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to teachers

All women become like their mothers. That is their tragedy. No man does. That is his.
—Oscar Wilde
The Importance of Being Earnest

CHAPTER
1
Hands nipple high, palms up toward the night sky, Bruce Collamore started talking before the cops were even out of their car.
“I almost didn’t call you guys. I was thinking that it was all too much like the O.J. thing. Don’t you think? I mean, my dog didn’t bark like that dog did, but I was walking my dog when I heard the scream. That’s pretty close to the O.J. situation, isn’t it? Anyway, that’s why I almost didn’t call. I’m still not sure I should have called. I haven’t heard anything since that first scream. Right now, I think maybe it was nothing. That’s what I’m beginning to think.”
Two Boulder cops had responded to the 911. A coed team. Both were young, handsome, and strong.
The woman was a five-year vet on the Boulder Police force named Kerry VanHorn. She was a devout Christian who kept her religion to herself; she’d once even confided to a girlfriend that she thought proselytizing should be a capital offense. She had dirty-blond hair and a friendly Scandinavian face that put people at ease even when she didn’t want to put them at ease. Over the years she’d discovered that if she squinted like she was looking into the sun people took her more seriously.
She was the first out of the squad car and the first to speak to the man who apparently remembered way too much about the O.J. case. She tucked her long flashlight under her arm and grabbed a pen before she squinted up at him—the guy was at least six five—and said, “Your name, sir?”
“Collamore, Bruce Collamore.” He was wearing a ragged Middlebury College sweatshirt and an accommodating smile.
“This your house?” She gestured toward the home closest to where they were standing. Jay Street was high on the western edge of Boulder, in territory that the foothills of the Rockies seemed to have yielded only reluctantly to housing. If there was a boundary between urban and rural on the west edge of town, Jay was definitely on the side of the line that was more mountain than burg. The trees and grasses were wild and haphazard, and the curbs cut into the sides of the roadway fooled no one—this was one part of Boulder where the Rockies still reigned.
“This? My house? No. God, no.”
“You live on this street, sir?”
“Here? No, I live a couple blocks over on Pleasant. I was out walking Misty. This is Misty.” He reached down and tousled his dog’s ears. The yellow Lab dipped her head and wagged her tail. Bruce Collamore and his dog both seemed eager to please.
“So … you were out walking your dog and you heard a …” While she waited for him to fill in the blank, she briefly lost her focus as she entertained an unbidden association to a crush she’d had on a junior high school teacher she had thought was cute.
Collamore brought her back to the moment as though he were someone who was accustomed to being in conversations where the other party’s attention was wandering. He said, “A scream, I heard a scream. A loud one. Long, too. I mean, I haven’t heard that many screams in my life but it, you know, seemed longer than … well, a normal scream. If there is such a thing? Jeez, ‘a normal scream.’ Did I really say that? What’s wrong with me? Anyway, I think it came from that house. I’m pretty sure it did. That one. There.” Collamore pointed at the gray-and-white two-story house directly across from where they stood on the edge of the road. “I had my cell phone with me so I thought I’d go ahead and call 911. Maybe it wasn’t the right thing to do. I don’t know. I’m a little nervous. You can probably tell I’m nervous.”
She could tell. And she wasn’t sure that he was nervous only because she was a cop. That suspicion made her a little nervous, too.
His left hand was balled around the dog’s leash, so she couldn’t see if Collamore was married. When she looked back up at him she squinted, just in case he was thinking what she was worried he was thinking. “What time was that, sir? That you heard the scream?”
“Nine fifty-one.”
She wrote down the nine before she looked up from her notepad and lifted an eyebrow. The expression of incredulity interfered with her squint.
“I checked my watch when I heard the scream. You know, the O.J. thing? I thought somebody might want to know what time it happened. It really was that kind of scream—a somebody’s-killing-me scream. So I checked my watch when I heard it.” He exhaled loudly and ran his fingers through his hair. “God, this is embarrassing. I shouldn’t have called, should I?”
She tried to make a neutral face, but wasn’t sure she’d succeeded. She said, “No need to be embarrassed. We appreciate help from citizens. Can’t do our jobs without it.” But she was thinking that in most cities civilians ran and hid after they called 911. In Boulder they stick around on the sidewalk with their cell phones and their yellow Labradors named Misty. And maybe they keep contemporaneous records of their movements on their Palm Pilots. For all she knew this whole situation was already being tracked live on the Net.
Boulder.
Now she looked at the house he’d identified. The dwelling was an oasis of orderliness at the end of the block, the only home that looked like it could be plopped down comfortably in one of Boulder’s more sedate neighborhoods. The owners of the surrounding houses—all of which were shabby in the way old cashmere is shabby—were either celebrating their good fortune at having modest homes in such a spectacular location or they were waiting for land values to escalate even more obscenely before they sold their fixer-upper to somebody who’d scrape the lot clear and start all over. She said, “You know who lives in this house, Bruce? May I call you Bruce?”
“Sure. Here? No, I don’t. Like I said, I was just walking Misty. We come this way almost every night about this time. Since we walk late, most of the time we don’t see anyone. Certainly don’t hear many screams. Actually, we don’t hear any screams. Before tonight, anyway. We heard one tonight, didn’t we, girl?” He lowered his tone at least an octave as he addressed the dog.
VanHorn watched Misty’s tail sweep the ground. She said, “And that was at nine fifty-one?”
“Yes, nine fifty-one.”
“Well, we’ll check that out. You don’t mind staying here for a few minutes in case we have some more questions? My partner and I are going to speak to whoever is inside the house.”
“No, no. We don’t mind at all. Misty and I are happy to stick around.”
The other cop, Kerry VanHorn’s partner, was Colin Carpino. He had two years on the job. He was built like a bulldog but his creamy skin was almost hairless. VanHorn sometimes teased him that she had female relatives who shaved their upper lips more often than he did. She called him Whiskers.
As they moved up the brick walk in single file, she asked, “What do you think, Whiskers?”
“I buy lunch for a week if this is anything other than a waste of time.” He shifted his long Mag-Lite from his right hand to his left.
She laughed. “It’s your turn to buy. You’re getting lunch tonight whether this is the Great Train Robbery or the lady of the house freaking out over a spider.”
Carpino hit the doorbell button by the front door. They listened as it chimed like a carillon in a cathedral, and they waited.
He knocked. They waited some more.
He hit the bell again. This time he said, “Boulder Police,” right after he heard the bells begin to peal inside the house. His tenor carried in the still air. The whole neighborhood of shuttered windows and closed doors had to know now that the cops were here. VanHorn waited for lights to come on, doors to open. It didn’t happen. Collamore saw her looking his way and waved at her. She didn’t wave back.
Whiskers reached down and tried the latch on the door. It didn’t give.
VanHorn responded by touching her holster with her fingertips. The act was a caress, almost sensual in its carelessness—and it was involuntary, like a man checking for the presence of his wallet half a minute after he leaves the automatic teller machine.
The two cops waited for someone to come to the door and tell them everything was just fine.
After most of a minute had leaked into the void between them, VanHorn said, “I’ll check the back of the house.” She wasn’t nervous yet, but she had definitely crossed over the line that separated routine from everything else that existed on a police officer’s planet. The feeling was familiar, and not entirely unwelcome. The wariness sharpened her senses. She’d been around long enough to know that wasn’t a bad thing.
“I’ll take a look at the windows up front here and over on the other side,” Carpino said.
The north side of the house was unlit, making it difficult for VanHorn to navigate the uneven path of flagstones. Spreading junipers clotted the open spaces between the window wells. An avid gardener, she hated junipers, especially spreading junipers. She alternated the flashlight beam between the path in front of her and the windows on the side of the house and noticed nothing that alarmed her. She fingered the switch of the radio microphone that was clipped to the left shoulder of her uniform blouse and said, “Nothing unusual on the side of the house. Just some unimaginative landscaping. But even in Boulder I don’t think that’s a crime.”
Carpino replied, “Yet. Hold on, I may have something up here, Kerry.” His voice betrayed no alarm. She waited for him to continue. He didn’t.
She stepped lightly into the backyard. A streetlight brightened the rear of the house. She reached up and touched the button on her microphone. “What do you have, Whiskers? Open window?”
“No, I’m on the opposite side of the house from you, shining my beam inside into what looks like the living room. I make a lamp lying on the floor and some broken glass. That’s all.”
After again caressing the flap on her holster with the fingertips of her right hand, Officer VanHorn spent a moment examining the backyard with the beam of her flashlight. Only when she was certain she was alone in the yard did she take determined strides across a pleasant brick patio, past an almost-new gas grill, and up two steps to the door that led to the house. She grabbed the knob of the metal security door and twisted it. The door opened right up. She locked her gaze on the painted French door behind the security panel and fingered her microphone. “Back door’s open. Not just unlocked, but open-open. Why don’t you call for backup?”
She waited for his response long enough to inhale and exhale twice. Finally, she said, “Colin?”
He said, “Sorry. I may be looking at a person’s foot, Kerry, just someone’s heel. Like there’s somebody lying on the floor. But I can’t see past the heel. If it’s a foot, then the rest of the body’s behind a sofa.”
VanHorn sighed. “We’d better go in. Tell dispatch.”
“Will do. I’ll call for backup and join you back there.”
Kerry VanHorn flicked up the flap on her holster and drew her service weapon with her right hand. Her Mag-Lite was in her left. Before she took another step she squeezed her biceps against her upper torso to convince herself that she’d remembered to wear her vest. She had.
Within seconds, Whiskers joined her at the back door. He, too, had his service weapon ready. He said, “The living room’s in the southwest corner. That’s where I saw the foot.” She nodded and said a silent prayer before she nudged the French door with the toe of her shoe. She winced as the door squeaked open.
She yelled “Boulder Police” as she entered a big kitchen and family room. Shadowed light from the alley street lamp revealed an expensive recent remodel. Cherry cabinets. Granite countertops. Big double stainless-steel sink. Appliances that disappeared into the cabinetry. One appliance she didn’t even recognize. She didn’t like that kitchens had developed in such a way that people used appliances she couldn’t even recognize.
But nothing was out of place. She could hear Whiskers’s footsteps on the hardwood floor behind her. The resonant clap was reassuring. There was almost nothing she liked doing less as a cop than walking into dark houses.
The door from the kitchen led to a short hallway. Again she called out, “Boulder Police,” and waited for a reply. Nothing. Carpino repeated the announcement. After she waited for a response that never came, she stepped past a powder room and saw a dining room on her right. She played the beam into the room for two or three seconds. It didn’t appear that anyone had eaten in there recently; the table was covered with piles of mail. She gestured with her flashlight to reassure her partner before she turned toward the living room. At the bottom of a staircase she flicked the beam up the stairs. She spotted nothing that alarmed her but noticed an odd device on rails attached to the side of the staircase. She also noted a rhythmic shush-shush, shush-shush, shush-shush coming down from the second floor. The sound was familiar to her but she couldn’t place it. Shush-shush, shush-shush, shush-shush. The rhythm wasn’t out of place in a house. She was sure of that. But what was it that she was hearing?
Darn. She couldn’t place the noise.
She took two steps into the living room and swept her flashlight beam in a wide, slow arc, looking for the foot that Whiskers had seen, praying that he was wrong or, failing that, that there was at least still a person attached to it.
The first thing that caught her attention was the lamp on the floor—she assumed it was the same one that Whiskers had spotted through the window. Then she saw the broken glass, a lot of it. The glass appeared to be some kind of pottery or ceramic; it must have been a big piece before it was busted.
No foot.
Lights flashed outside on the street. VanHorn looked up and was relieved to see a patrol car slide to the curb in front of the house. Her partner whispered, “Backup’s here.” She adjusted the grip on her weapon and, for her own benefit, silently mouthed, “I’m doing fine. I’m doing fine.”
eeeehhhhhhnnnnnn.
A loud, noxious buzzing seemed to fill the house. The sound was bitter and sour, like aural vinegar. It blared for maybe two seconds before it stopped as abruptly as it started. VanHorn’s pulse jumped when the noise started and she wheeled around to check behind her. Carpino’s eyes were wide as he, too, searched for the source of the sound. VanHorn’s service weapon felt heavy in her hand.
She shook her head, announcing she didn’t know the source of the sound. Carpino did the same.
The buzzing blared again. eeeehhhhhhnnnnn. Once again the sharp sound stopped suddenly.
The noise had seemed to come from everywhere at once.
What was it? What was it? She couldn’t place it.
She yelled “Boulder Police” one more time.
Then she noticed that the shush-shush had ceased, and the pieces of the puzzle fell into place. VanHorn smiled. She knew what it was. The shush-shush had been the refrain of a tumbling clothes dryer. The buzzer was the notification that the cycle was done. Her boyfriend’s dryer made the same awful noise. She exhaled and slowly refilled her lungs. “Whiskers? That was a clothes dryer, I think. At the end of its cycle.”
He said, “Oh,” and definitely sounded relieved.
Someone had recently started a dryer in this house. How long did a load take to dry? Forty-five minutes? An hour?
Through the side windows she watched another black-and-white slide to a stop at the curb.
She stepped around the lamp on the floor so that she could see behind the sofa at the far end of the room. Behind the sofa was an open door. She thought it would lead back to the family room that she’d seen when she first came into the house, the one adjacent to the new kitchen. She swung the beam toward the floor behind the striped couch.
She saw the foot, paused, and then she took another step.
“Oh Jesus. Oh my God. Oh dear Jesus.” If she had a free hand she would have crossed herself with it, an affectation of her Catholic past.
At the sight of the blood and the mangled tissue where the person’s face should be, VanHorn felt a sour geyser erupting in her esophagus and she swallowed twice to stem the urge to vomit. She took a step back and stumbled over the broken pottery. When she returned her gaze to the body on the floor, she said, “May God rest your soul, whoever you are.”
Carpino said, “What?” His voice came from behind her, maybe ten or twelve feet away.
She said, “You were right, there’s a body in here, Colin. A lot of blood. Call for an ambulance, okay?”
She counted to three and told herself she was fine. But she didn’t feel fine. She felt as though she should sit down to keep from passing out, but she didn’t want to disturb what she already knew was a crime scene. Sequentially, she looked everywhere in the room that didn’t have a bloody body. She even looked at the ceiling. For her, the act was like looking at the horizon when she was seasick. Finally, the wave of nausea eased and her neurons resumed firing and she carefully checked the room to make triple-sure she and her partner and the guy on the floor didn’t have any company.
She dropped to her knees, stooped over the body, and lowered her head to listen for breath sounds. She heard nothing. To feel for a pulse, she needed to put down either her light or her gun. For a moment she weighed her choice, finally deciding to place the torch on the carpet, and, as she’d been taught, she rested three fingers on the underside of the radial bone of the man’s right wrist. She was thinking the body was that of a man. The socks were men’s socks. She was pretty sure of that. An exposed inch of calf was moderately hairy.
It was a man.
She felt no pulse. She thought, maybe, the body was cooler than it should have been, but only a little, and certainly not cold. She spent a moment trying to remember the speed at which a body gives up its warmth after death—a degree an hour, was that it?—and wondered if it was possible that this man was the same person who had started the dryer upstairs. He couldn’t have cooled down that fast, could he? Maybe her own fingers were hot and that’s why the body felt cool. That was certainly possible.
Variables, variables.
Bruce Collamore had said he heard the “somebody’s-killing-me” scream at 9:51. She looked at her watch. It was 10:17. No, if this were the screamer, he wouldn’t have cooled down, yet.
Hot fingers. Had to be her hot fingers.
Still on her knees, she lifted her Mag-Lite again and simultaneously turned her body to address her partner. The beam of the light danced carelessly off the ceiling and the walls. She said, “This guy’s dead, and there’s a lot of blood. Call for detectives and have the backup team tape off a perimeter out there. Make it a big perimeter. Tell the tall guy with the dog that he’s not going anywhere for a while. We have to do the rest of the house. Get some people in here to help out. Tell them to come in the back door and walk straight to the front of the house, then turn left to the living room. And remind them not to touch anything. We have a crime scene and I don’t want to be the one to mess it up.”
She said a silent prayer and aimed her lamp directly at the body on the floor, trying to discern the details of the man’s face through the severe damage and the copious blood.
For a second or two she thought she knew the man and tried to jar an association loose from her memory. It didn’t work. VanHorn then decided that she didn’t really know him. Again, she repeated her silent prayer and wondered what in heaven God had been thinking at 9:51 that evening.
She decided that He must have been seriously distracted.

CHAPTER
2
The first pair of detectives arrived about twenty minutes before midnight to find a well-delineated perimeter and a crime scene that was barely contaminated. Sam Purdy, the senior detective, was ecstatic. But he kept his joy to himself.
“Who was first officer?” he asked of the patrol cop who was manning the clipboard and controlling access to the scene.
“VanHorn and Carpino.”
“RP?” Purdy was asking who had called in the crime—who was the reporting party.
“Still here.”
“Wits?”
“Got one, guy named Bruce Collamore. He’s the RP, too. That’s him sitting in the backseat of my squad. Has a dog with him. Heard a scream a shade before ten. I talked to him a little bit—he’s an interesting guy, teaches high school now, math I think. But he played a little pro football when he was younger, if you can believe it.”
Purdy grunted. “That’s it? That’s all you know?”
The officer shrugged. “The Bengals. He was in camp for a few days with the Bengals.”
“I should care where he played football?”
“Hey, it’s early, Detective. We didn’t want to mess with him before you guys got here. Played tight end, if you really want to know. Isn’t built like a tight end now, though; he’s tall enough, but he’s too skinny, more like a Randy Moss type. He’s crammed into the back of the squad like an anchovy in a can.”
Purdy said, “I might give a shit about any of this if he played for the Vikings, but I certainly don’t care about some guy who didn’t last a week with the damn Bengals, that’s for sure. Whose house is this?”
“Neighbor says it’s a family named Peters, but the neighbor didn’t hear anything that came down.”
Purdy turned to his partner. “You get that? What else do we have, Luce?”
Lucy Tanner looked at her notepad. She knew he was asking her if the detective’s log was current. In these circumstances, it was her job to make sure it was. She said, “We were called by dispatch via pager at ten twenty-six, arrive at the scene on Jay Street at eleven thirty-five. Six patrol officers present, all have checked in with the control officer. Medical personnel have come and gone. Photographers present and waiting for clearance to go inside. Ditto CSIs. Weather? Clear skies, temp near fifty. One wit at the scene, already isolated. Search warrant has been requested from Judge Silverman. We’re waiting on it.”
“You get snaps? I want a good set of snaps. Who knows what time the photographers will get to go in.”
Lucy held up a disposable camera with a built-in flash. “This side of the house is covered.”
“Let’s go to the back, then.”
Kerry VanHorn walked across the front yard of the house, approaching the two detectives. She was squinting. “Detective? I’m Officer VanHorn. I was first officer on the scene, along with Officer Carpino.”
“Sam Purdy. This is Lucy Tanner. Where’s Carpino?” Purdy thought he recognized VanHorn from a recent altercation he’d investigated between a bicyclist and a pedestrian on Canyon Boulevard. He wasn’t sure he’d ever heard of Carpino, didn’t think he’d been with VanHorn that day.
VanHorn nodded a greeting to Lucy before she answered. “We entered the home through an open rear door. He’s standing watch there.”
“Who’s been inside?”
“Just Carpino and me initially. After we found the deceased on the main level, two other officers accompanied us on a search of the rest of the premises. Upon further search, we found a disabled person sleeping upstairs in the master bedroom. When we couldn’t arouse her enough to take a statement, we called an ambulance. Two paramedics entered the house and removed her. At my request, one of them walked through the section of the house where I found the deceased to confirm that he was, well, deceased. The ambulance left about twenty-five minutes ago. The disabled woman is now at Community Hospital. You may want to dispatch someone to get her statement, Detective. She was not particularly coherent when I tried to talk with her.”
“That’s it? Got any names?”
“Yes, sir. That’s it. And no, sir. The woman was, like I said, incoherent. I think she said her name was Susan, or Suzanne. I had trouble understanding her. She was not able to give a last name. Neighbor a couple of doors down across the street says the family is the Peters. Only wit is the RP, guy named Bruce Collamore. He’s waiting in one of the squads. Heard a scream a few minutes before ten. I don’t think he’s going to be much more help; he’s already told us all he knows.”
“Yeah, I’ve already heard all about Collamore. Got cut by the Bengals during training camp, if you can believe that.”
“What?” VanHorn asked.
Purdy ignored her question while he went through a mental checklist and reached satisfaction that things were under control. Then he realized he’d missed something. “Coroner here yet?”
“Haven’t seen anyone,” she said.
Purdy made a note to have Lucy ascertain that Scott Truscott, the coroner’s assistant, had been called. He said, “Good job here, VanHorn. You and Carpino managed this scene like you do it every weekend.”
 
Purdy and Lucy followed VanHorn down the path to the backyard. Lucy snapped some photographs of the rear of the house before VanHorn introduced the detectives to Carpino. No one shook hands; Purdy and Lucy were busy pulling latex onto their fingers.
“The yard was like this? Nothing’s been touched?”
Whiskers answered, “Just like you see it. No one’s been back here but us since we arrived. Only things we touched outside were the doorknobs. We did that before we realized what we had.”
 
The search warrant arrived around twelve-thirty.
The crime scene investigators and the police photographers preceded the two detectives into the house. After about fifteen minutes, the CSIs reported to Purdy that they’d finished clearing and vacuuming the path to the living room and that he could enter.
Everyone pulled coverings onto their shoes. At Purdy’s request, VanHorn led the way inside and pointed out the direction she had walked to get to the living room before she discovered the body. On this return visit she went no farther than the foot of the stairs, using the beam of her flashlight to direct the detectives the rest of the way to the deceased. “He’s there, behind that couch.”
“All the lights were off? Just like this?” Purdy asked as he carefully crossed the length of the room and lowered himself to a crouch a few feet from the body. The detective’s feet were in a little clearing in the center of the pottery debris.
“Yes. We touched nothing in this room. I did feel the victim’s wrist for a pulse and I tripped over some of the broken pottery when I got back up. The EMT was careful, too, when he confirmed the death. I watched him. That’s it. Nothing else was touched down here. Upstairs was different. We tried to watch what we were doing, but moving that lady to the hospital spilled some milk. Couldn’t be avoided. I’ve started making a list of everything I think was disturbed up there.”
“Good. Finish the list and get it to me. We’ll take it from here.”
“Oh, I almost forgot, the dryer was on. Upstairs? There’s a washer and dryer. When I first came in the house, the dryer was on. It finished its cycle just before I found the body. Made a loud buzzing sound.”
Purdy took a moment to catch her eyes and smiled at her. “Scared the shit out of you, I bet, didn’t it?”
She laughed. “Yeah. Scared the shit out of me.” VanHorn didn’t generally condone profane language. But the phrase seemed to fit the circumstances.
“That was when?”
“Ten twenty-five, ten-thirty, give or take a couple of minutes.”
“Got that, Luce?”
Lucy raised her pen from her notebook but didn’t look up. “Yeah, Sam. I got it.”
“You can go, Officer. Good work.”
Purdy stood up straight, took a flashlight from Lucy’s hand, and swept the room with the beam, pausing a few times. While he perused the space, he took note of the temperature in the house, inhaled the aroma of the room, and digested how the shadows played with the darkness. He knew Lucy would be doing the same drill. In a few minutes, they’d compare impressions. When he finally stepped forward, he approached the corpse cautiously, noting the position of the lamp on the floor, treading carefully around the pieces of ceramic.
Lucy hung back; she was at least six feet behind him. Purdy could hear her breathing through her mouth.
“You okay, Luce?” he said.
She said, “Sure.” But Purdy didn’t quite believe her.
“You need a minute? Or are you ready?”
“I’m right behind you, Sam. I’m fine.”
Maybe a stranger would have failed to recognize the catch in her voice. But Purdy heard it. “If you’re going to puke, puke outside, okay?”
He expected her to curse at him in reply. Instead, she said, “I told you I’m fine, Sam.”
Purdy once again lowered himself to a crouch, this time right beside the body. For a few seconds he focused on the injuries and on the blood, not on the dead person. A gestalt thing—figure, not ground. The head and face wounds that had been inflicted were severe. At least two deep crushing blows. Probably more. Blood pooled around the man’s head like a lake on a dark night. The blood loss was copious. With the flashlight beam he traced a fan-shaped splatter that extended up the nearest wall all the way to the crown molding. The conclusion was obvious: The victim had been standing when he was hit and had lived long enough to bleed like a broken dike.
“Is he dead, Sam?” Lucy asked the question as though she didn’t quite believe it was true.
Purdy didn’t bother feeling for a pulse. He knew dead. “He’s really dead, Luce. Bashed in the face and head with something heavy and hard. My money’s on the lamp or this broken pottery.”
She didn’t reply.
Purdy asked, “Can you see outside? Has the coroner’s van arrived?”
“I don’t see it out there.”
He thought she sounded funny.
Sam Purdy was a big man. He lowered one knee to the carpet so he could lean over and examine the undamaged part of the man’s face. It took him maybe two seconds of focus to identify the victim.
“Holy shit. You know who this is, Luce?”
She swallowed. Her voice was hollow. “I can’t see him from here. Just some blood. All I see is the blood.”
Purdy said, “Whose house is this, anyway? Do you know whose house this is? Lucy?”

CHAPTER
3
It should have been my first clue.
For the first time since Grace’s birth I put her to bed all by myself. Shortly after nine o’clock on Friday night Lauren had pulled the satiated baby from her breast and handed her up to me, smiling wanly. She asked if I’d give our daughter a bath. I was delighted to comply.
Grace and I moved swiftly over the familiar territory that led from bath, to diaper, to fresh sleeper, to my favorite part—bedtime stories in the big upholstered rocker in the nursery. I had no illusions that my little girl even knew what a book was, but I could find no reasonable argument for postponing her introduction to the wonders of the written word, and I could find a million reasons for not waiting. Each night we read a few books. Each night both of us loved it.
Lauren never jumped into the ritual that particular night, even when the usually irresistible trill of Grace’s laughter echoed down the hall between the two bedrooms. I enjoyed the independence of it all and assumed that Lauren’s request that I put the baby to bed was her way of giving me a vote of confidence. I also knew I’d have to get used to it; the following Monday Lauren was returning to work after half a year of maternity leave.
Once I’d kissed our daughter for the last time and placed her on her back in her crib, I stepped down the hall to the bedroom to find Lauren curled away from the door, asleep. A few minutes later I touched my lips to her inky hair before I crawled into bed beside her.
 
It wasn’t long after Grace’s birth six months earlier that we’d developed a family ritual that consisted of a Saturday morning breakfast out followed by errands and grocery shopping. The morning after my first solo bedtime flight with Grace, Lauren drove us into town on our way to breakfast. We were planning to eat at Marie’s, followed by some grocery shopping at Ideal, bagels from Moe’s, bread from Breadworks, and wine from the Boulder Wine Merchant.
All without moving our car. Almost like in a real city.
As we crawled up Balsam past the mini-roundabouts toward Broadway, Lauren cursed at an elderly man in an impeccably preserved old turquoise Chevy Bel Air who signaled a left turn and then smoothly pulled right into the driveway of a modest brick ranch that had held its value a lot better than his car.
At the sound of Lauren’s profanity, I leaned into the backseat and told Grace to cover her ears.
Lauren didn’t laugh.
It should have been my second clue.
 
The reason I was missing so many clues was, I think, that I was out of practice. From the moment Lauren had become pregnant fifteen months before, she’d enjoyed a sabbatical from her long struggle living with relapsing-remitting multiple sclerosis. Her neurologist had told her that the pregnancy might indeed provide a respite from her chronic symptoms and a brief protection against fresh exacerbations of her illness. It turned out that he’d been right on both counts.
What were the usual signs that something was brewing with Lauren’s health? Withdrawal and distraction. She’d sense some sign of change in her functioning—pain, weakness, numbness, vertigo, something—and she’d pull away from me. She’d also display signs of irritability.
But my radar was rusty and I was out of practice. For fifteen months I’d floated along on the gentle sea of denial, buoyed by blind hope that our daughter’s birth would be her mother’s ticket to prolonged good health.
 
The selection of breads at the bakery didn’t include the multigrain that Lauren coveted. Her disappointment at the news was much too keen. The table at Marie’s was uneven and Lauren leaned over to fidget with sugar packets until the wobble disappeared. The waitress brought Lauren coffee, not the tea she’d ordered. Lauren tried to sigh away her uncharacteristic annoyance at the mistake. She failed. When she looked over at me and said, “I’m not up for this, Alan. Can we skip breakfast this morning?” I finally realized that something was wrong.
I lowered my coffee mug back to the tabletop and said, “You’re not feeling well, are you?”
For a prolonged moment every sound in the crowded coffee shop was muted. No motion blurred anything in my periphery. I followed Lauren’s gaze as she looked at Grace, who was asleep in her infant carrier. Tears formed in Lauren’s lower lashes.
“What is it?” I asked, even though I already knew.
She didn’t answer right away.
“Are you symptomatic?” I said. With Lauren, I didn’t need to be any more specific. I didn’t need to reference a specific illness. We both knew I was inquiring about her MS.
She nodded, flicked a poignant glance at Grace. At the same moment, she said, “I don’t want to be sick anymore, Alan. I don’t.”
I covered her wrist with my hand—her hand was balled into a fist—and waited almost a full minute for her to continue. When finally she did, she said, “We can talk about this later, okay? I think I’d really like to go home. But we need to stop at the drugstore first. You know?”
I nodded. I already knew about the drugstore stop. She and her neurologist had decided that Lauren would forego prophylactic treatment for her MS during her pregnancy. But by then, Grace and Lauren had each been fortified by six months of breastfeeding and Lauren was planning on resuming her interferon treatments. The prescription for interferon, which was intended to hold fresh exacerbations of Lauren’s multiple sclerosis at bay, was waiting for her at the pharmacy. I was suddenly wondering, of course, whether she was restarting the medicine a week or two too late.
Lauren said, “Why don’t you take Grace?” and stood. I dropped a couple of bills on the table and lifted our daughter and her baby carrier while Lauren strapped the diaper bag over her shoulder. As she preceded me out the door and headed toward the parking lot, I examined my wife’s gait and her balance, looking for signs of what might be ailing her.
I couldn’t discern a thing.
Damn disease.
It was like being surrounded by no-see-um bugs. Couldn’t find them to swat them away.
 
Lauren and Grace, Emily, our dog, and Anvil, our foster dog, all slept away much of the afternoon. I was left to spend the day with gutter cleaning, and car washing, and the most noxious of all chores, worrying. Before she retreated to the bedroom for the afternoon, Lauren had revealed that her new symptoms included muscle spasms in three different locations on her left side, some worrisome new tingling in her left hand, and shooting pains in her right foot. The sum of those signs wasn’t cause for alarm. She wasn’t going blind in one eye, wasn’t paralyzed anywhere, wasn’t falling over from vertigo. Maybe it wasn’t anything major. Not a big storm, I was hoping, just heat lightning flashing on the horizon.
Then she’d added another detail. She was experiencing what she called brain mud, a general fogginess in her sensorium and her thinking. We both knew that she usually experienced the brain mud either as a prelude to or as a result of an exacerbation of her MS.
The presence of the brain mud meant that Lauren and I would be balanced precariously on the edge of a cliff as that day became night and today became tomorrow.
For the second evening in a row I put Grace to sleep by myself. Lauren’s fatigue seemed even more pronounced than usual; I sensed that she was asleep before Grace and I finished the last story of our bedtime ritual.
 
The morning was warm, almost sixty degrees before dawn. Grace and the puppies were still asleep and I was standing in the kitchen tugging on Lycra, hoping to steal an early bicycle ride, when the phone rang. I jumped at the device like a soldier endeavoring to cover a live hand grenade to protect his platoon. I got to the portable after only half a ring, flicking a quick glance at the clock before I punched the talk button and said, “Hello.”
It was 5:38. Early.
“Alan? It’s Elliot.”
I recognized the patrician voice even before he got to his name. Elliot Bellhaven was one of Lauren’s colleagues in the Boulder County District Attorney’s Office. I’d met him through Lauren years before when he was new in the DA’s office, fresh out of Harvard Law. Over the years Elliot had aged, of course, but I still pictured him in my head as the angel-faced, idealistic kid who’d infused the DA’s office with a much needed booster of adrenaline. Recently, though, he’d seemed to become part of the establishment he’d once been so eager to jostle.
“Hey, Elliot,” I said. I was waiting for him to tell me the bad news. This wasn’t a work call. Lauren hadn’t been at work in over six months. This wasn’t a social call. It was 5:38 on Sunday morning. Elliot’s mother had raised him better than that. Much better than that.
“I’m sorry if I woke you, Alan, but I thought Lauren should hear the news from me rather than someone else.”
“You didn’t wake me; I was up. What news?”
“Is she awake?”
“Not unless the phone woke her.” I tucked the phone between my shoulder and my ear and ambled the two steps to the kitchen television and pressed the power button. The set flickered on to Channel 4, the early local news. A female reporter was doing a stand-up in front of a familiar house—a two-story with a wide lawn and a cheery line of bright yellow crocuses near the street. The graphics on the screen read, “LIVE! Boulder.” The reporter was dressed in a maroon turtleneck and looked uncomfortable in the early spring warmth.
Elliot said, “Would you wake Lauren for me, please? I’d very much like to speak with her. Once again, I apologize. I’ll hold.” He was using a business voice, the kind of tone he might use to an assistant around the office when the boss was around. The tone was polite and respectful, but instantly conveyed the fact that he expected his wishes to be carried out. If I’d been in another mood, I might have humored him and complied.
I eased up the sound on the TV. “. . . answered a call at about ten-fifteen last night. Apparently, the body was discovered a short time later.”
I placed the house in my mind. It was over on Jay Street, near the foothills. The house I was looking at on the TV belonged to Royal Peterson, the Boulder County district attorney—Lauren’s boss. Elliot’s boss. I’d been to Royal’s home for at least three or four staff parties over the years. Had I been there the previous Christmas? No, his wife, Susan, hadn’t been well recently. My last visit must have been the Christmas season before.
What body? My heart jumped. I thought about Susan Peterson. Had she been that sick?
“I’d really rather not wake Lauren, Elliot. She’s not been feeling well. What’s up?” I thought I sounded as normal as anyone would under the circumstances.
“. . . been able to learn that there are signs of a struggle inside the house. Neighbors reported hearing some shouting—one man we spoke with said ‘screaming’—but there are no reports of gunshots.”
Elliot said, “It’s about Royal.”
“Yes?”
“. . . Royal Peterson’s body was removed by the Boulder County Coroner at around four o’clock this morning.”
Instinctively, I reached behind me and found a chair. I tugged it below me and almost fell to the seat.
“He was murdered last night, Alan. In his home.”
I tried to say “Royal’s dead?” but wasn’t sure any sound actually came out of my mouth.
The cameraman pulled his shot back and I saw Elliot Bellhaven standing on the front porch of Royal Peterson’s home talking on his cell phone.
He was talking to me.
Elliot was wearing jeans and a T-shirt. The shirt was covered by a tight V-neck sweater. Knowing Elliot, I knew the sweater was cashmere. His left shoulder was to the camera. On the television, the reporter was still talking, but I had stopped listening to her soliloquy.
I inhaled and forced myself to exhale slowly. Royal Peterson murdered? “Jesus, Elliot. What happened?”
“He was beaten to death last night. We think around ten o’clock. We don’t know much else.”
“How’s Susan?”
“An ambulance took her to the hospital. I think she’s stable. Haven’t heard otherwise.” His tone wasn’t particularly compassionate. On the TV screen I watched Elliot turn and face the street.
“She’s not a sus—”
“Susan? No, no, not at all. I’m sure you know that she’s been bedridden lately, not well. So not at this point, no. She was asleep when the police got here and anyway she doesn’t have the strength to do what was done to Royal.”
Part of me wanted to know what had been done to Royal. Most of me didn’t. I knew that Elliot wouldn’t tell me the details anyway. But he’d tell Lauren. She’d share them with me in a manner I was more likely to be able to stomach.
I said, “The kids weren’t in town?” Royal and Susan had three grown kids. None of them lived in Boulder. I thought one of their two daughters—Amanda? Amelia?—ran a successful decorating business in Durango. She’d been at one of the holiday parties I’d attended, had appeared to worship her father.
“No. No one was here but Roy and Susan. And … whoever it was who killed Roy.”
On the screen, I watched as my good friend, Boulder Police Department detective Sam Purdy, poked his head out the front door of Royal’s house and said something to Elliot. I could hear what he was saying through the phone line, though the sound wasn’t quite in sync with Sam’s lips as I watched them move on the TV screen. Sam said, “Need you in here, Bellhaven. Now, if you don’t mind.”
Elliot and Sam weren’t friends. I had theories about the animosity between them, but couldn’t be sure that I wasn’t missing something. If I invested time in trying to understand why Sam didn’t like all the people he didn’t like, I’d have precious little time left for almost anything else.
Elliot pressed the phone against his chest and said something back to Sam. Reading lips has never been one of my fortes. I watched Elliot lift the phone back to his ear and waited for the sound of him speaking to me. “I’m at Royal’s house right now, Alan, and I need to go. The police want me for something inside. Have Lauren page me when she’s awake. Why don’t you turn on the news? I’m sure you’ll learn something interesting from it. This place is crawling with reporters and microwave trucks.”
“Yeah, I’ll do that. Thanks for calling, Elliot. Were you catching last night? Is this going to be yours?”
“Don’t know. Mitchell’s on it, too. So’s Nora. As far as politics go, this place is drawing potential candidates like an American Legion hall in New Hampshire in primary season. Have Lauren page me. Bye.” He was telling me that the posturing to be Royal Peterson’s successor was already heating up. As the spouse of an insider, I was privy to the roster of likely candidates: Elliot; Mitchell Crest, Royal’s chief trial deputy; and Nora Doyle, the head of sex crimes prosecution. And now all three were already hovering close to the murdered body of their dead boss.
I watched Elliot fold the tiny phone he was carrying and stuff it into the pocket of his trousers. He paused outside the door of the Peterson home while he pushed his hair back from his forehead and snapped a fresh pair of gloves onto his hands. Lucy Tanner, Sam’s partner, held the door open for him. He nodded an acknowledgment to her before he squeezed past her and disappeared inside the house. Lucy stepped outside and squatted beside a plastic case that was resting on the lawn. She held her gloved hands out in front of her like a surgeon who had just scrubbed for the OR.
She was searching the case for something a detective might need to deal with evidence at the scene of a homicide.
My attention was drawn back to the sound emanating from the TV. “. . . the controversial Boulder DA had been expected to announce that he would not run for reelection. Back to you, Virginia.”
The next shot was Virginia in the anchor chair. I stripped off my Lycra jersey and walked back toward the bedrooms wearing only my padded biking shorts. Grace was just starting to stir. I lifted her from her crib and as I changed her diaper we chatted about her dreams and I told her about the warm morning. The dogs heard us chatting—that was me—and cooing, which was both of us, and trailed after us as I carried my daughter to the kitchen.
I didn’t trouble Grace with the news that her mommy’s boss had been murdered. She didn’t even know Royal Peterson. He had sent a baby gift, though. I reminded her of that.
I didn’t have a clue what the gift had been.
 
The night before, just before bedtime, Lauren had poked a one-and-a-quarter-inch, 23-gauge needle into the meatiest part of her right thigh. She’d then injected one milliliter of interferon solution into the long muscles of her quad.
Why? To tame the lions of the multiple-sclerosis circus.
To keep the brain mud at bay.
This injection of interferon had been her first dose in fifteen months, and she knew, and I knew, that the interferon beta that she plunged into her thigh would make her sick for the next twenty hours or so. She would feel like she had the flu. She would have muscle aches so sharp they brought tears, so deep that she would swear that her bones and her hair hurt. She would have chills. She would have fever.
That’s why I was reluctant to wake her when Elliot called. But she woke on her own a few minutes after seven and joined Grace and me in the kitchen. Lauren was wearing a long T-shirt from a Race for the Cure that I knew she hadn’t run in. I didn’t think I had run in it, either. I embraced her and kissed her on the top of her head.
“Good morning. How are you feeling?” I asked as I handed her the baby. She focused her attention on Grace, shaking her head to tell me she felt pretty much how she looked.
I said, “Let’s go sit down someplace comfortable. There’s something I need to talk to you about.”
She was so intent on Grace that I didn’t think she’d heard me. But she turned around and walked toward the living room where she curled up on the sofa with Grace on her lap. The little dog, Anvil, a black miniature poodle whom we’d inherited from a former patient of mine, noodled his way into position on the part of Lauren’s lap to which Grace hadn’t staked claim. I sat beside them on the sofa and took Lauren’s free hand. She tried to smile as she said, “Hey, now that I’m back on interferon and I can’t breast-feed anymore, I can have real coffee. With caffeine. That’s a good thing, right? So what’s up? What did you want to tell me?”
I waited for her to find my gaze. The moment she shifted her attention from the baby to me, I said, “Royal’s dead, babe.”
“What?” Instantly, her eyes began to fill with tears.
“He was beaten to death in his home last night. That was Elliot who called early this morning.”
“Roy?”
Involuntarily, she gripped Grace even tighter and began to kiss her as the first of her tears dripped into the baby’s black hair. I suspected that Royal’s death would not be uncomplicated news for my wife. During Lauren’s time in the DA’s office Roy Peterson had been good to her in many ways, but a few years ago he’d also been one of the first to turn his back on her when she’d been mistakenly arrested for murder. She’d never forgiven him for his lack of faith, or his political opportunism, or whatever it was that had motivated him to betray her.
The phone rang. She waved for me to get it. I wasn’t surprised when I answered to hear the voice of Mitchell Crest, the chief trial deputy in the DA’s office. Mitch had been a close friend of Roy’s, and I offered my sympathy to him before I gave the phone over to Lauren. She grabbed it eagerly.
She would learn all about Royal’s murder from somebody who actually knew the details.
 
Lauren insisted on going into the office. I argued with her briefly. I thought I had good arguments. It was Sunday, she was sick from the interferon, she was still officially on pregnancy leave, her body was sending out lots of signs that the MS bears might be stirring from their long hibernation, and she should probably avoid stress.
I made my case.
She went into the office.
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