitute. A disappointment. A madwoman. From my mother all the way up, to everyone I was a type. That was all I would ever be, and suddenly I had had it.

			“Get out,” I said.

			McDaniel took a step forward. “Miss Cox—”

			“Get out!” I screamed it—there’s no other word. Screamed it so shrilly that both men stopped in their tracks, alarmed. “Get out of here, both of you! Get out, get out!”

			Did they want a madwoman? Well, they would get one. Here came Mad Gin.

			“Miss Cox.” This was Detective Challis, in that low calming voice of his. It was infuriating.

			“Get out!” I stood. I grabbed the biscuit tin and threw it against the wall, watching as biscuit crumbs sprayed out and onto the floor. “I mean it! Get the hell out of this house! Right now!”

			I picked up the lamp then. I’ll admit—I don’t remember every detail of what happened after that. I screamed at the detectives about basements and roses and fallen women. None of it made much sense.

			I didn’t throw the lamp. I knew that, because later it was sitting on the table where it was supposed to be, intact. And the detectives left. The biscuit tin was badly damaged, but later that day I scraped the crumbs and the broken biscuit bits from the floor and, yes, I ate them. I was still too afraid to go into the kitchen, and I was hungry.

			That night, the howling in the basement came back, along with scratches on the basement door. I didn’t open it. Footsteps sounded upstairs, big angry male footsteps, crossing the hall. Something tapped on the window. I didn’t see what it was.

			When the sounds got to be too much, I forced myself into the kitchen, where it was cold and there was a horrible smell. I pushed through the cold air, my breath shallow. I grabbed a knife from the counter. For a while I sat in a kitchen chair, simply holding the knife, waiting for whatever would come. When I got too tired, I lay on the kitchen floor.

			That was where Detective Challis found me. And now here we are.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			NOW

			“If you’d stop being difficult for one goddamned second,” Ian Challis said, “if you’d let me talk, I’d tell you what happened. Why McDaniel and I were sent here when you called.”

			“Hush,” I said. “Something’s happening with Mr. Elias.”

			He had left his chair in the yard a few minutes ago, and now he was back. He was holding something in his hand—his mail. He had gone into the house when he heard the mail come through the slot.

			He stared at the stack of envelopes. His tall body was stiff, completely still for a moment. He walked slowly to his chair and sat on it, placing the mail on one knee. Then he took out his cigarettes and lit one, staring at the stack.

			I grabbed my binoculars from the table and stared at Mr. Elias, out of my skin with curiosity. “Open it,” I said aloud to him. “For God’s sake, open the mail.”

			“What’s going on?” I had forgotten about Detective Challis.

			I gestured impatiently, then put the binoculars to my eyes again. “Mr. Elias wrote a book. I saw him typing it. A few weeks ago he mailed it off somewhere. Now he has his reply, and he hasn’t opened it yet.”

			I heard the detective move closer. “I didn’t know he wrote a book. We’ve talked to him. His name is—”

			“For God’s sake, don’t tell me. Just humor a madwoman, would you? I don’t want to know.” I went still, watching Mr. Elias smoke his cigarette. “Open the envelope!” I cried out at him, though he couldn’t hear me. “It’s the top one. I know because you’re staring at it. Just open it. I need to know what it says.”

			I felt the sofa next to me sag with a man’s heavy weight. The detective was sitting next to me, unable to control his own curiosity. Normally, I would find this thrilling, but I was too caught up in Mr. Elias to pay attention right now. I stared through the binoculars, my eyes going dry because I didn’t even want to blink.

			“Maybe he doesn’t want to open it,” Detective Challis said after a moment. “Maybe it’s bad news.”

			“He has to open it. It could be good news. The very best news. And even if it’s bad news, it’s better to know.”

			“Do you think so?”

			“Of course I do.”

			“Most women don’t want to hear bad news, I find.”

			“If you haven’t figured out that I’m not like most women, then you’re not much of a detective.” He let out a breath that could have been a laugh, but I wasn’t looking. “Now be quiet. I think he’s going to open it.”

			Mr. Elias had smoked his entire cigarette. He dropped it on the ground, tapping it politely with his foot. He exhaled his final breath of smoke and reached for the envelope on the top of the stack on his knee, lifting it and running his fingers over the edges. He turned it over once, again.

			Detective Challis and I sat barely breathing, waiting for him to open it. It was more suspenseful than any movie or play I’d ever seen.

			Finally, his spine straightening with resolve, Mr. Elias opened the envelope with a quick slash. He pulled a single piece of paper from it and went still, reading it.

			“I can’t stand it,” I said breathlessly.

			“Incredibly, neither can I,” the detective said.

			Mr. Elias was still for a moment. Then he opened his fingers and let the letter fall to the ground, where it lay unheeded. He stared into the distance.

			I felt my stomach drop and my heart wrench. I’d spent several nights in perfect horror, but now I felt an overwhelming despair. I let out a small cry from my throat.

			“I think he knows his answer,” Detective Challis said.

			Mr. Elias didn’t move. He didn’t smoke, didn’t pace. His face, which I could see through the binoculars, was blank as granite. He didn’t even weep. He just sat there.

			After a moment, he stood slowly from his chair, letting the rest of the mail fall from his lap. It all lay like so much garbage in the garden. Mr. Elias turned slowly and walked into the house.

			“Oh no,” I whispered. “What’s he going to do?”

			“Have a drink, perhaps,” Challis said.

			“You don’t understand.” I watched the back door of the house close. “He typed that book every day for weeks. Seven hours a day. I watched him in the upstairs window. Whatever that book was, it was his entire life. What’s he going to do now?”

			“Ginette,” the detective said softly.

			“What if he hurts himself?” I lowered the binoculars and gripped his hand. “You have to go over there, Ian. You have to. Pretend you’re asking questions about the Peeping Tom or something. Go stop him from whatever he’s going to do.”

			“Give me those.” He took the binoculars from me with his free hand, letting the other one stay in my clutches. He put the binoculars to his handsome face and stared through them. “I don’t see him.”

			“He’s going to do something!” I cried.

			“Does he own a gun? Have you ever seen one?”

			“No, but it could be locked in a closet somewhere. Or he could have a rope. Or pills. Go over there and stop him.”

			“If he’s going to hurt himself, I certainly will. It seems like— Wait, I see him.”

			Mr. Elias was on the second floor. He came to the window and looked out for a moment, and I wondered if he could see the detective and me, staring at him. Apparently, he couldn’t, because he turned from the window and walked to the desk where his typewriter was.

			I clutched the detective’s hand harder. What if Mr. Elias did have a gun? What if he chose to end it sitting at his desk? Would Ian be able to get to him in time? “Go over there, please,” I begged him.

			“Wait.” He stared through the binoculars. “Maybe I don’t need to. Can you see?”

			I could. Mr. Elias was sitting at his desk, staring at his typewriter. Then he reached down next to his desk somewhere and pulled out a blank white sheet of paper. He rolled it into the typewriter, thought for a moment, and began to type.

			Ian lowered the binoculars. We both watched for a long moment as the man across the way sat at his desk, typing. He typed on and on, then paused, thinking. Then leaned forward, typing some more.

			I fought back tears. I really was an emotional fool.

			Next to me, I heard Ian let out a breath. “All right. You can let go of me now.”

			I was still gripping his hand, which was big and warm in mine. Bony, like some men’s hands are. He had nice fingers. I pried my own fingers off him and let go.

			Ian withdrew his hand and put it in his lap. He stared across the way, not looking at me. In profile he said, “You asked why McDaniel and I were sent here after you called about the old woman’s murder. It’s because a few hours after you made your phone call, the old woman, who you call Mrs. Lowell, was found dead on the street two blocks from here. There were no signs that she was attacked. It looked like her heart stopped.”

			I blinked, thinking back to that night. To seeing old Mrs. Lowell in her strange clothes, her hair down, walking down the lane. To watching the man who wasn’t a man follow her, his long strides gaining on her.

			I’d thought she was dead then. Was I wrong?

			“The old woman moved in with her son and daughter-in-law because her mind had started to wander,” Ian said, “especially at night. But even during the day, she was never sure where she was. She would talk as if she were a young married wife, as if her own husband were still alive. At night she would try to leave the house, certain she had somewhere important to go. She got out one night and wandered for hours. After the young couple found her and got her home, they decided to move her out to a home where she could be cared for. They were worried she would get out and hurt herself.”

			The blood was pounding in my ears. I remembered young Mrs. Lowell, cleaning as her mother-in-law talked and talked behind her shoulder. I remembered her crying on the back stoop. I’d thought the old woman was nagging her, driving her crazy.

			But she hadn’t been. She’d been in another world entirely, talking about God knew what. And that first night I’d seen her walking . . . had that actually been her?

			“They had sent most of the lady’s belongings ahead of her,” Detective Challis said. “She was supposed to go the next morning. But that night she got out and wandered, and somewhere on her journey, her heart stopped. A sad tale, but not a strange one, except for the fact that a few hours before she was found, you called the local station to report the lady’s murder.”

			I was numb. “That means that she wasn’t dead when I saw her. That wasn’t her ghost.”

			“No, she wasn’t dead. But she was shortly after you called. McDaniel and I thought it was curious, so we came to ask you questions.”

			I looked down at my hands. The detectives hadn’t told me that on their visit—that Mother-in-Law was dead. They’d asked me questions, made assumptions—at least McDaniel had—and let me rant and rave. Then they had left without a word about what had happened.

			But that wasn’t what left me cold. What left me cold was the man I’d seen. Tapping on my window, and then following Mother-in-Law—alive Mother-in-Law—down the path. To do what?

			To make her heart stop?

			How was that possible? What the hell had I seen?

			Whatever it was, it had come back last night. And it would come tonight, and every night. I knew that now.

			As if reading my thoughts, Detective Challis said softly, “You need to leave this house, Ginette.”

			“I’ve heard that no one ever rents this place,” I said, still looking at my hands. I was tired, so tired. “Why is that? I suppose you know.”

			“I don’t, actually,” he said with his unassailable logic. “I heard a rumor to that effect, so I tracked down the owner of this house and asked her. She said she doesn’t like to live here herself because of the noises at night. And she has a hard time keeping a renter.”

			“You’ve been very thorough,” I managed. The day was catching up with me, the terrorized sleepless night, and I had too many thoughts going around in my head. Oh, what I wouldn’t give for a glass of something strong and a cigarette. “I’m very tired. I think you should go now.”

			Again, his voice was low, almost gentle. “Ginette.”

			“If you don’t leave, I’ll simply lie down in your lap and fall asleep. Your wife won’t like it.”

			He sighed, but he rose from the sofa. Immediately, I pulled my legs up and lay on my side, putting one of the pillows beneath my head. My skull throbbed horribly and I was dizzy. I closed my eyes.

			I heard the scratch of Detective Challis’s pencil. “I’m leaving you my home phone number,” he said. “If you see anything strange again tonight, please call me.”

			“It’s coming back,” I said as the dark spiraled behind my eyes. “I have to be ready for when it gets here.”

			“Get out of this house, Ginette.”

			“I need to tell Andrew,” I said, speaking to myself as I drifted. “About Mother-in-Law, and about Mr. Elias. He’ll so desperately want to know.”

			“Who’s Andrew?”

			I settled deeper into my pillow. “Wouldn’t you like to know? Perhaps he’s the man who pays for this place. He’s big and burly and, oh my goodness, he just can’t keep his hands off me. I really am a floozy.”

			I thought I heard him say something. Possibly a swear word. But before I could chide him for his language, the darkness took me and I was gone.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			NOW

			When I awoke, I was much clearer of mind. It was dark, very late, and of course I was unfortunately sober. Somehow, as I slept I’d mulled over everything that Ian had said to me when he was here. And, just like that, I knew.

			I’d been wrong, but I hadn’t been entirely wrong. Mother-in-Law hadn’t been dead when I saw her, and that hadn’t been her ghost—that had only been an old woman, wandering the lane while she was sadly out of her wits. Unsettling and unpleasant, but entirely of this world.

			Whatever was in my basement, whatever stood on the steps and walked the halls upstairs, was not of this world.

			And it had something, something to do with the lane out my window. I was sure of it.

			I sat up and looked. The lane was dark and quiet, all of the lights off, the windows black. A faint breeze shook the trees, but nothing else moved.

			“Where are you?” My voice was a whisper, competing only with the ticking of the grandfather clock. This wasn’t a good quiet, a peaceful quiet. It was a quiet that waited and watched. Breathed. I only seemed to be alone. I wasn’t.

			Where was the knife Ian had taken from me? Was it still in the kitchen?

			Cold sweat beaded on my back, beneath my old shirtdress.

			I stood and turned away from the window. I took one step toward the kitchen, then another. This thing, whatever it was, had herded me, I realized now. First I had been chased out of the front hallway, and then I couldn’t go upstairs. Now it had claimed the kitchen. Through the kitchen door I watched a shadow move—the ugly curtain on the window shifting, perhaps, when there was no breeze. Or something else.

			I wanted that knife again. I needed it.

			I took another step, then another. My feet were bare, and I felt the nubs of the homemade rug that had been thrown on the hardwood floor beneath my feet. The air got colder, colder. Through that door was the kitchen, and then the door to the cellar. I shouldn’t go there. And yet . . .

			From behind me, there was a sound.

			So soft, so faint. Far away. It was coming from the other side of the window, outside in the lane somewhere. Quiet, rhythmic. I recognized it, but it took a long moment for me to place what it was.

			And when I recognized it, I knew.

			“No,” I said, my voice jagged in my throat. “No.”

			An icy blast of cold air came from the kitchen, and I turned around. There, alone in the dark, at three o’clock in the morning—there, in her yard, was Trixie. She was standing by the baby carriage that held her doll, and she was rocking it softly, her hand on the carriage’s handle. The carriage creaked, creaked, creaked. Trixie’s gaze never left the doll. She stood there in the shadows, in her navy blue dress.

			That sound—that creaking. How many times had I heard it? How many times had I watched Trixie in her yard with her doll? How many times had I seen a little girl who had died a long time ago, a little girl who wasn’t there?

			“No,” I said again.

			There was a thump in the cellar, a dragging sound. A cry, pitiful and pained.

			Outside, a figure emerged from the shadows. The man in the black suit. He was staring at Trixie, his gaze fixed. Trixie didn’t look up; her gaze stayed on her doll. She hadn’t noticed him.

			The man took one step closer to her, then another.

			That was when I started to scream.

			I couldn’t watch it. Whatever had happened, however many years ago it had been—I couldn’t. I banged my fists on the window, screaming at Trixie to turn around, to run. To go into the house. Neither of them noticed me. The man took another step forward, then another.

			I ran through the icy cold to the kitchen and grabbed one of the wooden kitchen chairs. Something touched me as I moved, a hand on my arm, another on my ankle, but I pulled away. Whatever was in the cellar had started screaming and scratching the cellar door again.

			I hauled the chair back to the sitting room and swung it at the window glass. The impact jarred my arm and sent a shard of pain up to my shoulder, but the glass cracked like a spiderweb. I pulled the chair back and swung it with all of the failing strength in my arms, again and again. Finally, shards of glass fell out into the garden as one of the chair’s legs broke through.

			I swung one more time, widening the hole. The night air blew in, chill and damp and, oh God, so beautiful. When was the last time I’d smelled the night air since I’d been in this godforsaken house?

			I stepped up to the hole in the window and screamed again. “No! Trixie! Run, sweetheart, run! Call your mother! Go into the house! For God’s sake, please!”

			But Trixie didn’t move; she stood there, looking down at her doll in the carriage. I sobbed and pleaded with her, though I knew it was no use. What had happened, had happened years ago. She was already dead. She was in the cellar, and she was trying to get out.

			The man in the black suit paused when he heard me screaming. He turned and looked at me; I could see his pale face in the moonlight. He smiled his awful smile, then put a hand on his heart and executed a bow in my direction. Upstairs, his footsteps sounded in the hallway and slammed down the stairs.

			“I hate you!” I screamed at him. “I hate you!”

			I found the number Ian had left me, in pencil on a torn piece of paper from his notebook. His home. He had to come, to stop this. He had to.

			I picked up the phone, but there was only silence.

			Upstairs, there was a crash, like a piece of furniture being overturned. The air grew so cold I could see my breath.

			Through the break in the window, the man in the black suit turned away from me again and fixed his gaze on Trixie.

			I toggled the phone’s cradle, but there was nothing. I couldn’t call Ian, the Meritville police, anyone. No one was coming.

			God, this house! I hated this damned house!

			I ran to the fireplace. A small shard of glass had lodged in my wrist, possibly as I was swinging the chair at the window—I couldn’t remember. Warm blood trickled down my forearm, streaking my skin, and I felt the distant throb of pain. I ignored it and rifled through the twee copper holder next to the fireplace until I found exactly what I was looking for.

			Matches.

			I scraped the first one on the brick of the fireplace and watched the flame flare up in the dark. If I set this cursed house on fire, someone would come. Someone had to.

			I set the first match to the curtains on the window, then struck another. And another. Soon the curtains were burning, the fire being fed by the breeze from outside. I contemplated using the chair to make the hole in the window big enough for me to climb through, but there was too much broken glass and now there was fire. Besides, I knew how I had to get out of here. There was only one way.

			“I’m sorry, Trixie,” I said, tears running down my face as the girl in the basement screamed and clawed at the basement door. I couldn’t let her out; there was nothing left of her to save. Whatever was down there was a trick. That was what the man in the black suit wanted me to do: open that door. Go down those stairs, where I would disappear. And I wasn’t going to.

			The fire climbed to the ceiling and down to the carpet. Across the way, one window lit up, and then another. The neighbors were waking up.

			And I started for the front door.

			The pain started almost immediately. My head throbbed, and my temples pounded as agony sliced up the back of my skull. The world spun and my stomach turned. I gripped the wall of the hallway, used it to take one step, then another.

			Shutupshutupshutupshutupshutupshutup—

			The words rang in my head like a siren, and now I knew why. They were the last words Trixie ever heard, the last words the man ever said to her before he did what he did to her. He’d lived in this house. He’d taken her from her yard. He’d put her in the basement, and he’d told her to shut up, and then—and then—

			I fell to my knees, sobbing and retching. Behind me, the fire spread through the sitting room, and I could feel the heat on my back. I crawled on my hands and knees as pain gripped my entire body, as 19 Howard Avenue did everything in its power to keep me inside.

			How long did it take me to crawl down that hallway? It felt like years. I fought for every inch as I moved forward, won every slow advance with waves of pain. My empty stomach had turned itself into knots more times than I could count. I glanced back and measured my progress by the blood streaks my wrist had left on the floor.

			Shutupshutupshutupshutupshutupshutup—

			The house was on fire now. I was in so much pain that I had stopped caring if I died here, right behind the front door, as long as this bloody house burned to ashes around me.

			But still, I had never been a martyr. I pushed myself forward, again and again. I could barely see as everything spun around me, but I fixed my sorry gaze on the black line at the bottom of the front door. I mustered my strength and I pushed toward that black line, again and again.

			When I got there, I was inhaling smoke. I pulled myself up and put my hand on the doorknob. Take that, house. I won.

			The door swung open, and someone grabbed my hand.

			Behind me, somewhere in the smoke and the fire, an icy hand gripped my ankle and pulled.

			I was yanked away from the hand pulling me from the house, and I began to slide helplessly down the hallway, back toward the sitting room, toward the fire. Toward the cellar.

			“Ginette!”

			The voice that boomed through the house was a man’s voice. I knew it from somewhere. I liked it very much. My mind had started to dim, and all I could think was that I was glad that voice was the last one I heard, that he was near me and I wasn’t going to die completely alone.

			The cold hand on my ankle pulled me toward the kitchen.

			“Ginette!”

			A figure, tall and commanding, came through the smoke and fire. Warm hands grasped me under my shoulders and pulled. For a moment, it was almost comical—Ian pulling me one way, the cold hand another as I lay half-conscious between them.

			Ian won.

			The thing screamed in the cellar, and the cold hand let me go. Ian swung me into his arms and dashed out the front door, coughing smoke and ash. I couldn’t even appreciate how heroic he was in that moment. I closed my eyes and everything went away.

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			NOW

			When I opened my eyes, I was lying on a blanket on the grass. There were voices above and around me. Someone was bandaging my arm.

			I was outside.

			I sat up, taking that in. I had made it. I had left 19 Howard Avenue. I was free.

			My head spun, and I sagged back again.

			“Hold on, miss,” said whoever was next to me. I turned to see a paramedic fastening the bandage. Behind him, the night glowed as the house went up in flames. There were fire trucks, streams of water. Figures moving, silhouetted against the darkness.

			“Ian,” I croaked.

			“I’m here.” He knelt next to me. He was in his shirtsleeves. Oh, blessed day.

			“Are you all right?” he asked me.

			“Yes, I think so.”

			“What the hell happened in there?”

			The paramedic finished and stood, saying, “I’ll get another blanket.” He walked away.

			“How did you get here?” I asked Ian. “I tried to call you, but the phone line was dead.”

			There was a long pause. It was dark, and I was rubbing my stinging eyes, so I couldn’t see him. “I came to check on you,” he admitted, his voice hoarse. “I couldn’t sleep. I knew it was late and I should wait until morning, but I couldn’t quite do it. I couldn’t stay home. I was so damned worried about you.”

			That was nice, even if I was distracted in the moment by almost dying. I stopped rubbing my eyes and looked into his face, shadowed in the dark and half-lit by flames. Perhaps he expected a declaration of gratitude and adoration from me, but instead I said, “You said you talked to the neighbors on the lane. Did you go to the house on the other side of Mr. Elias?”

			He frowned. “Yes.”

			“Was there a little girl in that house?”

			He went very still. It was hard to see in the darkness, but I thought he became pale.

			“She was about three,” I said. “Dark hair, navy blue dress. She played in the backyard with her doll, which was in a baby carriage. She would rock it and sing to it.”

			“Jesus, Ginette,” Ian said.

			“I’m guessing that’s where she was, in the yard with her doll, when she disappeared. Am I right?”

			He paused, then nodded. “Fifteen years ago. No one ever found a trace of her. She was just gone. Her mother still lives in the house—the father left some time ago. The mother lives alone.”

			Fresh tears were tracking through the smoke and grime on my face. “She isn’t gone,” I said softly to Ian. “She’s in the cellar of 19 Howard Avenue.”

			He didn’t have a chance to reply when another man knelt on the other side of me. “I called the fire department the minute I saw the flames,” he said. “Are you all right?”

			It was Mr. Elias. I blinked, startled to see him up close, to hear him actually speak. He was about fifty, his hair disheveled from sleep but his features pleasant. He was wearing a pajama shirt and a pair of trousers, hastily pulled on.

			“I’m all right,” I managed.

			“I’m your neighbor across the way,” he said. “Jesus, you gave us all a fright with that fire. I’m sorry, I haven’t introduced myself. My name is Michael Castlewright.”

			Oh. Well. There went Mr. Elias, gone in a puff of smoke. No matter—perhaps this was better. “That’s a very nice name,” I managed. “Mine is Ginette Cox.”

			“It’s nice to meet you.”

			“I hope you finish the book you’re working on.”

			His eyebrows shot up, and then a look of pleasure crossed his features. “You can see me typing in the window, I suppose? Goodness, I had no idea anyone was watching. This is the fourth one I’ve written. I have the feeling this one will be good.” He peered through the darkness. “The others are around here somewhere. Yes, over there. Those two are your other neighbors, the Gingriches.” Through the dissipating smoke I could see Mr. and Mrs. Lowell, watching us. They were holding hands. Mrs. Lowell gave me a shy, inquiring wave.

			I felt my nose wrinkle. Gingrich? What an abomination of a word. I liked Lowell so much better. But I mustered a weak smile and gave Mrs. Lowell a wave back. I’m okay, I mouthed to her. She smiled.

			The paramedic came back with a blanket and a glass of water, and I sat up all the way, letting the world spin right side up again. Ian helped me to sit on the stone ledge that circled the front garden. I sipped the water, feeling it settle in my wretched stomach.

			“Miss Cox!” came a cry. “Miss Cox!”

			I knew that voice. I put the water down. “Andrew, darling!”

			He came through the crowd. He was wearing pajamas—the full long-sleeved top and pants, white with red stripes. His feet were bare and his hair was a mess. Behind him was a woman of a certain age and a certain matronly shape, glaring at me like a thundercloud.

			“Miss Cox!” Andrew ignored his mother—for the thundercloud was most certainly Mother—and sprinted across the grass toward me.

			In my ear, Ian said in a low voice, “This is your other man?”

			“Hush,” I said. I turned to Andrew as he approached, babbling about how his neighbors were talking about a fire and he had been worried about me and had to know if I was okay. He was distraught, and I realized that although he was tardy and accompanied by his mother, he had been fully prepared to plunge through the smoke and the flames to find me. There was a reason I adored Andrew so much.

			I wanted to hug him, but Mother was still glaring at me, so I had to satisfy myself with patting his hand. “You are truly heroic,” I told him. “I don’t know what I would do without you. And I have so much to tell you.”

			“Tell me, please!” he said.

			I motioned him closer and he leaned in. Mother didn’t like that at all. “What are you saying to my son!” she barked at me.

			Well, she would have to get used to it. Andrew would have girls his age climbing over one another to get to him soon enough. She may as well get some practice now. “I’ll tell you later,” I whispered in Andrew’s ear. “It’s a terrible story, and very sad. Thank you for coming to rescue me.” The angle of Andrew’s head shielded me from Mother’s view, so I dropped a kiss on his cheek. “Now go. Your mother is furious.”

			He straightened. Even in the dark I could see that his face was red as a beet. He turned and went back to his mother without a word.

			“You’re terrible,” Ian said when the boy was out of earshot.

			“Au contraire,” I said. “I am the only person in his life who treats him like an actual man. Besides, he was truly willing to save my life.”

			“I actually did save your life, and I got nothing,” he grumbled.

			I sipped my water. Of course I wanted to kiss Ian, but I drew the line at kissing married men.

			Fine—if you want to split hairs, I’d kissed a few of them back in New York. But I wasn’t kissing this one.

			“Will you go into the house once the fire is out?” I asked him. Mr. Castlewright had wandered away, and the Gingriches had gone back home. The fire was starting to die now.

			“Yes. I’ll sift through ashes if I have to. I’m going to search that cellar,” he said, grimly.

			“She’s under the floorboards in the back corner.” I didn’t know how I knew that—I simply did. Weeks inside 19 Howard Avenue had given me a few facts that I hadn’t had before. “The man I saw, the one in the black suit and hat, was living in the house when she disappeared.”

			“I can get records from the owner,” he said. “Find the man’s name.”

			“It was too long ago,” I said. “He moved away after the little girl disappeared. He drifted to a different state, used a different name. You’ll never find him, and it doesn’t matter, because he’s dead now.” I watched the embers of the house I had lived in, where I had seen so much. “He died, likely somewhere far away, and afterward he came back here. Where she was. Because she was still in the yard, in the cellar. She had never left.”

			“My God.” Ian scrubbed his hands over his face. For the first time I realized he looked tired. We all did, me most of all.

			“What was her name?” I asked him. “The little girl who vanished?”

			“It was before my time, but the neighbors told me about it,” Ian said. “Her name was Patricia, but no one called her that. Everyone called her Trixie.”

			Fresh tears stung my eyes, and I wiped them away. So I had gotten one name right, at least. I had learned that name from 19 Howard Avenue. She had told me herself, somehow. I’m so sorry, Trixie.

			“What are you going to do, Ginette?” Ian asked.

			I shook my head. I didn’t know. All of my belongings were in ashes. “I’ll find a hotel, I suppose. Is there a hotel anywhere in Meritville?”

			“It’s hardly a tourist destination,” Ian said dryly.

			“Maybe one of the neighbors will take me in. From what I can see of his house, Mr. Castlewright has a spare room.”

			“You’re not staying with him. He was eyeing you, and you are a flirt.”

			“He wasn’t, and yes, I am.”

			“He was. And I have a spare room. You’re staying with me.”

			I sniffed. “Ian, I know I’m far from my best in this moment, but in fact I am very beautiful. Your wife absolutely will not stand for it.”

			“I don’t have a wife, for God’s sake. I’m a bachelor. You made the wife up in your head. And you’re staying with me.”

			“You’re very forward,” I said.

			“You’re very beautiful,” he said back. “And very stranded.”

			I sniffed again. My mind was turning. Damn it, despite the flirting he’d be gentlemanly, and he wouldn’t let me stay for more than a night or two. I wanted to stay much, much longer with Detective Ian Challis. And I definitely didn’t want to sleep in the guest bedroom.

			I’d find a way. I had to. Maybe not right now, but soon. I’d finally found something I wanted, and life was too short not to try and have it. Ian wouldn’t be easy, but he would be worth it.

			“I suppose you’ve convinced me,” I said, to save my dignity. “Since you saved my life.”

			He didn’t reply. He picked up my hand in his, bowed his head over it, and kissed it softly.

			The world shifted.

			We watched 19 Howard Avenue burn, until the flames finally died. I held Ian’s hand, felt the night breeze on my skin, and looked forward to the morning.
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			CHAPTER ONE

			Claire Lake, Oregon

			The Greer mansion sat high on a hill, overlooking the town and the ocean. To get to it from downtown, you had to leave the pretty shops and the creaking seaside piers and drive a road that wound upward, toward the cliffs. You passed the heart of Claire Lake, the part of town where the locals lived and the tourists didn’t usually go. You passed a grid of shops and low apartment blocks, local diners and hair salons. On the outskirts of town, you passed newer developments, built between the foot of the cliffs and the flat land on the edge of the inland lake that gave the town its name.

			The land was too wet and rocky to keep building, so the newer developments tapered off into woods and two-lane roads. Along the west edge of the lake were homes built in the seventies, squat shapes in brown brick and cream siding, the gardens neatly kept for over forty years by people who had never moved away. Past those houses, around the other edges of the lake, there was nothing but back roads, used only by hikers, hunters, fishermen, and teenage kids looking for trouble. In the seventies, the houses along the lake were for the up-and-coming ones, the people with good jobs. Everyone else lived in town. And if you were rich, you lived on the hill.

			The road climbed on the north side of the lake. The houses were set far apart here for privacy, and the roads were kept narrow and uneven, as if trying to keep outsiders away. The wealthy had come to Claire Lake in the twenties, when the town was first created, looking for a place that was scenic, secluded, and cheap to build big houses. They brought their money from Portland and California and settled in. Some of the houses sat empty after the stock market crash, but they filled up again during the boom after World War II. The people who lived here called the neighborhood Arlen Heights.

			The Greer mansion was one of the original houses in Arlen Heights. It was an ugly Frankenstein of a house even when it was built—a pseudo-Victorian style of slanted roofs and spires, though the walls were of butter yellow brick. And when Julian Greer bought it in 1950 with his newly inherited pharmaceutical fortune, he made it worse. He remodeled the lower floor to be more modern, with straight lines and dark brown wood. He also put in a bank of windows along the back wall to open up the house’s dark, gloomy interior. The windows looked out to the house’s back lawn and its drop-off to the ocean beyond.

			The effect was supposed to be sweeping, breathtaking, but like most of Julian’s life, it didn’t work out as planned. The windows fogged, and the view was bleak. The lawn was flat and dead, and the ocean beyond the cliff was choppy and cold. Julian had done the renovations in hopes of pleasing his new wife, Mariana, but instead the relentless view from the windows unsettled her, and she kept the curtains closed. She decorated the rest of the house dutifully but listlessly, which was a harbinger of their marriage. Something about the Greer mansion stifled laughter and killed happiness. It might sound dramatic, but anyone who had lived there knew it was true.

			By 1975, both Julian and Mariana were dead, Julian with his blood all over the kitchen floor, Mariana in the twisted wreck of a car crash. The house watched all of it happen, indifferent.

			Tonight it was raining, a cold, hard downpour that came in from the ocean. Arlen Heights was quiet, and the Greer mansion was dark. The rain spattered hard on the panes of glass, tracing lines down the large windows overlooking the lawn. The dark skeletons of the trees on either side of the house bowed back and forth in the wind, the branches scraping the roof. Drops pocked the empty driveway. The house was still and silent, stoic under the wind and the water.

			On the lawn, something moved across the surface of the grass. The touch of a footprint. Inside the house, one of the cupboard doors opened in the dark kitchen, groaning softly into the silence.

			In a bedroom window a shape appeared, shadowy and indistinct. The blur, perhaps, of a face. A handprint touched the bedroom window, the palm pressing into the glass. For a second, it was there, pale and white, though there was no one to see.

			The wind groaned in the eaves. The handprint faded. The figure moved back into the darkness. And the house was still once more.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			September 2017

			SHEA

			The day before I met Beth Greer was a Tuesday, with a gray sky overhead and a thin drizzle that wet my face and beaded in my hair as I waited at the bus stop. It was unseasonably warm, and the concrete gave off that rainy scent it sometimes has, rising up from beneath my ballet flats. There was a man standing next to me, wearing an overcoat and scrolling through his phone with an exhausted look on his face. On my other side was a worried-looking woman who was frantically texting. I closed my eyes, inhaling the scent of the rain laced with a thread of cologne from the man next to me, overlaid with gasoline and diesel fumes from the street. This was my life.

			It wasn’t a bad one. I was twenty-nine and divorced. I lived in a small complex of low-rise condos on a tangle of curved streets with the aspirational name of Saddle Estates. In my mind I called it Singles Estates, because it was almost exclusively populated with romantic failures like me, people who needed somewhere to live when they sold off their married house and took their half of the money. The man in the overcoat was divorced, guaranteed, and I’d bet money the woman was texting a kid who was in school while spending a court-designated week with his father.

			My divorce was still new. I had no kids. My place was small, smelled of paint, and only contained the bare necessities of furniture. But it wasn’t the worst life I could have. I’d known since I was nine that I was lucky to have any life at all.

			On the bus, I pulled out my phone, put my earbuds in my ears, and played the audiobook I was in the middle of listening to. A thriller: a woman in danger, most of the characters possibly lying, everything not quite as it seemed. A twist somewhere near the end that would either shock me or wouldn’t. There were dozens of books just like it, hundreds maybe, and they were the soundtrack of my life. The woman’s voice in my earbuds told me about death, murder, deep family secrets, people who shouldn’t be trusted, lies that cost lives. But a novel always ends, the lies come to the surface, and the deaths are explained. Maybe one of the bad characters gets away with something—that’s fashionable right now—but you are still left with a sense that things are balanced, that dark things come to light, and that the bad person will, at least, most likely be miserable.

			It was dark comfort, but it was still comfort. I knew my own tally by heart: My would-be killer had been in prison for nineteen years, seven months, and twenty-six days. His parole hearing was in six months.

			Work was a doctor’s office in downtown Claire Lake. I was a receptionist, taking calls, filing charts, making appointments. As I came through the door, I pulled the earbuds from my ears and gave my coworkers a smile, shaking off all of the darkness and death.

			“Busy day,” Karen, the other receptionist, said, glancing at me, then away again. “We open in twenty.”

			We weren’t bosom friends, my coworkers and I, even though I had worked here for five years. The other women here were married with kids, which meant we had nothing much in common since my divorce. I hadn’t talked to any of them about the divorce, except to say it had happened. And I couldn’t add to the conversations about daycares and swimming programs. The doctors didn’t socialize with any of us—they came and went, expecting the mechanism of the office to work without much of their input.

			I took off my jacket and put on my navy blue scrub top, shoving my phone and purse under the desk. I could probably make friends here if I tried. I was attractive enough, with long dark hair that I kept tied back, an oval face, and dark eyes. At the same time, I didn’t have the kind of good looks that threaten other women. I was standoffish—I knew that. It was an inescapable part of my personality, a tendency I couldn’t turn off no matter how much therapy I did. I didn’t like people too close, and I was terrible at small talk. My therapists called it a defense mechanism; I only knew it was me, like my height or the shape of my chin.

			But my lack of gregariousness wasn’t the only reason my coworkers gave me a wide berth. Though they didn’t say anything to me, a rumor had gotten out in my first week; they all knew who I was, what I had escaped. And they all knew what I did in the evenings, the side project that consumed all of my off-hours. My obsession, really.

			They probably all thought it wasn’t healthy.

			But I’ve always believed that murder is the healthiest obsession of all.

			

			—

			“Don’t tell me,” my sister, Esther, said on the phone. “You’re hibernating again.”

			“I’m fine,” I said. It was after work, and I was at my local grocery store, the Safeway in the plaza within walking distance to Singles Estates. I put cereal in my cart as I shoulder-pinned the phone to my ear. “I’m grabbing some groceries and going home.”

			“I told you to come over for dinner. Will and I want to see you.”

			“It’s raining.”

			“This is Claire Lake. It’s always raining.”

			I looked at a carton of almond milk, wondering what it tasted like. “I know you worry about me, but I’m fine. I just have work to do.”

			“You already have a job. The website isn’t paid work.”

			“It pays enough.”

			My big sister sighed, and the sound gave me a twinge of sadness. I really did want to see her, along with her husband, Will, a lawyer who I liked quite a lot. Esther was one of the only people who really mattered to me, and even though she gave me grief, I knew she tried hard to understand me. She’d had her own guilt and trauma over what had happened to me. She had her own reasons to be paranoid—to hibernate, as she put it. The difference was, Esther didn’t hibernate. She had a husband and a house and a good job, a career.

			“Just tell me you’re trying,” Esther said. “Trying to get out, trying to do something, trying to meet new people.”

			“Sure,” I said. “Today I met a man who has a hernia and a woman who would only say she has a ‘uterus problem.’ ” I put the almond milk down. “I’m not sure what a ‘uterus problem’ is, and I don’t think I’m curious.”

			“If you wanted to know, you could look in her file and find out.”

			“I never look in patients’ files,” I told her. “You know that. I answer phones and deal with appointment times, not diagnoses. Looking in a patient file could get me fired.”

			“You make no sense, Shea. You won’t look at patients’ medical files, but you’ll talk about murders and dead bodies on the internet.”

			I paused, unpinning my phone from my shoulder. “Okay, that’s actually a good point. I get that. But does it mean that in order to be consistent, I should be more nosy or less?”

			“It means you live too much inside your own head, overthinking everything,” Esther said. “It means you need to meet people who aren’t patients, real people who aren’t murder victims on a page. Make friends. Find a man to date.”

			“Not yet for the dating thing,” I told her. “Maybe soon.”

			“The divorce was a year ago.”

			“Eleven months.” I dodged a woman coming the opposite way up my aisle, then moved around a couple pondering the cracker selection. “I’m not opposed to finding someone. It’s dating itself that freaks me out. I mean, you meet a stranger, and that’s it? He could be anyone, hiding anything.”

			“Shea.”

			“Do you know how many serial killers dated lonely women in their everyday lives? Some divorcée who just wants companionship from a nice man? She thinks she’s won the dating lottery, and meanwhile he’s out there on a Sunday afternoon, dumping bodies. And now we’re supposed to use internet apps, where someone’s picture might not even be real. People are lying about their faces.”

			“Okay, okay. No dating apps. No dating at all yet. I get it. But make some friends, Shea. Join a book club or a bowling league or something.”

			My cart was full. I paused by the plate glass windows at the front of the store, letting my gaze travel over the parking lot. “I’ll think about it.”

			“That means no,” Esther said.

			“It means I’ll think about it.” The parking lot looked like any normal parking lot during after-work hours, with cars pulling in and out. I watched for a moment, letting my eyes scan the cars and the people. An old habit. I couldn’t have told you what I was looking for, only that I’d know it when I saw it. “Thanks, sis. I’ll talk to you later.”

			I bought my groceries and put them in the cloth bags I’d brought with me. I slung the bags over my shoulders and started the walk home in the rain, my coat hood pulled up over my head, my feet trying to avoid the puddles. The walk toward Singles Estates took me down a busy road, with cars rushing by me, splashing water and giving me a face full of fumes. Not the most pleasant walk in the world, but I put my earbuds in and put one foot in front of the other. Esther had long ago given up on telling me to get a car. It would never happen.

			Besides, I got home before nightfall, so I didn’t have to walk alone in the dark. I called that a win.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			September 2017

			SHEA

			At home in my little condo, I changed into dry clothes, made myself a tuna salad sandwich, and powered up my laptop.

			Despite the stress, the gnawing uncertainty, the expense, and—yes—the heartbreak, this was the upside of getting divorced: I had the freedom to sit in my underfurnished living room in pajama pants and a T-shirt, eating mayonnaise-drenched tuna and working uninterrupted for the rest of my evening. The project I was working on, the obsession of my off-hours, was my website, the Book of Cold Cases.

			It wasn’t an actual book. It was a collection of posts and articles written by me about unsolved crimes, the famous and the not so famous. The site included a private message board where people as obsessed as I was could post their theories or the new facts they’d found. I’d started the site nearly a decade ago as a personal blog, a place where I could post in near obscurity about the things that fascinated me. But over the years, it had started to take on a life of its own, and now the site had nearly two thousand members, all of whom paid a small yearly fee. I sold ads on the site sometimes, too. The money wasn’t nearly enough to live on, but it was enough for me to pay for upgraded servers, occasional professional webmaster work, and—most importantly—research help.

			I logged on and scrolled through the new messages on the message board. There was a lively conversation going on about the disappearance of a little girl in Tennessee, and another one about a woman in Michigan who claimed she was abducted but could provide no evidence of it. Someone had revived an old thread about the Zodiac Killer because of a recent podcast they’d heard, and someone else had posted a link to a new theory about the JonBenét Ramsey case. I read through everything and added my own comments, looking out for messages that were inflammatory or insulting. Even in a closed group, the internet was the perfect place for people who wanted to call each other names, and it required constant moderation. People could get as angry about a twenty-year-old murder as they could about modern-day politics.

			When I was finished, I clicked over to the article I was currently working on, about a woman in Connecticut who had left her house and disappeared, leaving her two-year-old daughter alone in her playpen. Security footage showed her walking past a mall three miles away, but how had she gotten there, and why? She’d left her car in the driveway. Cell phone records showed a single phone call from the woman’s phone to 911 four hours after she disappeared. The call had disconnected as soon as the operator answered. Did that mean the woman was still alive then, trying to call for help? Or had someone else used her phone? These were the kinds of questions that could send me straight down the rabbit hole for days on end.

			I picked up my phone and called Michael De Vos, the private detective who worked for me sometimes. Being a layperson had its limits when you wrote crime stories, and Michael was a help when I needed expert analysis. He used to be a cop in the Claire Lake PD. He picked up right away.

			“Shea. You’re home?” he said. Michael knew a lot about my paranoia, though he didn’t know the reason. He didn’t seem to find it strange; he often checked that I was home safe when we talked.

			“I made it,” I said. “Where are you?” Michael was usually somewhere interesting. As a private detective, he lived the kind of life that would be way too much for my anxiety to handle.

			“Right now I’m in a parked car,” he said, “waiting for someone. Where I’ve been since noon.”

			He did, in fact, sound bored. “Waiting for who?”

			“You know that’s classified.”

			I felt myself smiling. Everything Michael did was classified, according to him. At least the interesting stuff was. “If you’re doing a boring stakeout,” I said, “then you had time to read the article I sent.”

			“I did.” I heard him sip something. I pictured him in a car parked at the side of a road somewhere, the misty rain dripping down the windows. Maybe he was waiting for a cheating spouse or an embezzler. In my mind, the car was a big, boxy seventies thing, even though it was 2017. Michael gave off that old-school vibe.

			Not that he was old. As far as I knew, he was somewhere in the second half of his thirties, with dark brown hair and brown eyes. Good-looking, most women would think. Women who weren’t closed off like me. I’d only ever seen a photograph of him, which he’d sent me early on; we’d never met in person.

			I wasn’t very good with meeting strange men in person.

			“What did you think?” I asked him.

			“If you want to know what I think about the article, it was excellent. If you want to know what I think about the case, then the husband did it. With the father’s help.”

			“There’s no evidence,” I said.

			“When they find her, there will be. Because she’s definitely dead.”

			Something inside me that had been coiled tight loosened for the first time all day. I loved Esther, but she didn’t really get me. Our parents lived in Florida, and they definitely didn’t get me. My coworkers didn’t get me. My ex-husband didn’t get me.

			Michael got me. I didn’t know how or why. He just did.

			No one in my life wanted to talk about this stuff except him.

			“What about the mall footage?” I asked him.

			“Inconclusive. My guess is it isn’t her. The killers caught a lucky break with that.”

			“The husband and the father working together is unusual.”

			“Unusual, but not unheard of. It’s going to be difficult for them to maintain. One of them will probably make a deal, giving up the other one.”

			“But the husband, really? Everyone says they were a loving couple.”

			“Everyone always says that, and everyone is always wrong.”

			“You’re a cynic,” I said, scrolling through the article again, looking for typos. “That’s a good quality to have.”

			“My ex-wife would not agree.”

			I paused. He hadn’t mentioned an ex-wife before; we didn’t usually get personal. “Then she can call my ex-husband,” I said, trying it out. “It sounds like they have a lot in common.”

			“They’d probably get along just fine.” He paused. “I think I see some movement. I have to go. Put the article up. It’s good.”

			“Thank you,” I said. “Good luck.”

			When we hung up, I put my phone down and did a circuit of my place, checking that the doors were locked, the windows fastened. Singles Estates had a security guard at the entrance to the complex, but that didn’t mean much to me. Anyone on foot who was determined to get in could find a way. I was on the third floor—no way was I taking a ground-floor apartment—and I had a security system just in case. Locks on the windows, no fire escape, no easy-to-pop screens. One of the few things I missed about marriage was the everyday presence of a man in the house, keeping the bad things away without even knowing it.

			But I didn’t have that anymore, so I had to be careful.

			Everything was in place. When I was finished, I sat down in front of my computer again. I tapped it awake and logged in to the Book of Cold Cases. And I started tonight’s journey into the darkness.
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