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Praise for Carlene Thompson

“Thompson creates smart, interesting characters the reader cares about within a gripping suspense story.”

—Judith Kelman, author of After the Fall on Don’t Close Your Eyes

Black for Remembrance

“Gripped me from the first page and held on through its completely unexpected climax. Lock your doors, make sure there’s no one behind you, and pick up Black for Remembrance.”

—William Katz, author of Double Wedding

“Bizarre, terrifying…an inventive and forceful psychological thriller.”

—Publishers Weekly

Since You’ve Been Gone

“This story will keep readers up well into the night.”

—Huntress Reviews

Don’t Close Your Eyes

“Don’t Close Your Eyes has all the gothic sensibilities of a Victoria Holt novel, combined with the riveting modern suspense of Sharyn McCrumb’s The Hangman’s Beautiful Daughter. Don’t close your eyes—and don’t miss this one.”

—Meagan McKinney, author of In the Dark

“Don’t Close Your Eyes is an exciting romantic suspense novel that will thrill readers with the subplots of a who-done-it and a legendary resident ghost seen only by children… The reviewer suggests finishing this terrific tale in one sitting to ascertain how accurate are the reader’s deductive skills in pinpointing the true villain.”

—Harriet Klausner

In the Event of My Death

“[A] blood-chilling…tale of vengeance, madness, and murder.”

—Romantic Times

The Way You Look Tonight

“Thompson…has crafted a lively, entertaining read…skillfully ratchet[ing] up the tension with each successive chapter.”

—The Charleston Daily Mail
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She forced her eyes open. At first all she saw was a blur of stars against a sky black as death. Then a face loomed over hers. “Still awake?” it asked.

She was lying in a tangle of weeds. They brushed her face, tickling, irritating. She raised her head slightly. “Please…”

“Please what? Please leave you alone? I can’t. Not now.”

Tears gathered in the corners of her eyes. Oh, God, was she having a dream? No. In dreams, her heart beat faster. Now it was slowing, beating in hard thuds growing farther and farther apart. The tears overflowed her eyes and ran across her temples into her thick black hair.

Suddenly she remembered when she was five years old and had sneaked out of her room one night to visit the house under construction next door. She hadn’t been interested in it until they told her the place was dangerous and she must never go there. Immediately it assumed an unconquerable allure. After creeping down the stairs while everyone watched television in the den and then scampering out the back door, nearly tripping over the untied shoelace on her Keds that peeped out from beneath her long nightgown, she had tiptoed around the building site, heady with her own daring, not admitting that she was a little disappointed by the unexciting conglomeration of boards and wheelbarrows and some big piece of machinery they’d used just that day to dig a hole Grandpa said would be a basement. She peered down into the huge hole, trying to picture it all stuffed with old furniture and books like the basement at her house. But it didn’t look like much. Besides, it wouldn’t look like her basement even when it was done—Grandpa had said the new people were going to make it a “rec room,” with Ping-Pong tables and “a lot of other foolishness” for their teenaged kids.

Bored almost immediately with her daring night journey, she decided to liven up the event by seeing how far out over the hole she could lean without getting dizzy. She took a step, tripped on the loose shoelace, and plunged forward into the freshly dug basement. Her surprised scream emerged as a thin squeak before she hit bottom, the air knocked out of her. As she lay on her back, her right leg agonizingly twisted under her, broken, her head swimming from a concussion, she had looked up at the stars—stars just like the ones she was seeing now—and cried because of the pain and because she was afraid no one would ever know how sorry she was that she’d done something bad, so bad God might make her die for it.

But she was seventeen now, and this time she knew she was dying. Grandpa wasn’t around to come looking for her in the next hour when they discovered her bed was empty. No one would come. No one could save her.

Panic washed over her. “Can’t do this,” she slurred to the face so near hers.

“I have to. I’m going to.”

She raised her head. She was having trouble breathing, although her emotions still raged. “Goddamn you! Hate you!” she spat.

“What happened to that sweet, soft-spoken girl we all know and love? Maybe you’re just showing your true colors, eh?” Pause. “Besides, I don’t care how you feel about me, so save the little breath you have left.”

She shuddered, her legs jerking convulsively. They weren’t bound, but she’d lost muscle control. They jerked once more, then settled limply on the cold ground. They no longer felt like part of her. She groaned before her head fell backward, hitting the ground with a soft thud.

“That’s better. You don’t want to fight me right up to the last minute, do you?”

She tried to speak. She tried to say. “Please don’t do this. I don’t deserve this.” But only “please” and “this” were intelligible around a tongue suddenly too big in her dry mouth.

A sigh came before the voice filled itself with business-like concentration. “It’s getting late. We’d better get on with it now.”

Her right wrist was raised. The serrated edge of a kitchen knife gleamed in the moonlight. “I wish you were asleep for this, I really do. But you’re so damned stubborn. You won’t even go to sleep when you’re supposed to.”

For an instant it was all there—plans for college; high school football games viewed on crisp autumn nights; Grandma’s loving face; her adored cat, Taffy, that had vanished when she was seven; her new car; his warm hands moving over her little body; Aunt Joan’s beautiful violet eyes.

Then it all vanished into an almost surreal vision of the knife skimming across her skin. Her wrist opened. Warm blood gushed down her arms, steaming slightly in the chilled night air. Her throat worked, but all that emerged was a whimper. She tried one last time to raise herself up on one elbow, but the effort was too much. She collapsed helplessly into the creeping vines, her chest heaving as she fought for breath.

Despite her fading heartbeat, her mind still functioned, although with dreamy sluggishness. So Grandma had been right, she thought in dull surprise. Grandma always said evil in your soul would turn on you like a vicious animal. Her intent had been evil—she knew all along it was. It violated everything she’d been taught about the sanctity of life. But she wasn’t the only one whom evil would turn on—not the only one.


A hand clasped her left arm and raised it to meet the knife. In the resignation that comes from total despair, she stopped thinking and gazed up at the beautiful whirl of spinning stars. Then she closed her eyes.
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Blaine Avery smiled at the golden retriever capering before her. “Sure you really want to go on this walk, Ashley?” she teased. The dog barked and turned in a circle, her nails tapping on the polished oak floor. “Full of beans now that you’re back home, aren’t you?” Blaine laughed, bending down to rub the dog’s ears.

Ashley growled the way she always did when she wanted a walk. “Okay, I’ll stop chattering and we’ll be on our way.” Blaine stood up. “But don’t forget, this is our first walk in the woods for a long time. I’m not up to chasing you, so don’t go wild on me.”

The dog marched to the door and shifted impatiently from side to side. Blaine drew a windbreaker over her light blue sweater, and as soon as she opened the French door, Ashley shot out into the mid-November sunshine. “I said, take it easy!” Blaine called, but the dog was already streaking across the wide terrace toward the woods a couple of hundred feet beyond, looking back and barking repeatedly as if to say, “Hurry up!”

“I guess I can’t blame her.” Blaine sighed, picking up her own pace. Six weeks ago, she had developed a serious case of pneumonia. After spending a week in the hospital, she’d moved into her sister, Caitlin’s, home in town to recuperate. She had come back to her own house yesterday morning, but a deluge of rain during the afternoon had kept her and Ashley inside. Now it felt good to be outdoors, walking across the lawn toward the woods as she had so many times with the dog and her late husband, Martin.

Martin. Blaine closed her eyes, shivering as she drew the windbreaker tighter. She was a slim five-foot-nine with long auburn hair and light gray eyes that gazed alertly from a face whose high cheekbones stood out more than usual since Martin’s death. The past several months had been hard for her, but looking up at the lemon-colored sun in a clear sky made her feel almost like her old self. Maybe the grief and the trauma of the recent past were beginning to fade, she thought.

Ashley had disappeared into the shadows of the woods, and Blaine hoped the dog wouldn’t run helter-skelter for the next two hours. She didn’t like leaving Ashley in the woods at night. Besides, Martin’s daughter, Robin, would be home from the Sunday matinee soon, and Blaine wanted to fix her something nice for dinner. Maybe baked chicken with lemon sauce, one of her favorite recipes. Of course, Robin would probably just as soon have a pizza. And she probably would not appreciate anything special Blaine fixed for her. Tension had always vibrated between the two of them, and it had grown worse since Martin’s death. The time they had spent at Caitlin’s house had helped—Robin seemed, in a cautious way, to like Cait and her family—but now that Blaine and Robin were home again, she felt the old awkwardness returning.

Blaine told herself she was letting her mind wander too much, though, which was a bad habit with her. Sometimes she would find she’d walked nearly a mile without noticing one thing around her. But she couldn’t let that happen today. She had the dog to look after.

“Ashley,” she called as she entered the woods and followed the path Martin’s father had carved out fifty years ago. Every year it was cleared to make walking in the woods easier for the occupants of the house. “Ashley!”

The dog barked nearby, then came crashing through the undergrowth toward her. “Look at you!” Blaine laughed. “Ten minutes and your beautiful hair is full of leaves and twigs. You’re a mess!”


Ashley barked again and took off, refusing to stay on the path. On hot summer days she loved to swim in the creek flowing through the property. Blaine only hoped the chill of the water would keep her out of it today. She didn’t want to have to give the dog a bath as soon as they got home.

Blaine walked slowly, savoring the atmosphere. In the top of a hickory tree a red squirrel rattled nuts. The needles of the towering hemlocks had begun to fall, and their light brown cones were maturing. Soon they would be dropping their seeds, which reminded her that she would have to refill the bird feeders Caitlin’s husband, Kirk, had made and hung in the woods two years ago, when five inches of snow had fallen and remained for weeks. She spotted one just ahead, hanging from an elm, an elegant little structure shaped like a Chinese pagoda and painted lacquer red with elaborate black-and-gold trim. “I designed these especially for you,” he’d told her proudly. “Five of them. Signature pieces. No one else will have one like them.”

“Blaine! Where are you?”

Blaine jerked at the sound of her younger sister’s voice. “Cait, I’m up here.”

In a moment Caitlin ran up to her, her short orange hair tousled, the freckles standing out on her nose. She looked seventeen instead of twenty-seven. “What are you doing here?” Blaine asked. “Checking up on me?”

Caitlin’s lovely amber eyes, naked of makeup, twinkled at her. “Of course I’m checking up on you. You promised to call me every day, and I haven’t heard a word so far today.”

“You are ten times worse than a mother.”

“Well, our mother isn’t around anymore, so I get to be what I want. Why didn’t you call me?”

“I’ve just been busy. Unpacking, reorganizing, you know.”

Caitlin nodded. “Getting adjusted to living in this house again.” She plunged her hands in the pockets of her denim jacket. “I tell you, Blaine, I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to be here. I think you should just sell the place.”

“It’s not mine to sell. Martin left it in trust to Robin, remember?”

“He left you half of Avery Manufacturing, I do remember that. You’re a millionaire. Why don’t you move?”

“Because Robin can’t live here alone, her mother is dead so she has no one else to go to, and she’s had too much upheaval in her life this past year for me to make her give up on the only home she’s ever known.” Blaine smiled reassuringly at her sister. “Don’t worry. I’ll put the ghosts to rest.”

“The ghost, you mean. Martin’s ghost. But don’t be too sure he’s going to rest easily. I can feel him every time I walk into that house.”

“Where do you come up with lines like that? Books?”

“Well, I do. Some of my friends think I’m a little bit psychic.”

“I think you have an overactive imagination.”

Caitlin sighed. “Okay. I’m sorry I brought up something painful. I’m rambling as usual, and I know I can’t budge you on this issue, although I don’t think you’re as brave about coming back to this house as you pretend.” Blaine didn’t meet her sister’s eyes because, as usual, Caitlin knew exactly what she was feeling. “What I really came out here to see,” Cait went on, “is how you feel today.”

“I’m fine.”

“All right, don’t take my head off. You look good.”

Blaine took a deep breath and forced herself to relax, wishing she hadn’t taken her discomfort at the memory of Martin out on her sister. It had been almost a year since the car accident, and six months since his death. It was time to put the past where it belonged. “I’m sorry I snapped at you.”

“That’s okay.” Cait grinned. “I deserved it for prattling on about ghosts. I talk before I think.” She peered into the trees. “I guess Ashley’s on her maiden voyage.”

“And doing great. Too great. I can’t keep up with her.”


Caitlin laughed. “She’ll wear out pretty soon. Isn’t Robin home today?”

“She’s at the movies. I’m glad—she’s been spending too much time immersed in schoolwork and her piano.”

“You were the same way. Always studying, always determined to make something of yourself in spite of all our disadvantages.”

“Yes, but Robin doesn’t have any disadvantages. She doesn’t need to be so driven to succeed.”

“Just be glad she’s motivated. A lot of kids aren’t.” They fell into step and Caitlin asked, “Seen any deer?”

“With Ashley around? Certainly not. They must sense she’s back and ready to give them a good chase.”

“Robin told me a funny story about a deer out here.” Blaine looked at her questioningly. “It seems that she was with Rosalind Van Zandt, and they were only about four. All at once there was a rustle and then this white tail flagging away from them. That’s how Robin described it. They both thought it was Bambi and went shrieking back to the house to tell Martin. He went right along with them and said Bambi was a movie star who deserved the very best, so he put out a salt lick for the deer.”

“That sounds like the Martin I fell in love with,” Blaine said, smiling. Then her smile faded. “She never tells me stories like that.”

“I’m not her beautiful young stepmother. She never felt that she was competing with me for her father’s love.”

“We weren’t competing.”

“We know that, but we’re not oversensitive teenagers. Underneath, I think she likes you.”

“She tolerates me. That’s it.”

“So why not send her to her mother’s parents?”

“Because they live in Florida and this is her senior year of high school. Besides, they’ve never asked to have her and she’s never asked to go to them.”

“That’s strange.”

“Not really. They were middle-aged when Robin’s mother was born, and they’re very old now. They live in a retirement community. They wouldn’t know what to do with a lively teenager, and Robin would feel buried alive living with them. Anyway, she’s always wanted to stay here.”

“Well, as long as the two of you manage to get along, I guess there’s no harm in your staying together, although I still think you’re making a mistake by moving back into this house.”

“Caitlin!”

“Okay. I’ve said my piece.” She winked at Blaine. “And when did you ever do anything someone told you to?”

“Dad always taught us to be independent.”

Caitlin rolled her eyes, the buoyancy leaving her voice. “Yeah, and look where it got him. Mom left, he couldn’t hold a steady job because of his drinking, and he died broke and sick in that sagging shack downtown because he wouldn’t let either one of us help him.”

“Cait, are you trying to bring up every painful memory in my life?”

“It’s true. You always romanticize him, but—”

“I don’t romanticize him,” Blaine said tightly, “but I don’t try to make a tragic figure out of him, either. He was happy with his life. And he was a good father. We had a lot of good times, Cait. You can’t deny that.”

“Yeah, we did. We just didn’t have any money, any security, any dignity—”

Footsteps pounded on the path behind them, and they both whirled to see Robin. “I saw your car in the driveway, Caitlin,” she said, panting as she slowed down. Alarm showed in her eyes. “No one was in the house and I thought maybe something was wrong. Then I realized the two of you must be out here. Nothing is wrong, is it?”

“Not a thing,” Blaine said lightly, wishing Robin would stop panicking at every variation in routine, but after Martin’s horrible death, she well understood the girl’s anxiety. She, too, fought it every day.

“We’re supposed to be taking a restful walk,” Caitlin said tartly. “Actually, we’re quarreling.”

A smile flitted across Robin’s face. During the two years of Blaine’s marriage to Martin, Robin had seemed at first bewildered and later amused by Blaine and Caitlin’s constant bickering, and Blaine had realized how strange she and Cait must sound to Robin. Having no brothers or sisters of her own, Robin seemed unaware of the frequent, harmless spats between siblings, especially two loving but equally strong-willed, outspoken sisters. “We’ll save round two for the walk back home if you’ll join us,” Blaine said.

Robin nodded, assuming a false air of nonchalance to hide her earlier alarm. “Okay. It’s a nice day for a walk.”

And you would never have come along if it were just the two of us, Blaine thought unhappily. But Robin’s coldness toward her was just one more thing she would have to learn to accept. It had been bad enough when she married Martin, but much worse during the past few months. Still, Robin was Martin’s only child, and Blaine was determined to do the best by her that she could, even if it meant enduring the girl’s poorly disguised hostility and occasional veiled insults.

“How was the movie, Robin?” Caitlin asked.

“Great. I think Kim Basinger is really beautiful. I might bleach my hair blond like hers.”

Blaine looked at Robin’s long, glossy dark brown hair. “You touch that perfect hair and you’ll regret it.” Robin’s eyes flashed at her, seeming to mistake her words for a threat. “I only meant that you have great hair. I don’t think you want to mess it up with chemicals.”

“Yeah. You might end up a carrottop like me,” Caitlin added.

Robin relaxed and laughed. She really is lovely, Blaine thought. Slender and fawnlike, with those huge dark eyes. If only she knew how pretty she really is. But self-confidence was not one of Robin’s strong points. She was always comparing herself with her more blatantly striking friends, like Rosie Van Zandt.

As they ambled on, Blaine noticed the sugar maples, whose leaves varied from yellow to burnt orange to crimson and cranberry-red. After she graduated from high school and moved to Dallas to attend college and later to teach, she’d missed the beautiful autumns of West Virginia. When, following her father’s death four years ago, she’d returned to Sinclair, West Virginia, it had been October, and the trees had turned the hills into patchwork quilts of color. She’d told everyone she had decided to stay in Sinclair to be near her sister, but Caitlin wasn’t her only reason for remaining. The lure of the mountainous land that sloped down toward the Ohio River and where she’d grown up had been almost irresistibly strong, and she’d never regretted her decision to move back to Sinclair. Not until Martin’s death, at least.

As if the thought of death had manifested itself in symbolic reality, she looked up to see two carrion crows flying overhead. “I hate those things,” she muttered. “Miniature vultures.”

Robin glanced up absently. “They aren’t too appealing, but I guess they’re necessary.”

Abruptly Blaine became aware that it was getting darker. The points of light slicing through the leaves to shine on the moist path below were blurring. She glanced at her watch. Five-ten. A little early for the light to be fading, but it was.

“I think we’d better head home now,” she said.

“So soon?” Cait asked. “Don’t you want to walk to the end of the path as usual?”

“No. I’d like to get dinner started.”

“I hope we’re not having anything fancy,” Robin said, dashing Blaine’s visions of chicken in lemon sauce. “I’m really in the mood for a pizza.”

“I knew it! Actually, that sounds pretty good to me, too. We’ll go to Village Pizza Inn. Do you and Kirk want to join us, Cait?”

“No, thanks. I have a roast in the oven, which is probably burning to a crisp, since Kirk will never remember to check it.”

Blaine laughed. “So you might be joining us after all.” She paused, then called, “Ashley!” The woods were silent. “Ashley, come on, girl!” Again there was no sound.

Blaine whistled and was glad finally to hear an answering bark. Only it wasn’t just a bark of recognition. It was a volley of barks. Had Ashley cornered a ground hog? The three of them stood still, listening. No, there was something different about the barking. It held a note of alarm Blaine had learned to recognize after owning the dog for years. “Something’s wrong,” she said.

Robin whistled for the dog she loved almost as much as Blaine did. No response except the distant, frantic barking. She and Blaine exchanged a look, then began to run along the path with Caitlin trailing behind. “Ashley, come here!” Robin shouted.

The barking continued, but the dog did not come. She was up ahead and off to the right, Blaine decided, stopping to listen again. “She’s at the creek. Maybe she tried to swim and can’t make it back up the bank. We’ve had so much rain, it could be crumbling.”

Blaine plunged into the undergrowth, feeling her running shoes sink slightly into the dark, loamy earth still spongy from Saturday’s downpour. Usually she didn’t veer from the path, frightened she might step on a snake. Even now she imagined a sleek head rising to bury its fangs in her leg. Could a copperhead bite through jeans? she wondered, stopping once more to listen.

This time she heard Ashley tearing back and forth through the vines along the creek, barking hysterically. At least the dog wasn’t drowning, but something was terribly wrong. Blaine started off again and in her alarm screamed as a chipmunk raced across her path. She slipped on the mossy ground, colliding with a holly, and felt one of the points on its leathery leaves scratch her face. Caitlin caught her arm to keep her from falling. Then they skirted the tree and immediately spotted the dog.

Ashley had stopped running and stood at the creek’s edge beside a weeping willow whose spiny, naked yellow limbs drooped desolately into the water.

“Has she found a dead animal?” Caitlin asked barely above a whisper.

“Maybe,” Blaine said doubtfully. “Ash, come here.”

The dog looked at her but refused to come. Instead she sat down solidly on the creek bank, staring determinedly into the water. Although she had never been trained as a hunting dog, the retrieval instinct was strong in her. A dead animal was a source of curiosity for the dog, one which she usually picked up and delivered at Blaine’s feet like a gift. But she wasn’t merely curious now, and she was making no attempt to retrieve whatever it was, as she would a piece of game. A sickening sense of déjà vu filled Blaine when she remembered another time Ashley had acted this way.

Cautiously the three of them approached through the dying undergrowth dank from yesterday’s rain. A vaguely ripe, nauseating odor rose from the creek, and Blaine suddenly thought of the carrion crows they’d seen flying away from this direction. Her stomach tightened as perspiration popped out on her forehead. She wanted to turn and run away from this lonely, darkening spot. But she had to see. No matter what it was, she had to see it.

Robin reached the dog’s side first. She knelt and touched Ashley’s head, murmuring, “What is it, girl?” Then, slowly, she looked into the water. Her back went rigid as her hands dropped limply to her sides. “Blaine,” she said in a voice gone childish with fear. “There’s…there’s something in the water.”

Blaine’s breath turned shallow as she and Cait picked their way hesitantly to the creek bank and looked down. Something floating. Something…no, someone.

Blaine bent down, peering into the water. Caught in the jutting roots of the old willow was a body. “My God,” Cait murmured.

Blaine stared. Abruptly, the world seemed to grow unnaturally quiet, just like the figure dressed in blue jeans and what once must have been a white sweater, now muddy brown from the dirty water.

“Blaine?” Cait quavered.

But Blaine couldn’t take her eyes off the floating figure. A bluish right hand, wearing a large, familiar diamond-and-opal ring, was entwined by two willow limbs and stuck up in the air, as if waving to someone on the opposite shore. Extremely long black hair floated gracefully on the dark, rippling water, surrounding a startling white face torn by fish and bird bites.

“It’s a woman,” Blaine said quietly as Cait leaned over her shoulder, peering at the figure.

Caitlin screamed before slapping a hand over her mouth. Blaine glanced back at her. Cait’s face had turned so white that the freckles stood out like dots of brown ink, unnatural and garish. Strangely, her scream did not set birds squawking in the trees. All was silent, as if in reverence of death.

Robin licked dry lips. “That ring. That hair.” Blaine’s breath stopped, and sourness filled her mouth. Robin leaned forward, nearer the floating body. “Her eyes are gone,” she said in an eerie, vacant voice. She turned her head slowly, gazing at Blaine. “It’s Rosie, and her beautiful eyes are gone.” Then Robin turned her head and threw up into the dense, creeping vines along the creek bank.
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Blaine choked back her own nausea and rushed to Robin, holding her shoulders until the retching stopped. Keeping her eyes averted from the body, she pulled the girl to her feet. “We have to go back to the house and call the police.”

Robin looked at her wildly. “I can’t just leave her here!”

“You have to,” Blaine said, surprised by how controlled she sounded. “I’m not leaving you out here. It’s getting dark.”

“But Rosie…”

Robin shuddered violently, and Blaine shut her mind to the horror. “Cait, help me,” she said to her sister, who still stood with wide, terrified eyes and her hand over her mouth as if she were stifling back more screams. “We have to get back to the house.”

Caitlin had always responded to the sound of authority in Blaine’s voice, and now she snapped out of her shock and rushed to Robin, supporting her left side while Blaine wrapped an arm around the girl’s waist and propelled her away from the creek. With Ashley trotting ahead, they stumbled through the vines to the path. It’s so quiet, Blaine thought. It is so frighteningly, unnaturally quiet in these woods. And it’s such a long way to the house.

As Robin cried, Blaine and Caitlin half led, half carried her toward home. Long shadows now fell across the path, and the trees seemed to lean menacingly close, like sentient creatures in a child’s nightmare. Blaine’s heart thudded painfully, and her eyes darted left and right, probing the dimness of the woods. She felt as if a presence were everywhere, watching them, playing with them, waiting until they’d almost made it home before striking. Even Ashley seemed to feel it, staying close, her ears perked for any threatening sounds as she occasionally growled softly. When they finally reached the open expanse of the lawn, Blaine almost wept with relief.

By the time they staggered through the French doors, Blaine felt as if knives were slashing her chest. Too much strain after just recovering from pneumonia, she thought, fighting to keep both Robin and Cait from noticing her pain. The girl’s sobbing had subsided to intermittent whimpering, and she wasn’t leaning so heavily on Blaine as before.

When they entered the living room, Robin headed for the couch, but Blaine steered her down the long hall, through her bedroom to the bathroom. While Robin stood by limply, Blaine got a towel and a washcloth from the linen closet and turned on the cold water. “I want you to wash your face, then go lie down for a few minutes. You look like you’re going to faint.” She was relieved when without argument Robin bent over the sink. As she splashed water on her face, Blaine walked back to the living room and sank down on the couch, forcing herself to take slow, spaced breaths until the pain in her chest began to dull.

“Are you all right?” Cait asked, stopping her pacing through the living room long enough to hover over Blaine.

“I’m okay. Just breathless.”

“I’ll get you some water.”

“Yes, please.” Blaine reached for the telephone. “I have to call the police.”

“Do you want me to do it?”

“No,” Blaine said, recalling how Cait had a tendency to garble information when she was nervous. “Just get the water. I’ll take care of it.”

A deputy in the county sheriff’s office answered.

“This is Mrs. Avery. There’s a body in my creek. You have to send someone,” she blurted, thinking she sounded ludicrously abrupt. Maybe Cait should have made the call after all.

There was a pause before a young man said, “Just slow down, ma’am. Now, this is who?”

“It’s Blaine Avery. Martin Avery’s wife, out on Prescott Road.”

“Oh. Mrs. Avery.” Blaine recognized the voice of a young deputy named Clarke whom she’d met during the investigation of Martin’s death. He sounded excited. “Would you repeat that information, please?”

Blaine forced herself to speak more slowly. “There is a body on my property. In the creek. I believe it’s Rosalind Van Zandt.”

“Just a minute, ma’am.” Abruptly the receiver made a thunking sound in her ear, and she heard him say loudly, “It’s Blaine Avery on the phone. Says she found a body! Claims it’s Rosalind Van Zandt!”

In a moment a deep, calm male voice came on the line. “This is Quint.” Blaine stiffened. Logan Quint, the sheriff. They’d met in grade school, dated as teenagers, and she had thought of him as her friend until that awful day in late May when he’d come to the house after she arrived home to find Martin dead. “What’s this about a body?”

“Robin, Cait, and I were walking my dog in the woods behind the house when we discovered a body in the creek. Or rather, the dog did.” Her control was breaking. She caught her breath and added weakly, “I think it’s been there a while.”

She expected a barrage of questions, but mercifully Logan said, “I’ll be right out.”

Blaine felt a sob rising. “Please hurry.”

“I will. In the meantime, Blaine, I want you to stay in your house. Don’t go back in those woods.”
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The sun had disappeared and only a faint rose blush hung above the trees as Logan Quint and Chief Deputy Abel Stroud sped along Prescott Road toward the Avery house five miles out of town.

“Hell of a thing, isn’t it?” Stroud commented. “First Martin Avery, now the Van Zandt girl, if it really is her.”

“She was reported missing two hours ago, and Robin Avery was one of her closest friends,” Logan said. “Blaine said Robin was with her when she found the body, so if Robin says it’s Rosalind, I think we can be pretty sure it is.”

“I just don’t understand why you didn’t call me when she was reported missin’.”

“Like I said, I’ve only known about it a couple of hours. Her aunt said she was supposed to be in Charleston for the weekend visiting a cousin. When she didn’t return by midafternoon, Miss Peyton got worried and called the cousin. Rosalind hadn’t been there at all. That’s when she called me, and Clarke and I have been trying to contact Rosalind’s friends to see what they can tell us, although we haven’t had much luck. None of them seem to be home.”

“Sunday matinee,” Abel said. “My girl, Arletta, goes every week. Most of the kids do. Not much else for them to do around here on a long Sunday afternoon.”

“I guess not. In my day we went to the Dairy Queen.”

“That’s the difference between your day and mine. We worked on Sunday afternoons. Always somethin’ to do on a farm.”

Logan groaned inwardly. He’d heard about Abel’s childhood on the farm until he could hardly keep from thrashing the man every time he launched into another interminable story of hardship and responsibility. If Abel were to be believed, by the time he was ten years old he’d been running a twenty-acre dairy farm single-handedly.

“Sure is a coincidence, though,” Abel went on, luckily too diverted by the present drama to dwell on his youth. “Of course, if it turns out the Van Zandt girl was murdered, too, Blaine Avery’s gonna be in one hell of a fix.”

She certainly would be, Logan thought. Just six months ago she’d called him in hysterics to report that her husband had killed himself. And that’s exactly what it looked like at first. Logan had found Martin Avery slumped in his wheelchair on the terrace. A small, slightly stellate hole appeared in his right temple, indicating a contact wound. Later, the M.E. reported traces of gunpowder on Avery’s right hand.

But Logan was bothered by the fact that Avery’s Smith & Wesson Combat Masterpiece had been lying near him, not clutched in his hand, as was the case in most suicides by gunshot. Then the next day he’d discovered a slug from the Smith & Wesson lodged in a young maple tree about thirty feet away from the terrace. The slug had not been there long, which the condition of the wood surrounding it indicated, yet Blaine and Robin both claimed they’d never fired the gun and that when Avery had slipped into depression after being paralyzed from the waist down when his Ferrari was crushed by a hit-and-run driver, the weapon had been kept in a locked gun cabinet whose key Blaine had hidden in the lining of her jewelry box. The key, however, was found in Avery’s desk drawer. Although it was possible Avery had found the key earlier, the only time he had been left alone was the Saturday afternoon of his death. Therefore, he would have had no earlier opportunity to fire the gun without the shot being heard by someone else in the house, leading Logan to conclude that the gun had probably been fired twice on Saturday. Perhaps Avery had taken a wild shot before he put the gun to his temple, Logan thought. The only problem was that five unspent cartridges remained in the gun’s six-cartridge cylinder, and it was unlikely that the man would have replaced the missing cartridge before killing himself.

The prosecuting attorney was certain Avery had been shot, the gun placed in his hand and fired to leave gunpowder residue, then another cartridge inserted in the cylinder to make it appear the gun had been fired only once. Unfortunately, Avery’s beautiful wife—eighteen years his junior, rumored to be involved with Avery’s good-looking young doctor, Richard Bennett, and slated to inherit half of Avery’s ten-million-dollar estate, including his controlling  shares in Avery Manufacturing, one of the biggest boatbuilding companies in the eastern United States—had no alibi. She claimed she had left home around twelve-thirty for a shopping trip to a nearby mall. Since Avery’s private-duty nurse, Bernice Litchfield, was to arrive at one o’clock, Blaine said she had not worried about leaving her husband alone for less than half an hour.

Bernice Litchfield, however, swore she’d received a call from Martin Avery at a quarter to one, telling her his wife was taking him out for a drive and they would not be needing her services that day. Robin Avery had been with Rosalind Van Zandt from ten until four, helping decorate the school gym for the prom to be held that night, so she could not verify at what time her stepmother had left, or if she had left at all. Nor could anyone at the mall remember waiting on Blaine Avery. The investigation had been grueling, one that would have crushed a weaker woman, Logan thought. But in the end, to the prosecuting attorney’s great chagrin and Logan’s relief, there had been too many questions about when the shot was fired into the tree, and no hard evidence against Blaine. There had been nothing but suspicion.

“Her family never did have a good name,” Stroud was saying dolefully. “Her daddy wasn’t worth salt.”

Logan tried to keep his voice neutral. “Jim O’Connor was okay.”

“Oh, I know he had an agreeable way about him. You couldn’t help likin’ him just to talk to. But he was a lazy welfare bum. I can’t tell you how many times I found him lollin’ down in the park drunk as a lord. No wonder his wife took off and left him. Kind of a shame about those girls, though. She shoulda taken them with her. It had to do somethin’ to them, being deserted by their own mama and raised by a do-nothin’ like O’Connor.”

“I think they turned out all right.”

“I guess Cait’s a good girl. Married a good, steady guy—Kirk Philips. He and his daddy got that wood-workin’ business.”

“I know that, Abel.”


“They do good work, too. Then Cait started that daycare center.” Logan felt his hands tightening on the wheel at Abel’s habitual insistence on telling him the history of people he’d known most of his life. “She seems to be doin’ okay with that place. I hear there’s a waitin’ list to get kids in there. Most folks seem to think a lot of Cait. And Blaine…well, she’s a looker, I’ll give you that,” Stroud continued as they pulled into the Avery driveway. “But she’s trouble. I’m tellin’ you, Sheriff, the woman is pure trouble.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Logan muttered, wondering if Stroud was right.
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After Blaine hung up the phone, Caitlin called Kirk. Blaine heard her trying to soothe him, telling him she was fine and that she wanted him to stay at home with their four-year-old daughter. “Don’t come out here,” she ordered. “The excitement and the policemen will upset Sarah. I’ll be home as soon as I can get away.” Then she went to check on Robin while Blaine remained immobilized on the couch. She drew up her knees, hugging them to her chest as she stared at the French-style masonry fireplace, its mantel decorated with polished brass and copper ornaments gleaming in what was left of the sun. She swallowed a few times, controlling the sobs, and in a few minutes she was aware of her breathing calming, but she was very cold. Against her will she closed her eyes, and the body’s white, bloated face floated before her.

Something touched her leg and she jumped, her eyes snapping open to see Ashley sitting in front of her. Twigs had caught in the long hair on the dog’s ears, making it stand out. She looked as frightened and frazzled as Blaine.

“Come with me, girl,” Blaine said. The dog trotted behind her into the kitchen and waited patiently while Blaine fixed Ashley a bowl of water and considered pouring herself a shot of Scotch, then decided it wouldn’t be wise to have alcohol on her breath when the police arrived. Instead she poured a glass of orange juice and sat down at the kitchen table, worrying.

What if the body came loose from the tree roots and floated away before Logan got here? But it couldn’t float far in half an hour. This was just a little creek swollen by Saturday afternoon’s rain, not a river with a swift current, although two miles away the creek did flow into the Ohio River. If the body hadn’t gotten trapped in the tree roots, it would probably be well on its way to the river.

Ashley had flopped down in exhaustion under the kitchen table, but she perked her ears a few minutes later at the sound of a car in the driveway. Then she scrambled up and barked her way to the front door. The bell chimed. Blaine opened one of the double doors to see two men standing on the porch.

“Evening, Mrs. Avery,” the taller one in uniform said.

She and Logan had become very formal in the past few months. “Please come in.” Ashley reluctantly stood aside, although she looked with suspicion at the two men, almost as if she knew their presence spelled trouble. “You made it out here in record time.”

“That’s what the red light on the car’s for,” Abel Stroud piped up. He’d been a deputy for as long as Blaine could remember, and she’d never liked his self-important aggression. Even his looks offended her. Right now the thin, graying hair he carefully combed over a bald crown with hair tonic was drying out to stand in dirty-looking wisps, and he’d gained at least ten pounds since she’d seen him in July. Zipped into a too-small jacket, he resembled a sausage stuffed into casing. His cheeks were flushed with excitement, his pale blue eyes darting everywhere. But there was something Blaine had learned during the investigation into Martin’s death—Stroud was not the fool he often pretended to be. And that made him dangerous, because for reasons she didn’t understand, he didn’t like her. She felt he’d been disappointed when she hadn’t been arrested for Martin’s murder.

“You think you’ve found Rosalind Van Zandt,” Logan Quint said, looking at Blaine.


Blaine had been unaware of Robin slipping into the room and was surprised to hear her say evenly, “It is Rosie, Sheriff. I knew immediately from the long black hair it was Rosie.”

Robin was wrapped in a white terry-cloth robe, her eyes huge in her blanched face. Caitlin went over and put her arm around the girl’s shoulders.

“She was reported missing a little over two hours ago,” Logan said. Cait had turned on a couple of lamps, and their soft light played over his features. Blaine noted the changes in the face she had once known so well. At thirty-two, Logan had an air of robust health and vitality that was tempered by lines of fatigue around his mouth and sadness in his dark eyes. His hair was as dead black as ever, though, and the Iroquois blood passed on to him by his mother showed in his prominent cheekbones and aquiline nose.

“Rosie was supposed to be in Charleston,” Robin said. “Instead she was lying out in that horrible creek—” She made a strangled sound, and Cait stroked her wet hair.

“Did she tell you she was going to Charleston?” Logan asked.

“Yes. She said she was going to visit her cousin Amanda.”

“Did she do that often—go away to visit Amanda?”

“Maybe three or four times a year. They were pretty close. There was a rock concert in Charleston Friday night. She said she and Amanda were going to it and then she’d spend the weekend, since her aunt didn’t like her driving at night.”

“Do you know Amanda?”

“Sure. She’s the same age as Rosie and I. She’s a really neat girl. I’ve spent the weekend at her house, too. There are six kids in the family. Amanda’s mother never cares whether there are a couple of extras.”

“But Rosalind didn’t invite you to come along this time?”

Robin hesitated. “No. But then, she knew I had to help Blaine move back in here.”


“You didn’t have to help,” Blaine said. “I could have managed our stuff just fine on my own. I didn’t know anything about the rock concert.”

Robin waved a hand in dismissal. “It doesn’t matter. She didn’t ask, anyway. Besides, I don’t even like the group that was playing.”

“I see,” Logan Quint said. Then he added, “Mrs. Avery, I suppose you’d better come with us to the woods to show us exactly where the body is.”

“Of course.” Blaine inwardly quailed at the thought of having to go back into those woods, but she wanted to appear strong for Robin and Cait. “Rob, will you be all right here with Caitlin for a little while?”

Robin nodded. “Yeah. Sure.”

“Maybe Blaine would rather I go with you and let her stay here,” Cait said.

Blaine shook her head. “No. I know the woods better than you do.”

Stroud looked impatient. “Well, we’d better stop all this talkin’ and get goin’. It’s almost dark.”

“He’s right,” Logan said. “And I think I hear the emergency squad.”

He went to the front door, and Blaine looked out the front windows to see an ambulance and another police car pulling into the driveway. He glanced back at Blaine. “Is it a long walk to where you found the body?”

“The way I went this afternoon, yes. But unless the body’s floated away from the tree, we could get much closer to it by going back down Prescott Road and turning onto the access road at the south end of the property.”

“Access road?”

“There’s an oil well back in the woods. Trucks use that road about every two weeks to reach the storage tank. The well isn’t far from the body.”

“Good. Let’s go.”

Blaine and Abel Stroud got in the sheriff’s car, and while Logan was talking to the drivers of the ambulance and the patrol car, Blaine caught Abel studying her closely in the rearview mirror. “You feelin’ okay these days, Miz Avery?”

“I’m fine.”

“I heard you had a pretty nasty case of the pneumonia. Out of your head for a while, weren’t you?”

“Yes, because of my fever, but I’m all right now. I’ll be starting back to school tomorrow.”

“That’s what my girl, Arletta, told me. You remember Arletta, don’t you?”

Oh, did she. “Yes,” she said without expression.

“You know, she was real hurt over that grade you gave her in English last year, but I told her, ‘Hell, honey, don’t anybody out in the big world care a thing about Shakespeare, so don’t you worry one little bit about it.’ ” So I’ve been put in my place, Blaine thought. Annoyed, she shifted her gaze out the window and didn’t answer. But Abel wouldn’t give up. “Takin’ that class over in summer school didn’t sit too well with her, though.”

“I’m sure it didn’t.”

“Didn’t sit too well with me, either, her wastin’ a whole summer on a lot of impractical silliness.”

“Abel, Arletta didn’t flunk a course in Shakespeare, she flunked grammar. Basic grammar. And I don’t think learning to write intelligibly is a lot of impractical silliness.”

“Well, now, don’t get on your high horse.” Stroud craned around to look at her, his wide forehead puckering in mock concern. “You sure you’re feelin’ all right these days? You seem pretty tense to me.”

“I just found the body of my stepdaughter’s best friend on my property,” she snapped. “Wouldn’t you be tense?”

She caught Stroud’s half smile and could have kicked herself for letting him bait her the way he had done all through the investigation into Martin’s death. He was always careful not to do it in front of other people, though. She wondered whether he did it for fun or because he hoped to goad her into slipping and admitting something he thought she was hiding.

She was relieved to see Logan striding to the car. “Okay, we’re ready,” he said.


Daylight saving time made night fall uncomfortably early, Blaine noted. At six o’clock, the sky was already violet. In thirty minutes it would be black. She hoped she would be able to lead them right to the body and not lose her bearings in the woods. She had never been in them after dark, but she knew the location of the old willow. Surely the darkness wouldn’t completely destroy her sense of direction.

They turned right, onto the narrow, graveled access road, the ambulance and second police car following them. As they jolted over potholes, Blaine knew she would need to have new gravel spread soon. A lot had been lost in Saturday’s deluge. Maybe she would have it done next week, before bad weather set in. Then she thought how odd it was that your mind could fill itself with trivialities in the face of disaster. Maybe that was its means of self-protection.

They slowed as they reached the beginning of the woods. “Car parked up ahead,” Logan said.

Blaine leaned forward to see a red Toyota Celica convertible pulled to the side of the access road. She was very familiar with the car—it had been a gift from Rosalind’s aunt on her seventeenth birthday.

“That’s Rosie’s car,” she said.

They stopped and got out to look at it. The car’s tires were sunk about an inch into drying mud. “Look how clean the car is,” Logan said. “Someone parked it here before the storm yesterday. Otherwise, hitting those potholes even at a low speed would have splashed mud all over the lower half of it. Besides, it’s plastered with dead leaves brought down by the rain.”

Stroud nodded. “Haven’t you spotted this car before, Miz Avery?”

“No. It’s so far back it can’t be seen from the main road, and I haven’t been out here since I moved back yesterday morning. The truck hasn’t been here to pick up oil for over a week, either.”

“I guess that explains why it hasn’t been found,” Logan said. “Anything in there?”


Stroud pointed a flashlight beam into the window. “Empty.” He removed a handkerchief from his pocket and tried the door. “Locked.”

“We’ll look it over better later. Right now I want to get to that body.”

They started up again, going deeper into the woods. It was much darker here, with the trees crowding close to the road. About five hundred feet into the woods stood the oil well. Blaine remembered how disappointed she’d been when she first saw it, rising only about seven feet high; she’d pictured the towering rigs she had seen in the movie Giant. Martin had laughed. “I’m not running a big oil company here, sweetheart. Just one little well that brings in a few thousand dollars a year.” Near the pump stood a tall, pale green storage tank where the oil was kept until a truck came to collect it. Immediately beyond the well the road ended.

“We’ll have to walk from here,” Blaine said.

The three of them climbed out of the car. The ambulance attendants walked behind them, carrying equipment Blaine didn’t care to see. Maybe a gaffing hook. And certainly a body bag. The deputies had more flashlights, and Abel Stroud carried a camera.

The big flashlights put out yellowish beams in the dusk, lighting the winding path. No one said anything—the only sounds were those of twigs snapping under their feet, small animals scurrying through the underbrush, and a night breeze rustling hauntingly through the dying leaves on the trees. Blaine stopped. “Down there.” She pointed to the left. “There’s a big willow on the creek bank.”

“Lead the way,” Logan said.

Blaine drew in her breath. “You want me to go back there?”

“I don’t want us wandering around on the creek bank for ten minutes looking for the willow tree. The light’s almost gone as it is.”

She glared at him. The tree was huge—they couldn’t miss it, and what difference would five minutes make? Was Logan trying to make this as hard as possible for her? If so, his gaze didn’t waver guiltily, and she felt Abel Stroud’s little eyes watching her closely with what she thought was amusement. Well, she wouldn’t give either Logan or Stroud the satisfaction of seeing her cower on the path like a terrified little girl. “Follow me,” she said, her voice hard-edged as she tried to cover her fright.

“Wait a second.” Logan pressed one of the flashlights into her hand. It felt heavy and only slightly warmed by his touch.

“Thank you,” Blaine said coldly.

They plodded into the undergrowth. The creek ran just short of one hundred feet from the path, but Blaine felt as if they were walking through miles of withering vines covering muddy earth that sucked at their shoes. She was scared out in the woods Martin had loved so well, leading these men to Rosalind’s body. Oh, God, her aunt would have to formally identify her, Blaine thought in horror. Joan Peyton. She had been the guidance counselor at the high school since Blaine was a student. Joan had moved in with her parents, Ned and Edith Peyton, after finishing graduate school in the early seventies. She was devoted to her family and devastated when Ned Peyton died of cancer a year ago. But it was Rosalind on whom she had doted, Rosie, the daughter of Joan’s sister, Charlotte, who had been killed in a chartered plane crash in Brazil when Rosie was ten months old. Rosie was the center of Joan’s world, and while her death would be bad enough, seeing her body in this condition would be a nightmare from which Joan would never recover.

Blaine was suddenly freezing, although the temperature was around forty. Above her head two bats darted and swooped. She cringed, even though she knew they were more interested in catching insects than in tangling themselves in her hair. Still, she shifted the flashlight to her left hand and with her right twisted her long hair into a loop and stuffed it down under the collar of her windbreaker. In the distance came the unsettling, trembling call of a screech owl, its whistle running down the scale like the sound of doom. Blaine couldn’t help thinking that in the Egyptian system of hieroglyphics, the owl symbolized death, night, and cold. Should she tell Abel Stroud that? she wondered with nervous facetiousness. He’d think she was crazy.

As if he knew she was thinking of him, he asked sharply, “We gettin’ anywhere near, Miz Avery, or are you lost?”

Blaine gritted her teeth. “We’re near, Abel.”

They finally arrived at the creek bank, and Blaine spun the flashlight to the left. The beam picked up the willow. She took a few more steps forward and shone the light downward. Rosalind’s stiff hand with its rigid fingers swayed as the night breeze shifted the willow limbs. She appeared to be waving a macabre hello, while the black holes where her eyes had been seemed to burn through Blaine. “There,” Blaine said roughly, quickly shifting the light away from the ravaged face.

She stood back while two brawny young men went to work with gaffing hooks. Logan leaned forward, grabbed the willow limbs, and with surprising force tore them loose from Rosalind’s arm. Blaine turned away as, with a great sloshing of water and muttered warnings—“Be careful! She’s stiff as a board. Don’t lose her!”—they dragged the body up on the bank. Vaguely Blaine was aware of Logan kneeling to examine Rosalind. “Fish and birds been at her eyes,” Abel Stroud said. Blaine repeatedly swallowed to wash down the hot water flooding into her mouth at the thought of Rosie’s missing eyes. She was determined not to be sick in front of all these people. Then Abel exclaimed, “Well, goddamn, will you look at that!”

“Blaine,” Logan said, “I want you to come here and look at her.”

Damn him! She thought. What’s the purpose in my looking at her? But she closed her eyes briefly, then turned around and took a couple of steps closer.

The girl rested among the weeds, her rigid legs splayed. One foot wore a white leather running shoe, the other only a muddy sock. Her lips were bluish, her face dead white except for the red bite lesions where muscle showed through. Her hair lay in filthy strings.

“That’s Rosalind,” she said weakly.

Logan nodded. “I know. But I want you to look at something else. I wouldn’t have seen this if I hadn’t pulled her arm loose from the tree.” He rolled back the sleeves of Rosalind’s grimy sweater to reveal deep, vicious gashes in both her wrists. In one gash rested a silver bracelet with Rosalind engraved in beautiful script.
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