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CHAPTER 1



WEDNESDAY, MARCH 3

“I have a building full of dead people,” Theresa MacLean told the detective. “I don’t have time for one who isn’t even dead.”

Frank Patrick parked the car against the curb and gestured up at the antique brick architecture in front of them. “Not that we know of. But what woman runs out on a rich husband, a cool apartment, and her five-month-old daughter?”

“A stupid one.” Theresa pulled her stocking cap more tightly over the red hair she hadn’t bothered to curl, and took in the historic structure from a different perspective. “We’re in Lakewood.”

“So you did pay attention on the drive over from the morgue. I thought you’d slipped back into your coma.”

She ignored the coma comment. “I know this place. You can see it from the rapid transit.”

“It used to be the National Carbon Company,” he told her. The redbrick building in front of her would have looked at home on the Oxford campus; its outbuildings, done in matching brick but with much less style, would not have.


“Why are you involved?” Theresa asked. Frank had been a Cleveland homicide detective for eight years, but the well-to-do suburb of Lakewood had its own force, and besides, the woman was only missing.

“Because of her job.”

“At the carbon company?”

“No, this place has been closed for years. Her husband bought the vacant campus six months ago. I meant her job.” He opened his door and got out, forcing her to follow suit. The March air hung icy and damp around Theresa’s face. She pulled the padded jacket with MEDICAL EXAMINER printed on the back around herself more tightly, knowing it wouldn’t do any good. She hadn’t felt warm in eight months. But the lettering identified her as one of the M.E.’s staff, a forensic scientist, not a cop, so that witnesses and family members greeted her with a shade more warmth than they did police officers.

She waited for Frank to circle the car. Being the middle of a weekday didn’t lessen the traffic on 117th and cars whizzed down the narrow pavement; everyone had somewhere to go and wanted to get there fast. Frank darted out of their way; the homicide detective had a long-legged gait and was slender and handsome, with a mustache to go with his light brown hair, but had no more fashion sense than she had, though she wouldn’t dare say so. “And her job is?”

“Escort.”

“What?”

“Escort. Was, actually—she quit on her wedding day. One of those pretty girls a businessman hires to take to cocktail parties so he can look like a player. The company—and I use the term loosely—is on West Twenty-fifth. I remember her boss from his humble origins and have been wanting to bust him for about fifteen years now. So if she’s dead, I’m hoping it’s got something to do with him.”

“It’s good to have a goal.”

“Hey, I’m not hoping the woman’s dead. I’m just hoping to bust her boss if she is. The Lakewood guys are in this with me, but right now they’ve got their hands full with that family that got wiped out over on Warren, so they don’t mind if I look into it. Let’s go in, I’m freezing.”

“An escort.”

“Which means her boss has an opening, if you’re looking to make a switch.” He grinned. She didn’t. He stopped smiling. She felt guilty because he’d been making her laugh since she was three years old and knew he felt bad that he couldn’t do it anymore. But she couldn’t help it. Her sense of humor had died with her fiancé, Paul. “So you dragged me out here for a hooker on a bender?”

Humor fled his face as well. “Just take a look at the place, okay? Pick up some things that we can use for DNA testing if her body turns up and then you can go back to the trace evidence lab and hide behind your glass slides and microscopes.”

She scowled, but then followed him up the cracked sidewalk and through the unlocked glass door; Frank had also been pushing her around since she was three and she had gotten used to it. Besides, if she argued with him for too long, he’d complain to his mother, who’d complain to her sister—Theresa’s mother—who’d give her the concerned Are you ever going to get your life back together? looks she’d been giving out for the past eight months. Theresa had gotten used to those too.


Just keep going, she told herself. It’s not as if you’ve got anything else to do.

The lobby smelled coldly musty. “They live in a factory?”

“No, the other buildings are the factory. This building used to be the offices. Apparently he’s renovating it as living space for himself and his partner and the programmers. It’s high-tech stuff and those types like to work unconventional hours. Sounds like he plans to be the Bill Gates of Cleveland. I got all this from the Lakewood cop who took the report; he was a whole lot more interested in the architecture than in our errant young mom.”

The elevator took an inordinate amount of time to rise one floor, and Frank used the trip to tell her more about the missing Jillian Perry. Twenty-four, native of Cleveland, she lived with her husband of three weeks, Evan Kovacic, and her baby girl. Evan Kovacic owned and operated a video-game design firm. He had come home from a downtown meeting on Monday to find the door locked, Jillian gone, and the baby crying in her crib.

“And her husband knew about her former occupation.”

“Absolutely. Says Jillian worked as a three-dimensional model.”

“Dimensions, right. You keep saying her daughter,” Theresa said as the claustrophobic elevator shuddered to a halt. “This baby isn’t his daughter?”

“No. Jillian was pregnant when they met. I guess the father isn’t in the picture.”

Theresa snorted and nudged the sliding door with her foot to encourage it to open faster. “Great.”

“We don’t get to pick our victims, Tess.”

“Tell me about it.” The second-floor lobby had fresh carpeting but a gouge in the plaster outside door number 212. Frank gave her a warning look as he knocked, and she straightened her shoulders. I’m a professional. Focus on the job. What do I need to do right now?

I care about every victim. Even if she was a drug-addled slut.

Who doesn’t give a crap about her own kid.

She thought that these were the things we say about other people in the shuttered rooms of our own minds, the harsh judgments we would never, ever confess to another living soul.

A man about her age—thirty-nine—opened the door. He had black hair cut fashionably close, and wore jeans and a dress shirt without a tie. The untucked shirt had a hard time staying neat over his medium girth. He seemed more like an overgrown boy than a large man. CNN broadcasters chattered in the background and someone had recently microwaved Italian food.

“Hi, I’m Evan. I’m glad you’re on time, I do have to get back to work when we’re done. But I let the sitter go home for lunch since I had to be here anyway, so I’ve got another half hour. Have you found out anything about Jillian? You’re Detective Patrick, right?”

Frank introduced Theresa. Never touchy-feely and especially not with distraught family members, she would have been satisfied with a nod, but Evan Kovacic held out his hand, so she had to shake it. His fingers felt soft and too fleshy, and she couldn’t picture him building microchips or whatever it was he did. She let him talk at her cousin while she took in the room.

Walking into the home of a stressed stranger no longer felt odd to her. She had done it at least once a week for the past dozen years. But she no longer found it fascinating either.

At least it was clean. The polished wood floors gleamed and the furniture arranged around the leather sofa held just enough of the accoutrements of daily living to look comfortable. Lightweight draperies framed the window with a dramatic swoosh. Video-game designing must pay well.

“Nice place,” she said, interrupting Evan Kovacic’s questions. Then she cleared her throat and forced herself to enunciate. Somewhere along the line, talking to people had become an effort. “This is a lovely apartment.”

“Jillian did the decorating,” Evan told her, biting a nail. “She had—has—a real talent for it.”

“I need to see her bedroom and bathroom, please.” Let’s grab the DNA samples and get back to my routine.

“In there.” Evan Kovacic waved his hand at the hallway, and continued to ask Frank how the police go about looking for a woman who seemed to have disappeared off the face of the earth.

Theresa came to the bathroom first. She had no trouble guessing which toothbrush and razor and hairbrush belonged to the missing woman—Jillian apparently liked pink. Pink hand mirror, pink towels, pink makeup case with pink rhinestones. Theresa donned latex gloves and dropped the items she wanted into three separate manila envelopes. She didn’t bother to label them, she could do that back at the lab; as long as the items remained in her custody, they did not have to be sealed immediately. She caught her own face in the mirror for a brief moment, her expression sour and irritated, and left the room.

Stuffing the envelopes into her camera bag, she stepped into the nursery, realized her mistake, and turned to go. But it had been seventeen years since Rachael had been an infant, so she tiptoed up to the gleaming white crib. Mothers never lost their professional curiosity about other people’s children.


Jillian’s daughter slept soundly on pink sheets printed with the word Princess, her little face scrunched, concentrating on some dream or the condition of her diaper or merely the new act of breathing. Light-colored down spread over her skull and both hands made loose fists, the fingernails impossibly small. Her skin was perfect and her bed smelled of baby powder and warmth.

I should feel something right now. Hope, sorrow, empathy. Anything.

But I don’t.

She left the room, backing away from the sleeping child as if the softest footfall might disturb her, though the men’s voices only twenty feet away did not.

The Kovacics’ bedroom lacked the immaculate quality of the nursery. The bedclothes had been pulled up in a quick attempt at neatness; satin sheets—what else?—slipped haphazardly from beneath a chocolate velour cover. The matching nightstands had been segregated—a pink ribbon, a book of crossword puzzles, and a jumble of earrings on hers, a handheld video game and a ball cap on his. Jillian’s dresser held bottles of perfume and several framed photos, which Theresa glanced at. For a professional model—and I use the term loosely—there were no posed shots, just candid snaps of a blond woman, Evan, the baby, and various other people,

Theresa searched for a hamper. The toothbrush, hairbrush, and razor should be able to give them all the DNA they would need to compare to the body, if and when a body turned up, but it never hurt to make sure.

She opened the closet. Jillian’s half bulged with low-cut blouses and clingy dresses in every color of the rainbow. Evan’s half consisted of sweatshirts, T-shirts, and extreme-cold wear. Quilted nylon pants with FASTER emblazoned in yellow down one leg indicated a skier—no, not a skier, she mentally corrected upon spying a snowboard partially out of its duffel bag on the floor. Next to it sat a plastic laundry basket. Evan had obviously continued to pitch his T-shirts and briefs at it during the three days Jillian had been missing, making the basket only half of the time, because she had to dig down past three sets of men’s underclothes and a few dress shirts to find more feminine items. Theresa pulled out a skirt, a V-necked sweater, and the requisite thong underwear, an article of clothing she could never bring herself to try. It looked like sheer torture. She dropped two of these in a fourth manila envelope; vaginal secretions would provide plenty of skin cells—epithelials—for DNA analysis. They might also reveal sperm that didn’t belong to Evan, if there were some boyfriends or ex-clients in the picture, but Theresa couldn’t see how that would be relevant. If the underwear was here and Jillian wasn’t, then any wayward sperm on it probably didn’t coincide with the crime. If there had been a crime. If Jillian hadn’t simply found marriage and motherhood too confining, and left them behind with her pink towels.

Theresa stood, listening to her knees creak. She couldn’t see what else to do. If Evan had killed his wife, he would hardly be letting Theresa poke around unsupervised. She saw no bloodstains or evidence of new paint or carpeting, which might imply a cleanup job. Jillian hadn’t left any threatening letters or indiscreet photos lying around, though Theresa hadn’t gone through her drawers and didn’t intend to. She had come strictly to collect items for future DNA analysis and had no desire to see what ex–professional escorts stored in their bedroom drawers, what people who had a marriage, had a love, had a life kept close at hand. She had no desire to ponder the contrasts between their situation and hers.


Time to get back to the lab, where the cases were no more fascinating but at least the victims were demonstrably dead. No doubt Jillian would come home after an argument with her mother or new boyfriend or whoever she had gone to.

Inertia kept Theresa from moving, long enough to take another look at Jillian’s pictures. She had been pretty, certainly, with clear, dewy skin and blond hair falling past her shoulder blades. Even in the hospital delivery room, wet with sweat and exhausted, she glowed as she held her newborn up for the camera. She beamed in her wedding dress, next to the tuxedoed Evan. She either hadn’t gained much weight with the baby or had lost it quickly, Theresa thought with a twinge of jealousy. She herself gained and lost the same five pounds every week.

“Is that all you’re going to do?” Evan Kovacic asked from the doorway, nodding at her camera bag with its protruding envelopes. “I mean, is there anything else I can give you that would help find her?”

What could she say? That’s it unless a body turns up? She glanced at Frank, who stood behind Evan, but before Frank could take over the husband’s eye fell on the photos. “She’s so beautiful. And not just on the outside. I know she would never have left us, not voluntarily. She loved Cara. She loved me.”

Theresa followed his line of sight to the photos. Thanks a lot, Jillian. Thanks for dragging me across town for five minutes of work, thanks for perpetuating men’s fantasies of women as nothing but pretty playthings, thanks for leaving your daughter to be raised by a guy who looks as if he can barely take care of himself. Great job.

Theresa caught her cousin’s eye, trying to signal: Let’s get out of here.


Frank ignored her. “Mr. Kovacic, when you returned on Monday, the door was locked? Everything in place?”

“Yes. Jerry and I—Jerry Graham, he’s my partner—we’d been at a software association meeting at Tower City all day. We got back about three in the afternoon.”

“Who else would have been on the premises?”

“No one except Jillian and Cara. We’re still setting up shop here, Jerry and I. We’ve got one programmer starting at the beginning of the month and another a week after that, and as soon as we get the manufacturing equipment set up, we’ll take on another designer and about four techs—”

“Was the outside door unlocked? The lobby door downstairs?”

“Yeah, probably. We’re in and out all day between this building and plants one and two—where we’ve begun setting up the equipment—so we don’t bother locking it. We haven’t had any problems with trespassers, and when we renovated we put in a good dead bolt on the apartment door. Though I doubt Jilly would have had it set during the day. I don’t know. I guess anyone could have walked right in—”

Frank headed the man off before his mind could travel too far in that ominous direction. “You’ve searched the entire property?”

“I sure have. Twice. It’s not as hard as it sounds, the buildings are empty for the most part, except for where we’re stocking all the equipment in number one and setting up the manufacturing process in number two. But Jerry and I searched every inch. We can look again now, if you want.”

Theresa frowned at Frank. He said, “The officer taking the report did a walk-through with you, right?”

“Yeah.”


“I’m sure he would have noticed anything out of place.” Like a dead body.

“I can’t see why Jillian would have gone wandering around dusty old buildings anyway. It’s been so cold, and she thought the dry air was bad for her skin. She was always so careful about her skin.” He picked up his wedding picture. “It was all she had, really, her looks.”

That didn’t sound very nice. Theresa wondered if he always managed to be so tactful, or only when under stress. Yet his eyes filled with tears as he gazed at the photo.

He added, as the level of desperation in his voice climbed steadily, “I know wherever she is, she’ll be worried sick about Cara and me. That’s why you have to find her. She knows I can’t raise a baby all by myself.”

This should have been poignant, but sounded flat and tinny to Theresa’s ears. She did not read anything into that reaction; everything sounded flat to her these days. But then he asked, “Are you two going to do the investigation into Jillian’s disappearance?”

“We’ll be working on it,” Frank assured him. “With the Lakewood police.”

Evan Kovacic had smooth skin and short, manicured fingernails; he had tucked the shirt in, so that now he looked like a frat boy who’d grown up to be pleasant and reasonably responsible. But his eyes—the color of the irises dark and solid, and hard as marble—swept her from the red hair that hadn’t seen a grooming product in months to the scuffed Reeboks she wore to cushion her feet during the eight-hours-without-sitting days. He was assessing her competence, Theresa thought, and finding it lacking. Well, screw him.


But then he managed a smile. “Great.”

Taught to be polite. Or a lack of confidence in me somehow reassures him. How much does he really want us to find Jillian?

She let her brain wander on this path for one brief moment. Jillian and her former job had become an embarrassment to the young entrepreneur. Marriage had not changed Jillian’s personality or lifestyle and both had worn him down. He had a good idea where she was—holed up with a boyfriend, on a bender, under the Carnegie bridge with a needle in her arm—and didn’t need that publicity. Having had a few days to think about it since making the original report, he now knew that he didn’t want her back, but as legal husband and nice guy felt obligated to keep up the pretense.

Or perhaps Theresa saw nothing but pain and deceit in her world these days, and this poor guy had made an effort to keep his self-possession while begging them to bring his wife back. Being left with an infant to raise wouldn’t make his busy days easier, and surely Jillian’s looks helped him tolerate any other foibles.

“Good-bye, Mr. Kovacic.” She left the room and the apartment, taking the stairs down.

Outside, the wind cut through her jacket in damp, knifelike slices. They were too close to Lake Erie to avoid the gusting air. Trees were bare, the sky an unrelenting gray. Patrons at the station across the street waited in their cars while gassing up. Unexpected sun in the morning had softened the top of the snow, but now it had frozen to a sheet of new ice once more, the inconsistency harder on living things than a low but steady clime would be. April wasn’t the cruelest month in Cleveland, Ohio. March was.

“What do you think?” Frank said, sauntering up to the unmarked police car, pulling his keys from his pocket and jangling them too loudly.

“About what? Whether this bimbo is coming back or not? How should I know?”

He waited for a truck to pass, then walked quickly into the street to the other side of the car. Once the doors had closed, he started the car before saying, “You saw the place. Neat, clean. She wasn’t some crack whore. The baby’s room is—”

“Immaculate,” Theresa said. “That could be the nanny, though. She must have been there all day every day for at least three days, right, if the husband’s been at work?”

“He works on the premises, but yeah, the babysitter’s been there. I didn’t find any trace of drugs,” Frank went on. “A little beer in the fridge, that’s it.”

“How did you get to look around the kitchen?”

“I had a few seconds while he went to see what you were doing. No prescription drugs in the kitchen cabinets or bathroom. Did you find anything in the bedroom?”

“I didn’t really look, just collected some underwear.”

He opened his mouth to make a comment, apparently remembered that Theresa was his first cousin, and shut it again. “I ran their financials too. Little bit of credit card debt—and who doesn’t have that these days?—and a car loan. I didn’t have time for more than the basic accounts, but when people run out it’s usually because of love or money.”

“Same reason they usually murder too.” She didn’t know why that popped out, since she doubted Jillian had left due to anything other than her own free will.

“Exactly,” Frank said.

He spoke as if she had proven some point of his, which irritated her. “Fine. Where is her car?”

“In their garage. The officer who took the original report said it was locked, no signs of damage, no signs of foul play.”

“And she’s not in the trunk,” she said.

“He checked.”

“Her purse? Cell phone? Any bank withdrawals?”

“Her purse is still there in the apartment. Phone, money, L’Oreal lipstick in Brilliant Pink still there. How about it, cuz? When was the last time you left home without your purse?”

“The third grade.”

“See why I think it’s weird? It’s as if she went out to get a paper and never came back.”

They passed Lakewood Park, and she watched the whitecaps kick up the surface of Lake Erie. At one time this case would have interested her, prompted her to a panoply of theories regarding the fate of Jillian Perry. But that was before watching her fiancé bleed to death. Still, for Frank’s sake and to forestall that sympathetic look she had come to dread, she made an effort. “What about the nanny?”

“You’ve got a nasty, suspicious turn of mind,” he said, as if the fact delighted him. “Apparently Evan only hired her three days ago; she’s fifty-five and a friend of his mother’s. They never needed a babysitter before—they live at his company, and when Jillian worked, her jobs were mostly at night. I’ll look into it, though.”

They passed the Cleveland city limits, and Theresa grew tired of Jillian Perry and questions with no answers. “Okay. I’ve got DNA in case her body turns up. That’s all I can do for now, so let’s get back to the lab. I have to go over the clothes from that woman they found in the park yesterday, make up some more acid phosphatase reagent, run the FTIR samples, order more evidence tape, and maybe eat lunch before Leo comes up with something else to dump on me.”

“I’ll take you to lunch.”

She gave him a skeptical look. Her cousin could be generous to a fault in large ways, but had never in his life volunteered to pick up a check. “What do you want?”

“At Pier W. It’s on the water.”

Especially not at expensive restaurants. “I know where it is. We went there for my senior prom. What do you want?”

“The salty wind in your hair—”

“Lake Erie is freshwater, and glaciers give off warmer air at this time of the year. What do you want?”

“Come with me to talk to Georgie, Jillian’s boss. The escort-service guy.”

“I’m not a freakin’ cop, Frank. I’m a scientist. I work with microscopes and fibers. I don’t interrogate people, and not even lunch at Pier W is worth chatting with a pimp!”

“He’s not a pimp,” he corrected her, while pointedly missing the I-90 on-ramp. “He’s a businessman. Come on, this guy is never around women he can’t intimidate or pay off. He won’t know what to do with you sitting there.”

“Don’t you—”

She had almost said Don’t you have a partner? Before she remembered that no, he didn’t, that his last partner had been shot in a bank robbery, the partner he had resented more than liked, the partner she had been engaged to marry, and since then he had managed to circumvent all efforts of the department to assign him another. And she remembered something else, something that had existed in another time, another life—sympathy for someone other than herself.

“Okay,” she said. “But I’m ordering lobster. And the Brie plate.”








CHAPTER 2




George Panapoulos—aka Georgie Porgie—worked out of a storefront on West Twenty-fifth, just two blocks from the West Side Market, sandwiched in between a bail bondsman and a used-appliance dealer. He had tried to add a splash of color to the grimy street, however, spelling out BEAUTIFUL GIRLZ! in six-inch-high fluorescent pink letters along the window. The inside smelled of bug spray and cigarette smoke, but the receptionist lived up to the advertising, a petite blond in spandex, her eyes a crystal blue and slightly unfocused.

“I’m here to see Georgie,” Frank told her in the commanding tone he’d practiced on Theresa since she was four. She’d stopped listening at six, but it still worked on other people.

Heavy footsteps made the thin walls tremble, and Georgie appeared with a cigarette in one hand and a stack of envelopes in the other. Theresa had expected a stereotype, a used-car salesman with lots of gold jewelry, but George Panapoulos looked more like an aging college student. He had neatly trimmed black hair and wore a maroon sweatshirt with jeans. The only concessions to flash were a stylish goatee and a gold band with one fat diamond on his right hand. He only grinned when he saw Frank, and then his eye fell on Theresa. Like her cousin had said earlier, he opened his mouth to make a comment, then apparently thought better of it. “What can I do for you, Detective?”

“I need to ask you about one of your ex-employees. In private.”

“I’m a little busy right now—”

Frank waited.

“—but I’ll take time for anything that concerns my girls. Come on back.” He turned away from them without hesitation and led the way through a narrow hallway with stained wallpaper.

His office continued to work against stereotype. Papers, manila folders, and pictures of girls covered the desk, the bookshelf, and a battered credenza. More pictures covered the walls—girls of every race, size, and hair color, including a few not found in nature; girls in bikinis or less; girls in full-length gowns—pinned up willy-nilly with thumbtacks or even straight pins. It took Theresa a full minute to find Jillian’s. Theresa now believed in Georgie’s legitimacy—the deluge of young girls seemed no worse than the average magazine or group of billboards, and no way would a pimp keep this much paperwork.

The man no longer in question threw himself into a desk chair covered in 1970s orange vinyl and motioned for them to sit. His guest chairs were the only two uncluttered surfaces in the room. “Now don’t tell me one of my girls is in trouble, because I won’t believe it. They’re all clean. I’m legit now.”

“So you told me,” Frank said.

“It’s worth it, let me tell you. It’s worth the taxes and the forms and having to send out those friggin’ W-2s every January. I can sleep at night, I don’t have to take my gun into the shower with me, and I don’t have to call my lawyer every time someone like you shows up at my door.”

“I’m happy that you’ve seen the light.”

Georgie glanced at Theresa; again, he seemed on the verge of asking who she was, and then didn’t. Her cousin had been right. Georgie Porgie didn’t know what to do with her. She perused the photos of girls with lots of makeup and not enough body fat, and ignored him.

“So what are you here about?” he asked again. A phone rang in the lobby, abruptly cut off as the receptionist snatched it up.

“Jillian.”

“Which Jillian?”

“How many you got?”

“Three.” A dented space heater in the corner kicked on, pushing out puny waves of warm air to do what they could against the heavy dampness, and he raised his voice to be heard over the rattling heater. “Funny, come to think of it. It’s not a common name these days.”

“Jillian Kovacic.”

“You mean Perry.”

Frank absently patted the pack of cigarettes in his front shirt pocket; the heavily nicotined smell of the place must have been tempting him. “So you do know which Jillian I mean.”

“She was Perry here. She didn’t officially quit until she got him up the aisle. Jillian hedges her bets.”

“Didn’t jump ship until she had the lifeboat in position?” Frank prodded.

“Jillian’s not dumb. Besides, she seemed to think her new hubby was going to be a big shot soon and didn’t want her job distracting people from his.”

“You didn’t care that she got married?”

“Why would I care?”

“Maybe Jillian was more than an employee.”

“Yeah, so I killed her because I was jealous?” Georgie shook his head and pulled a cigarette from a pack on his desk, looking less like a college student with every minute as both face and voice lost their phony friendliness. “Listen, I’ve got forty-six girls working for me and Jillian is by no means the hottest one. I expected her to quit once she didn’t need the dough no more. I couldn’t believe she came back after having the baby. She lost that weight quick, though, I’ll say that for her.”

Frank let him wind down. “What makes you think she’s been killed?”

Georgie didn’t hesitate. “Her husband. He’s called here twice a day for the past three days asking if I have heard from her, and insisting that she would never just take off and not tell anyone where she went. And he’s right about that. Jillian was pretty reliable. That’s why I kept her on the payroll even though she couldn’t work once the baby began to show.”

Frank gave no sign of accepting this explanation, though it sounded reasonable to Theresa. Instead, he asked, “Can you think of anyone who might have wanted to kill her?”

“Sure. Her husband.”

“Why would her husband kill her?”

“Spoken like the true bachelor you are, Patrick. Husbands don’t need a reason. Neither do wives. Marriage is enough to turn anyone homicidal.”


“Speaking from experience? As I recall, that one girl thought you were going to marry her. What was her name? Debbie? Destiny?”

“Diana. I was, too. I still miss her every day,” Georgie said with patent innocence. But his body had tensed until the cords in his neck bulged under the skin. He flicked open a silver lighter and thumbed the roller against the flint with more force than necessary.

“She had cigarette burns up and down her right arm,” Frank added.

The man took a deep puff, then said, “That’s awful,” with no inflection whatsoever.

Theresa felt a chill that had nothing to do with the space heater kicking off. What was she doing here? Her job was to look at a body or a room or a piece of clothing and discern the relevant facts about those things, to give the investigators what they needed to catch people like Georgie. It wasn’t her job to sit there with Georgie. People weren’t like inanimate objects. People lied.

On the other hand, she might try to observe something useful. She didn’t dare interrupt Frank. She’d started talking in the middle of his guitar playing one day and he’d given her the cold shoulder for a month, which, at thirteen, seemed like a year.

Georgie’s hair had thinned a bit on top, revealing a birthmark and an S-shaped scar near the temple. His pupils didn’t seem to jump when they traveled from Frank to her and back again, which should mean he had no illegal drugs in his system. Nicotine stained his left-hand fingers, but he held the glowing butt in his right hand. Ambidextrous? Or trained to smoke with any free hand? He had another scar across the right thumb. An oil spot marred the elbow of the maroon sweatshirt, and he didn’t rest his back flat against the orange vinyl, which made her think he had a gun tucked into the waistband of his pants. This didn’t concern her much; every day found her surrounded by men with guns. Up the hall, the receptionist giggled into the phone.

“Anybody else might mean Jillian harm?” Frank was asking.

“Sure,” the man said again. “Her other boyfriend. The one she didn’t marry.”

“How many boyfriends did Jillian have?”

“Just the two. The one she didn’t marry, and the one she did. Those are all I know of, anyway.”

Theresa rolled her eyes, then felt embarrassed when the man across the desk noticed. She buried her nose in a brochure. Beautiful Girlz seemed to be the official name of the place. Available for trade shows, corporate excursions, and private parties. Except that Georgie had misspelled corporate as corporete.

“His name?”

“Drew, and I only know that because he’d call all the time when Jillian worked here. He’d drive the receptionists nuts trying to leave messages, but we don’t take messages for anyone but me here, or else this place would turn into a lonely hearts switchboard.”

“Did he know she got married?”

“He must have. The calls stopped when her employment did. But then he started up again the past three days, looking for Jillian.”

“This ex-boyfriend’s been calling here?”

“Even more than the husband. He’s been driving poor Vangie out there crazy. If you talk to him, tell him to stop or I’ll charge him with harassment.”

“I’ll need his last name.”


“I don’t have it. Vangie might. He’d chat with her and her soft little heart all the time until she got tired of it and learned to cut him short, which made him turn nasty. My other receptionist just hangs up on him. Him, and the thousand other mopes who call here, trying to get private time with my girls.” His mouth took on a pouty shape as he seemed to contemplate the nerve of these guys, thinking they could get for free what he had invested in, cultivated. Theresa almost felt a twinge of empathy for him. It’s probably how a Blockbuster manager feels about pirated movies, she thought.

“How long did Jillian work for you?”

“About a year and a half. Subtracting six months for the baby body, of course. Who’re you, anyway?” he apparently now felt comfortable enough to ask Theresa. She introduced herself, and Georgie’s heavy eyebrows came together. “M.E.? Like you do autopsies?”

“No, I’m a forensic scientist.”

“But that’s the morgue, right?”

“Yes.”

He puffed for a moment, holding her gaze with either concern or curiosity in his eyes. “So Jillian really is dead?”

Frank cut in. “Only missing. When was the last time you saw Jillian?”

“A week after the wedding. She came in to pick up her last check, from a tech conference last month—three days of holding up a big microchip on a revolving stage, not real classy, but I don’t design the shows, just staff them. I told her I had a cocktail party coming up, a real estate developer wanted to entertain some Japanese investors. They love blondes, and Jillian was good at that sort of thing. Smart enough to hold up her end of the conversation but too sweet to do much other than agree with whatever was said. She laughed and said no, she was out for good, and left. That was it.”

“She say anything about her husband, her baby? Troubles at home?”

“We didn’t chat. Just business.”

“She have any repeat customers? Other than Drew?”

“Drew ain’t a customer, he’s a problem. Besides, Jillian don’t have customers. I have customers.”

“And you get feedback from them, right? Anyone comment on Jillian in particular? Request another performance?”

“Nope.”

“Never?”

“No. Look, everyone liked Jillian, I’m not saying otherwise, but they like all my girls. Why not? They’re quality.”

“I see.”

“No, you don’t.” Georgie seemed to be working on a good case of righteous indignation. “You think I’m still a pimp. This is different. These girls are the ones who aren’t pretty enough to be models but aren’t desperate enough to be hookers. They don’t want to be hookers, and they don’t have to be. All they have to do is stand up straight and look pretty, laugh at a guy’s joke even if it’s in another language, and occasionally hold up a product or lean against a car. That’s it.”

Frank remained impassive. “They never take on side jobs?”

“No. Not like you mean. Do they sometimes date guys they meet through a job? Sure. Doesn’t everyone?”

Theresa caught herself nodding, stopped, and coughed. The smoke-scented air had grown oppressive, and the space heater only made it worse. She wanted to leave.


“Did Jillian?” Frank pressed.

“I wouldn’t know.”

“What did she tell you about her fiancé, when she worked here?”

“You’re not listening to me, Detective. I saw Jillian maybe once a week or less. We didn’t confide in each other about nothing, not her baby, not the dresses she picked out for the bridesmaids, not nothing.”

“If I find out you know more about Jillian than you’re telling me, Georgie—”

“What? You’ll what? There’s nothing you can do. I’m legitimate now.”

“Nobody’s legit when it comes to murder.”

“Jillian’s not dead.” Georgie stood up, apparently to signal the end of the interview and his patience. But then his expression changed and that look returned, the slight frown and the glittering eyes, worry combined with excited curiosity. “At least I hope not.”

Theresa wasted no time in plunging out to the street, sucking in the cold air until her sinuses hurt. Frank had lingered to speak to the receptionist, and he had the car keys, so she stayed close to the storefront door and tried to blend in. She eyed anyone who passed, without making eye contact, then felt slightly ridiculous as two little girls walked by without, apparently, a care in the world. West Twenty-fifth might not be Pepper Pike, but it was hardly a war zone.

Frank emerged but waited until they got in the car, doors shut against the chill and the poverty. “What do you think?”

“That guy was a pimp?”

“You think I’m making that up?” Frank cranked up the heat, nearly hard enough to break the knob. “Yes, he was a pimp. Don’t let that roly-poly friendly-guy act throw you off.”

“He just didn’t seem that bad to me.”

A stop sign gave him a chance to turn and face her. “For five years he worked from a crib in the warehouse district. During that time I fished two of his girls out of the Cuyahoga—and his fiancée, Diana? Found her in a Dumpster behind Tower City. Don’t let him fool you. Not for one second.”

Her sinuses ached even more. “Then what’s your plan here? Did you think you could ask him if he killed Jillian and he’d say yes, here’s where you’ll find her body?”

“You never know, cuz.” The huge stone men holding up the Lorain-Carnegie Bridge looked down upon them as they passed. “You never know.”

“His affect when he talked about that other girl, Diana, seemed totally different from when he spoke of Jillian. If the idea that Jillian is dead didn’t come as a surprise, then he’s a hell of an actor. Plus, Jillian’s picture hung on the wall with the others, but another girl’s partially overlapped it. That doesn’t speak of any elevated status.”

“This guy isn’t about sentiment, Tess. That’s what I’m trying to tell you.”

“What did Vangie say?”

“She backs up her boss, says Georgie didn’t pay more attention to Jillian than to any of the other girls. And that this Drew’s last name is Fleming. He’s been calling Jillian for over a year. Vangie thinks they might have met at a ‘company function,’ as she puts it, but she’s not sure. She’s never met him. She thought he sounded sweet at first, but now hears his voice in her sleep and is damn sick of it.”


“And what did Vangie think of the husband?”

“That Evan is the catch of a lifetime. Not the politest guy on the phone, but his income made him worth it.” Frank let her ponder this through downtown Cleveland and out to University Circle. After maneuvering the Crown Vic through the tight parking lot behind the county medical examiner’s office, he paused behind the loading dock to let her out. “So where’s your money? On the husband or the stalker?”

She stepped into the half-frozen air once more, pulling her camera bag from the passenger-seat floor. “My money is on Jillian getting tired of washing dishes and changing diapers. Girls who work for guys like Georgie don’t come from happy backgrounds and they don’t lead stable lives. You’ll find her crying on the shoulder of the persistent Drew.”

“Then why would Drew be calling Georgie?”

“Some other guy, then. Hey.” She leaned in and peered at her cousin. “Weren’t you going to buy me lunch?”

He turned his watch toward her. “It’s already one thirty, cuz. I don’t want to get you in trouble with Leo.”

She narrowed her eyes with a technique she had worked on until it flustered most men and some women. “I’m going to tell your mother you took me to visit a pimp.”

“He’s not a pimp,” Frank corrected her before driving off. “He’s a businessman.”
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