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SUNDAY


1


Sara Linton stared at the entrance to the Dairy Queen, watching her very pregnant sister walk out with a cup of chocolate-covered ice cream in each hand. As Tessa crossed the parking lot, the wind picked up, and her purple dress rose above her knees. She struggled to keep the jumper down without spilling the ice cream, and Sara could hear her cursing as she got closer to the car.


Sara tried not to laugh as she leaned over to open the door, asking, Need help?


No, Tessa said, wedging her body into the car. She settled in, handing Sara her ice cream. And you can shut up laughing at me.


Sara winced as her sister kicked off her sandals and propped her bare feet on the dashboard. The BMW 330i was less than two weeks old, and Tessa had already left a bag of Goobers to melt in the backseat and spilled an orange Fanta on the carpet in the front. Had Tessa not been nearly eight months pregnant, Sara would have strangled her.


Sara asked, What took you so long?


I had to pee.


Again?


No, I just like being in the bathroom at the damn Dairy Queen, Tessa snapped. She fanned her hand in front of her face. Jesus, its hot.


Sara kept her mouth shut as she turned up the air-conditioning. As a doctor, she knew that Tessa was merely a victim of her own hormones, but there were times when Sara thought that the best thing for all concerned would be to lock Tessa in a box and not open it until they heard a baby crying.


That place was packed, Tessa managed around a mouthful of chocolate syrup. Goddamn, shouldnt all those people be at church or something?


Hm, Sara said.


The whole place was filthy. Look at this parking lot, Tessa said, swooping her spoon in the air. People just dump their trash here and dont even care about who has to pick it up. Like they think the trash fairys gonna do it or something.


Sara murmured some words of agreement, eating her ice cream as Tessa continued a litany of complaints about everyone in the Dairy Queen, from the man who was talking on his cell phone to the woman who waited in line for ten minutes and then couldnt decide what she wanted when she got to the counter. After a while Sara zoned out, staring at the parking lot, thinking about the busy week she had ahead of her.


Several years ago Sara had taken on the part-time job of county coroner to help buy out her retiring partner at the Heartsdale Childrens Clinic, and lately Saras work at the morgue was playing havoc with her schedule at the clinic. Normally the county job did not require much of Saras time, but a court appearance had taken her out of the clinic for two days last week, and she was going to have to make up for it this week by putting in overtime.


Increasingly, Saras work at the morgue was infringing on clinic time, and she knew that in a couple of years she would have to make a choice between the two. When the time came, the decision would be a hard one. The medical examiners job was a challenge, one Sara had sorely needed thirteen years ago when she had left Atlanta and moved back to Grant County. Part of her thought her brain would atrophy without the constant obstacles presented by forensic medicine. Still, there was something restorative about treating children, and Sara, who could not have children of her own, knew that she would miss the contact. She vacillated daily on which job was better. Generally, a bad day at one made the other look ideal.


Getting on up there! Tessa screeched, loud enough to get Saras attention. Im thirty-four, not fifty. What the hell kind of thing is that for a nurse to say to a pregnant woman?


Sara stared at her sister. What?


Have you heard a word Ive said?


She tried to sound convincing. Yes. Of course I have.


Tessa frowned. Youre thinking about Jeffrey, arent you?


Sara was surprised by the question. For once her ex-husband had been the last thing on her mind. No.


Sara, dont lie to me, Tessa countered. Everybody in town saw that sign girl up at the station Friday.


She was lettering the new police car, Sara answered, feeling a warm flush come to her cheeks.


Tessa gave a disbelieving look. Wasnt that his excuse the last time?


Sara did not answer. She could still remember the day shed come home early from work to find Jeffrey in bed with the owner of the local sign shop. The whole Linton family was both amazed and irritated that Sara was dating Jeffrey again, and while Sara for the most part shared their sentiments, she felt incapable of making a clean break. Logic eluded her where Jeffrey was concerned.


Tessa warned, You just need to be careful with him. Dont let him get too comfortable.


Im not an idiot.


Sometimes you are.


Well, you are, too, Sara shot back, feeling foolish even before the words came out of her mouth.


But for the whir of the air-conditioning, the car was quiet. Finally Tessa offered, You shouldve said, I know you are, but what am I? 


Sara wanted to laugh it off, but she was too irritated. Tessie, its none of your business.


Tessa barked a loud laugh that rattled in Saras ears. Well, hell, honey, thats never stopped anybody before. Im sure damn Marla Simms was on the phone before the little bitch even got out of her truck.


Dont call her that.


Tessa waved her spoon in the air again. What do you want me to call her? Slut?


Nothing, Sara told her, and meant it. Dont call her anything.


Oh, I think she deserves a few choice words.


Jeffreys the one who cheated. She just took advantage of a good opportunity.


You know, Tessa began. I took advantage of plenty of good opportunities in my time, but I never chased after a married one.


Sara closed her eyes, willing her sister to stop. She did not want to have this conversation.


Tessa added, Marla told Penny Brock shes put on weight.


What were you doing talking to Penny Brock?


Stopped-up drain in their kitchen, Tessa said, smacking her mouth around her spoon. Tessa had quit working full-time with their father in the family plumbing business when her swollen belly made it impossible to navigate crawl spaces, but she was still capable of taking a plunger to a drain.


Tessa said, According to Penny, shes big as a house.


Despite her better intentions, Sara could not help but feel a moment of triumph, followed by a wave of guilt that she could take pleasure in another womans widening hips. And ass. The sign girl was already a little too full in the flank for her own good.


Tessa said, I see you smiling.


Sara was; her cheeks hurt from the strain of keeping her mouth closed. This is horrible.


Since when?


Since ... Sara let her voice trail off. Since it makes me feel like an absolute idiot.


Well, you am what you am, as Popeye would say. Tessa made a great show of scraping her plastic spoon around the cardboard cup as she wiped it clean. She sighed heavily, as if her day had just taken a turn for the worse. Can I have the rest of yours?


No.


Im pregnant! Tessa squeaked.


Thats not my fault.


Tessa went back to scraping her cup. To add to the annoyance, she started scratching the bottom of her foot on the dashboards burled wood inlay.


A full minute passed before Sara felt an older sisters guilt hit her like a sledgehammer. She tried to fight it by eating more ice cream, but it stuck in her throat.


Here, you big baby. Sara handed over her cup.


Thank you, Tessa answered sweetly. Maybe we can get some more for later? she suggested. Only, can you go back in and get it? I dont want them to think Im a pig, andshe smiled sweetly, batting her eyelidsI might have ticked off the kid behind the counter.


I cant imagine how.


Tessa blinked innocently. Some people are just sensitive.


Sara opened the door, glad for a reason to get out of the car. She was three feet away when Tessa rolled down the window.


I know, Sara said. Extra chocolate.


Yeah, but hold up. Tessa paused to lick ice cream off the side of her cell phone before she handed it out the window. Its Jeffrey.


Sara pulled up onto a gravel embankment between a police cruiser and Jeffreys car, frowning as she heard stones kicking up against the side of her car. The only reason Sara had traded in her two-seater convertible for the larger model was to accommodate a childs car seat. Between Tessa and the elements, the BMW was going to be trashed before the baby came.


This it? Tessa asked.


Yep. Sara yanked up the parking brake and looked out at the dry river basin in front of them. Georgia had been suffering from a drought since the mid-1990s, and the huge river that had once slithered through the forest like a fat, lazy snake had shriveled to little more than a trickling stream. A cracked, dry carcass was all that remained, and the concrete bridge thirty feet overhead seemed out of place, though Sara could remember when people had fished from it.


Is that the body? Tessa asked, pointing to a group of men standing in a semicircle.


Probably, Sara answered, wondering if they were on college property. Grant County comprised three cities: Heartsdale, Madison, and Avondale. Heartsdale, which housed the Grant Institute of Technology, was the jewel of the county, and any crime that happened inside its city limits was considered that much more horrible. A crime on college property would be a nightmare.


What happened? Tessa asked eagerly, though she had never been interested in this side of Saras job before.


Thats what Im supposed to find out, Sara reminded her, reaching over to the glove box for her stethoscope. The clearance was tight, and Saras hand rested on the back of Tessas stomach. She let it stay there for a moment.


Oh, Sissy, Tessa breathed, grabbing Saras hand. I love you so much.


Sara laughed at the sudden tears in Tessas eyes, but for some reason she could feel herself tearing up as well. I love you, too, Tessie. She squeezed her sisters hand, saying, Stay in the car. This wont take long.


Jeffrey was walking to meet Sara as she shut the car door. His dark hair was combed back neatly, still a little wet at the nape. He was dressed in a charcoal gray suit, perfectly pressed and tailored, with a gold police badge tucked into the breast pocket.


Sara was in sweatpants that had seen better days and a T-shirt that had given up on being white sometime during the Reagan administration. She wore sneakers with no socks, the laces loosely tied so she could slip in and out of them with as little effort as possible.


You didnt have to dress up, Jeffrey joked, but she could hear the tension in his voice.


What is it?


Im not sure, but I think theres something hinky He stopped, looking back at the car. You brought Tess?


It was on the way, and she wanted to come.... Sara let her voice trail off, because there really was no explanation, other than that Saras goal in life at the moment was to keep Tessa happyor, at the very least, to keep her from whining.


Jeffrey recognized the situation. I guess arguing with her wasnt worth it?


She promised to stay in the car, Sara said, just as she heard the car door slam closed behind her. She tucked her hands into her hips as she turned around, but Tessa was already waving her off.


Ive gotta go, Tessa said, pointing toward a line of trees in the distance.


Jeffrey asked, Shes gonna walk home?


Shes going to the bathroom, Sara explained, watching Tessa head up the hill toward the forest.


They both watched Tessa navigate the steep slope, her hands hooked under her belly as if she were carrying a basket. Jeffrey asked, Are you gonna be mad at me if I laugh when she rolls back down that hill?


Sara laughed with him instead of answering his question.


He asked, You think shell be okay up there?


Shell be fine, Sara told him. It wont kill her to get some exercise.


Are you sure? Jeffrey pressed, concerned.


Shes fine, Sara reassured, knowing that Jeffrey had never been around a pregnant woman for any length of time in his life. He was probably scared Tessa would go into labor before she got to the trees at the top of the hill. They should all be so lucky.


Sara started to walk toward the scene but stopped when he did not follow. She turned around, waiting for what she knew was coming.


He said, You left pretty early this morning.


I figured you needed the sleep. She walked back and took a pair of latex gloves out of his coat pocket, asking, Whats hinky?


I wasnt that tired, he said, in the same suggestive tone he would have used this morning if shed stuck around.


She fidgeted with the gloves, trying to think of something to say. I had to let the dogs out.


You could start bringing them.


Sara gave the police cruiser a pointed look. Is that new? she asked, feigning curiosity. Grant County was a small place. Sara had heard about the new patrol car before it was even parked in front of the station.


He said, Got it a couple of days ago.


Lettering looks good, she said, keeping her tone casual.


How about that, he said, an annoying phrase he had lately picked up when he did not know what else to say.


Sara did not let him get away with it. She did a really nice job.


Jeffrey kept his gaze steady, as if he had nothing to hide. Sara would have been impressed had he not used the exact same expression the last time hed assured her he was not cheating.


She gave a tight smile, repeating, Whats hinky?


He let out a short, irritated breath. Youll see, he told her, heading toward the river.


Sara walked at her normal pace, but Jeffrey slowed enough for her to catch up with him. She could see that he was angry, but Sara had never let Jeffreys moods intimidate her.


She asked, Is it a student?


Probably, he said, his tone still clipped. We checked his pockets. There wasnt any ID on him, but this side of the river is college land.


Great, Sara mumbled, wondering how long it would be before Chuck Gaines, the new head of security at the college, showed up and started questioning everything they did. Chuck was easy to dismiss as a nuisance, but Jeffreys prime directive as chief of police for Grant County was to keep the college happy. Chuck knew this better than anyone, and he exploited his advantage whenever he could.


Sara noticed a very attractive blonde sitting on a cluster of rocks. Beside her was Brad Stephens, a young patrolman who had been a patient of Saras a long time ago.


Ellen Schaffer, Jeffrey provided. She was jogging toward the woods. Crossed the bridge and saw the body.


When did she find it?


About an hour ago. She called it in on her cell phone.


She jogs with her phone? Sara asked, wondering why she was surprised. People could not go to the bathroom anymore without taking their phones in case they got bored.


Jeffrey said, I want to try to talk to her again after you examine the body. She was too upset before. Maybe Brad will help calm her down.


Did she know the victim?


Doesnt look like it, he said. She was probably just in the wrong place at the wrong time.


Most witnesses suffered from this same sort of bad luck, seeing something in a few moments that stayed with them for the rest of their lives. Fortunately, from what Sara could see of the body in the center of the riverbed, the girl had gotten off lightly.


Here, Jeffrey said, taking Saras arm as they approached the bank. The land was hilly, with a downward slope toward the river. A path had been worn into the ground by rain falloff, but the silt was porous and loose.


Sara judged that the bed was at least forty feet wide at this spot, but Jeffrey would have someone measure that later. The ground was parched beneath their feet, and she could feel grit and clay working their way into her tennis shoes as they kicked up dust walking toward the body. Twelve years ago they would have been up to their necks in water by now.


Sara stopped halfway to the scene, looking up at the bridge. The design was a simple concrete beam with a low railing. A ledge jutted out a couple of inches from the bottom, and between this and the railing, someone had spray-painted in black letters DIE NIGGER and a large swastika.


Sara got a sour taste in her mouth. She said derisively, Well, thats nice.


Aint it, though, Jeffrey replied, just as disgusted as she was. Its all over campus.


When did it start? Sara asked. The graffiti looked faded, probably a couple of weeks old.


Who knows? Jeffrey said. The college hasnt even acknowledged it.


If they acknowledged it, theyd have to do something about it, Sara pointed out, looking over her shoulder for Tessa. Do you know whos doing it?


Students, he said, giving the word a nasty spin as he resumed walking. Probably a bunch of idiot Yankees who think its funny coming down south to play hicks and crackers.


I hate amateur racists, Sara mumbled, putting on a smile as they approached Matt Hogan and Frank Wallace.


Afternoon, Sara, Matt said. He held an instant camera in one hand and several Polaroids in the other.


Frank, Jeffreys second in command, told her, We just finished the pictures.


Thanks, Sara told them, snapping on the latex gloves.


The victim was lying directly under the bridge, facedown on the ground. His arms were splayed out to the side and his pants and underwear were bunched up around his ankles. Judging from his size and the lack of hair on his smooth back and buttocks, he was a young man, probably in his twenties. His blond hair was long to the collar and parted on the back of his head. He could have been sleeping but for the splattering of blood and tissue coming out of his anus.


Ah, she said, understanding Jeffreys concern.


As a formality Sara knelt down and pressed her stethoscope to the dead boys back. She could feel and hear his ribs move under her hand. There was no heartbeat.


Sara looped the stethoscope around her neck and examined the body, calling out her findings. Theres no sign of the kind of trauma youd expect with forcible sodomy. No bruises, no lacerations. She glanced up at his hands and wrists. His left arm was turned awkwardly, and she could see a nasty pink scar running up the forearm. From the look of it, the injury had happened within the last four to six months. He wasnt tied up.


The young man was wearing a dark green T-shirt, which Sara lifted to check for further signs of damage. A long scrape was at the base of his spine, the skin broken, but not enough to bleed.


What is it? Jeffrey asked.


Sara did not answer, though something about the scrape seemed odd to her.


She picked up the boys right leg to move it aside but stopped when the foot did not come with it. Sara slid her hand under the pant leg, feeling for the bones of the ankle, then the tibia and fibula; it was like squeezing a balloon filled with oatmeal. She checked the other leg, finding the same consistency. The bones were not just broken, they were pulverized.


A set of car doors slammed, and Sara heard Jeffrey whisper, Shit, under his breath.


Seconds later Chuck Gaines walked down the bank, the shirt of his tan security uniform stretched tight across his chest as he tried to navigate the slope. Sara had known Chuck since elementary school, where he had teased her mercilessly about everything from her height to her good grades to her red hair, and she was just as happy seeing him now as she had been on the playground those many years ago.


Lena Adams stood beside Chuck wearing an identical uniform that was at least two sizes too big for her small frame. A belt kept the pants up, and, with her aviator sunglasses and hair tucked under a wide-brimmed baseball cap, she looked like a little boy playing dress-up in his fathers clothes, especially when she lost her footing on the bank and slid the rest of the way down on her bottom.


Frank moved to help her, but Jeffrey stopped him with a look of warning. Lena had been a detectiveone of themup until seven months ago. Jeffrey had not forgiven Lena for leaving, and he was bound and determined to make sure no one else under his command did either.


Damn, Chuck said, taking the last few steps at a jog. There was a light sheen of sweat over his lip despite the cool day, and his face was red from the effort of walking down the bank. Chuck was extremely muscular, but there was something unhealthy about him. He was always perspiring, and a thin layer of fat made his skin look tight and bloated. His face was round and moonish, his eyes a bit too wide. Sara did not know if this was from steroids or poor weight training, but he looked like a heart attack waiting to happen.


Chuck gave Sara a flirty wink, saying, Hey, Red, before jutting out his meaty hand toward Jeffrey. How they hanging, Chief?


Chuck, Jeffrey said, reluctantly shaking his hand. He gave Lena a cursory glance, then turned back to the scene. This was called in about an hour ago. Sara just got here.


Sara said, Hey, Lena.


Lena gave a slight nod, but Sara could not read her expression behind the dark sunglasses. Jeffreys disapproval of this exchange was obvious, and if they had been alone, Sara would have told him what he could do with it.


Chuck clapped his hands together, as if to assert his authority. Whatcha got here, Doc?


Probably a suicide, Sara answered, trying to remember how many times she had asked Chuck not to call her Doc. Probably not nearly as many times as she had asked him not to call her Red.


That so? Chuck asked, craning his neck. Dont it look to you like hes been fiddled with? Chuck indicated the lower half of the body. Looks like it to me.


Sara sat back on her heels, not answering. She glanced at Lena again, wondering how she was holding up. Lena had lost her sister a year ago this month, then gone through hell during the investigation. Even though Sara could think of a lot of things she did not like about Lena Adams, she would not wish Chuck Gaines on anyone.


Chuck seemed to realize no one was paying attention to him. He clapped his hands together again, ordering, Adams, check the periphery. See if you can sniff up anything.


Surprisingly, Lena acquiesced, walking downstream.


Sara looked up at the bridge, shielding her eyes from the sun. Frank, can you go up there and look for a note or something?


A note? Chuck echoed.


Sara addressed Jeffrey. I imagine he jumped from the bridge, she said. He landed on his feet. You can see his shoe treads punched into the dirt. The impact pulled down his pants and broke most if not all of the bones in his feet and legs. She looked at the tag on the back of the jeans, checking the size. They were baggy, and the force from that height would be pretty substantial. I imagine the blood is from his intestines detaching. You can see where part of the rectum was turned inside out and forced from the anus.


Chuck gave a low whistle, and before she could think to stop herself, Sara looked up at him. She saw his lips move as he read the racial epithet on the bridge. He flashed a bright, obvious smile at Sara before asking, Hows your sister?


Sara saw Jeffreys jaw lock as he gritted his teeth. Devon Lockwood, the father of Tessas child, was black.


Shes fine, Chuck, Sara answered, forcing herself not to rise to the bait. Why do you ask?


He flashed another smile, making sure she saw him looking at the bridge. No reason.


She kept staring at Chuck, appalled at how little had changed about him since high school.


This scar on his arm, Jeffrey interrupted. It looks recent.


Sara forced herself to look at the victims arm, but her anger caught in her throat when she answered, Yes.


Yes? Jeffrey repeated, a definite question behind the word.


Yes, Sara said, letting him know she could fight her own battles. She took a deep, calming breath before saying, My best guess is it was deliberate, straight up the radial artery. He wouldve been taken to the hospital for that.


Chuck was suddenly interested in Lenas progress. Adams! he yelled. Check up thataway. He pointed away from the bridge, the opposite direction she had been heading.


Sara put her hands on the dead boys hips, asking Jeffrey, Can you help me turn him?


As she waited for Jeffrey to put on a pair of gloves, Sara searched the tree line for Tessa. There was no sign of her. For once Sara was grateful Tessa was in her car.


Ready, Jeffrey said, his hands on the dead boys shoulders.


Sara counted off, and they turned the body as carefully as they could.


Oh, fuck, Chuck squeaked, his voice going up three octaves. He stepped back quickly, as if the body had suddenly burst into flames. Jeffrey stood up fast, a look of total horror on his face. Matt gave what sounded like a dry heave as he turned his back to them.


Well, Sara said, for lack of anything better to say.


The bottom side of the victims penis had been almost completely skinned off. A four-inch flap of skin hung loosely from the glans, a series of dumbbell-style earrings piercing the flesh at staggered intervals.


Sara knelt by the pelvic area, examining the damage. She heard someone suck wind through his teeth as she stretched the skin back to its normal position, studying the jagged edges where the flesh had been ripped from the organ.


Jeffrey was the first to speak. What the hell is that?


Body piercing, she said. Its called a frenum ladder. Sara indicated the metal studs. Theyre pretty heavy. The impact must have pulled the skin off like a sock.


Fuck, Chuck muttered again, staring openly at the damage.


Jeffrey was incredulous. He did this to himself?


Sara shrugged. Genital piercings were hardly commonplace in Grant County, but Sara had dealt with enough piercing-related infections at the clinic to know that this sort of thing was out there.


Je-sus, Matt muttered, kicking at some dirt, still turned away from them.


Sara indicated a thin gold hoop piercing the boys nostril. The skin is thicker here, so it didnt pull out. His eyebrow ... She looked around on the ground, spotting another gold hoop pressed into the clay where the body had fallen. Maybe the clasp popped open on impact.


Jeffrey pointed to the chest. What about here?


A thin trickle of blood stopped about two inches below the boys right nipple, which was torn in two. Sara took a guess and rolled back the waistband of the jeans. Caught between the zip and a pair of Joe Boxers was a third hoop earring. Pierced nipple, she said, picking up the hoop. Do you have a bag for this?


Jeffrey took out a small paper evidence bag, holding it open for her, asking with great distaste, Is that it?


Probably not, she answered.


Cupping the young mans jaw between her thumb and forefinger, Sara pressed open the mouth. She reached in carefully with her fingers, trying not to cut herself.


His tongue was probably pierced, too, she told Jeffrey, feeling the muscle. Its bisected at the tip. Ill know when I get him on the table, but I imagine the tongue stud is in his throat.


She sat back on her heels, removing her gloves and studying the victim as a whole rather than by his pierced parts. He was an average-looking kid except for the line of blood dribbling from his nose and pooling around his lips. A reddish blond goatee hugged his soft chin, and his sideburns were thin and long, curving around his jawline like a piece of multicolored yarn.


Chuck took a step forward for a better look, his mouth dropping open. Aw, shit. ThatsShit ... He groaned, thumping himself in the head. I cant remember his name. His mama works at the college.


Sara saw Jeffreys shoulders slump at the news. The case had just gotten ten times more complicated.


From the bridge Frank yelled, Found a note.


Sara was surprised at the news, even though she had been the one to send Frank to search in the first place. Sara had seen a number of suicides in her time, and something about this one did not feel right.


Jeffrey was watching her closely, as if he could read her mind. He asked Sara, You still think he jumped?


Sara left it open, saying, It looks that way, doesnt it?


Jeffrey waited a beat before deciding. Well canvass the area.


Chuck started to volunteer help, but Jeffrey smoothly cut him off, asking, Chuck, can you stay here with Matt and get a picture of his face? I want to show it to the woman who found the body.


Uh ... Chuck seemed to be trying to think of an excuse, not because he did not want to stick around but because he did not want to take an order from Jeffrey.


Jeffrey motioned to Matt, who had finally turned back around. Get some pictures.


Matt gave a stiff nod, and Sara wondered how he would take pictures without looking at the victim. Chuck, on the other hand, could not look away. He had probably never seen a dead body before. Knowing what kind of person he was, Sara was not surprised by Chucks reaction. He could have been watching a movie for all the emotion he showed in his face.


Here, Jeffrey said, helping Sara stand.


Ive already called Carlos, Sara told him, meaning her assistant at the morgue. He should be here soon. Well know more from the autopsy.


Good, Jeffrey said. He told Matt, Try to get a good one of his face. When Frank gets down here, tell him to meet me by the cars.


Matt gave him a salute, still not saying much.


Sara tucked her stethoscope into her pocket as they walked along the riverbed. She glanced up at the car, looking for Tessa. The sun struck the windshield at an angle, turning the glass into a bright mirror.


Jeffrey waited until they were out of Chucks earshot before asking, What arent you saying?


Sara paused, not knowing how to articulate her feelings. Something about this doesnt feel right.


That could be because of Chuck.


No, she told him. Chucks a jerk. Ive known that for thirty years.


Jeffrey allowed a smile. Then what is it?


Sara turned around to look at the boy on the ground, then back up at the bridge. The scrape on his back. Why would he have that?


Jeffrey suggested, From the railing on the bridge?


How? The railing isnt that high. He probably sat on it and swung his feet over.


Theres a ledge under the railing, Jeffrey pointed out. He could have scraped it on the way down.


Sara kept staring at the bridge, trying to imagine the right scenario. I know it sounds stupid, but if it was me, I wouldnt want to hit myself on the way down. I would stand on the railing and jump out, away from the ledge. Away from everything.


Maybe he climbed down to the ledge and scraped his back on part of the bridge.


Check it for skin, Sara suggested, though for some reason she doubted they would find anything.


What about landing on his feet?


Its not as unusual as you think.


You think he did that on purpose?


Jumped?


The thing. Jeffrey indicated his lower half.


The piercing? Sara asked. Hes probably had it for a while. Its well healed.


Jeffrey winced. Why would somebody do that to himself?


Supposedly it heightens sexual sensation.


Jeffrey was skeptical. For the man?


And the woman, Sara told him, though the thought of it made her shudder.


She looked toward the car again, hoping to see Tessa. Sara had a clear view of the parking pad. Except for Brad Stephens and the witness, no one else was in sight.


Jeffrey asked, Wheres Tessa?


Who knows? Sara answered, irritated. She should have taken Tessa home instead of letting her tag along.


Brad, Jeffrey called to the patrolman as they walked up to the cars. Did Tessa come back down the hill?


No, sir, he answered.


Sara looked in the backseat of her car, expecting to see Tessa curled up for a nap. The car was empty.


Jeffrey asked, Sara?


Its okay, Sara told him, thinking Tessa had probably started down the hill then had to go back up again. The baby had been tap-dancing on her bladder the last few weeks.


Jeffrey offered, You want me to go look for her?


Shes probably just sitting down somewhere, taking a break.


You sure? Jeffrey asked.


She waved him off, following the same path Tessa had walked up the hill. Students from the college jogged the trails in the woods, which led from one side of the town to the other. If Sara went east a mile or so, she would eventually run into the childrens clinic. West would take her to the highway, and north would dump her out on the opposite side of town, close to the Linton house. If Tessa had decided to walk home without letting anyone know, Sara was going to kill her.


The grade was steeper than Sara had imagined, and she stopped at the top of the hill to catch her breath. Trash littered the area, beer cans scattered like dead leaves. She looked back down at the parking pad, where Jeffrey was interviewing the woman who had found the body. Brad Stephens waved, and Sara waved back, thinking that if she was winded from the climb, Tessa must have been panting by now. Maybe Tessa had stopped to catch her breath before going back down. Maybe she had come across a wild animal. Maybe she had gone into labor. On this last thought, Sara turned back to the trees, following a worn trail into the woods. A few feet inside, she scanned the immediate area, looking for any sign of her sister.


Tess? Sara called, trying not to let herself get angry. Tessa had probably wondered off and lost track of the time. She had stopped wearing her watch a few months ago when her wrists had gotten too swollen for the metal band.


Sara walked deeper into the woods, raising her voice as she repeated, Tessa?


Despite the sunny day, the forest was dark, the limbs from the tall trees linking together like fingers in a childs game, blocking out most of the light. Still Sara shielded her eyes, as if that would help her see better.


Tess? she tried again, then waited to the count of twenty.


There was no answer.


A breeze stirred the leaves overhead, and Sara felt a disconcerting prickling on the back of her neck. Rubbing her bare arms, she took a few more steps down the trail. After about fifteen feet, the path forked. Sara tried to decide which way to go. Both trails looked well traveled, and she could see overlays of tennis-shoe prints in the dirt. Sara was kneeling, trying to make out the flat tread of Tessas sandals among the ribbed and zigzagged treads, when a sound came from behind her.


She jumped, saying, Tess? but it was only a raccoon who was just as startled to see Sara as she was to see him. They stared at each other for a few beats before the raccoon scampered off into the forest.


Sara stood, clapping the dirt off her hands. She started down the trail to the right, then backtracked to the fork, drawing a simple arrow in the dirt with the heel of her shoe to indicate which direction she had taken. As soon as she made the mark, Sara felt silly, but she could laugh about the precaution later, when she was driving Tessa home.


Tess? Sara said, breaking off a twig from a low-hanging branch as she walked down the trail. Tess? she called again, then stopped, waiting, but there was still no answer.


Ahead Sara could see that the path took a slight turn, then forked again. She debated whether or not to get Jeffrey to help but decided against it. Part of her felt foolish for considering it, but another, deeper part of her could not quell her fear.


Sara moved forward, calling Tessas name as she walked. At the next fork, she shielded her eyes with her hand again, looking both ways. The trails gradually curved away from each other, the one on the right making a sharp turn about eighty feet ahead. The forest was darker here, and Sara had to strain her eyes to see. She started to draw a mark toward the left trail, but something flashed in her mind, as if her eyes had taken their time relaying an image to her brain. Sara scanned the trail on the right, seeing an oddly shaped rock just before the sharp bend. She took a few steps forward, then ran, realizing that the rock was actually one of Tessas sandals.


Tessa! Sara yelled, snatching the shoe from the ground, holding it to her chest as she spun around, frantically searching for her sister. Sara dropped the sandal, feeling a wave of dizziness. Her throat constricted as the dread she had been suppressing all along flowered into full-blown terror. In a clearing ahead, Tessa lay on her back, one hand to her stomach, the other out to the side. Her head was turned awkwardly, her lips slightly parted, her eyes closed.


No Sara exhaled, running toward her sister. The distance between them could not have been more than twenty feet, but it felt like miles. A million possibilities went through Saras mind as she raced toward Tessa, but none of them prepared her for what she found.


Oh, God, Sara gasped, her knees buckling as she sank to the ground. Oh, no ...


Tessa had been stabbed at least twice in the stomach and once in the chest. Blood was everywhere, turning the dark purple of her dress into a deep, wet black. Sara looked at her sisters face. Her scalp had been ripped open, part of it hanging into her left eye, the bright red on the underside of the flesh a stark contrast to her pale white skin.


Sara cried, No ... Tess ... no ... ! putting her hand to Tessas cheek, trying to make her open her eyes. Tessie? she said. Oh, God, what happened?


Tessa did not respond. She was slack and unresisting as Sara pressed her torn scalp into place and forced open Tessas eyelids, trying to see the pupils. Sara tried to check for a carotid pulse, but her hand was shaking so much all she managed to do was smear blood in a macabre finger painting on Tessas neck. She pressed her ear to Tessas chest, the wet dress sticking to her cheek as she tried to find signs of life.


Listening, Sara looked down at the stomach, at the baby. Blood and amniotic fluid oozed from the lower incisions like a dribbling faucet. A piece of intestine pushed out through a wide tear in the purple jumper, and Sara closed her eyes to the sight, holding her breath until she heard the faint beat of Tessas heart and felt the almost imperceptible rise and fall of Tessas chest as she took breath into her lungs.


Tess? Sara asked, sitting up, wiping blood from her face with the back of her arm. Tessie, please wake up.


Someone stepped on a twig behind Sara, and she turned at the loud snap, her heart in her throat. Brad Stephens stood there, his mouth open in shock. They stared at each other, both speechless for several seconds.


Dr. Linton? he finally asked, his voice small in the large clearing. He had the same startled expression as the raccoon back up the trail.


Sara could do nothing more than stare at him. In her mind she was yelling at him to go get Jeffrey, to do something, but in reality the words would not come out.


Ill get help, he said, his shoes clomping on the ground as he turned and ran back up the trail.


Sara watched Brad until he disappeared around the bend before she let herself look back at Tessa. This was not happening. They were both trapped in some horrible nightmare, and soon Sara would wake up and it would be over. This was not Tessanot her baby sister who had insisted on tagging along like she used to when they were little. Tessa had just gone for a walk, gone to find a place to relieve her bladder. She wasnt lying here on the ground bleeding out while Sara could think of nothing to do but hold her hand and cry.


Its going to be okay, she told her sister, reaching over to take Tessas other hand. She felt something sticking between their skin, and when she looked in Tessas right hand, there was a piece of white plastic stuck to her palm.


Whats this? she asked. Tessas fist clenched, and she groaned.


Tessa? Sara said, forgetting the plastic. Tessa, look at me.


Her eyelids fluttered but did not open.


Tess? Sara said. Tess, stay with me. Look at me.


Slowly Tessa opened her eyes and breathed, Sara ... before her eyelids started to flutter closed.


Tessa, dont close your eyes! Sara ordered, squeezing Tessas hand, asking, Can you feel that? Talk to me. Can you feel me squeezing your hand?


Tessa nodded, her eyes opening wide as if she had just been startled out of a deep sleep.


Can you breathe okay? Sara asked, aware of the shrill panic in her voice. She tried to take the edge off, knowing she was only making things worse. Are you having trouble breathing?


Tessa mouthed a no, her lips trembling from the effort.


Tess? Sara said. Wheres the pain? Where does it hurt most?


Tessa did not answer. Hesitantly her hand moved up to her head, fingers hovering over the torn scalp. Her voice was barely more than a whisper when she asked, What happened?


I dont know, Sara told her, not sure of anything but the need to keep Tessa awake.


Tessas fingers found her scalp, the skin moving underneath until Sara took her hand away. Tessa said, What ... ? her voice trailing off with the word.


There was a large rock near her head, blood and hair scraped onto the surface of the stone. Did you hit your head when you fell? Sara asked, thinking she must have. Is that what you did?


I dont ...


Did someone stab you, Tess? Sara asked. Do you remember what happened?


Tessas face contorted with fear as her hand reached down to her stomach.


No, Sara said, taking Tessas hand, stopping her from feeling the damage.


More branches snapped as Jeffrey ran toward them. He dropped down to his knees opposite Sara, demanding, What happened?


At the sight of him, Sara burst into tears.


Sara? he asked, but she was crying too hard to answer. Sara, Jeffrey repeated. He grabbed her by the shoulders, ordering, Sara, focus. Did you see who did this?


She looked around, just now realizing that the person who stabbed Tessa might still be here.


Sara?


She shook her head. I dont ... I didnt ...


Jeffrey patted her front pockets, finding her stethoscope and putting it into her limp hand. When he said Frank is calling an ambulance, his voice sounded so far away that Sara felt as if she were reading his lips instead of hearing his words.


Sara?


She was paralyzed by her emotions and could not think what to do. Her vision tunneled, and all she could see was Tessa, bloodied, terrified, her eyes wide with shock. Something passed between them: abject horror, pain, blinding fear. Sara was utterly helpless.


Jeffrey repeated, Sara?, putting his hand on her arm. Her hearing came back in a sudden rush, like water sluicing through a dam.


He squeezed her arm hard enough to cause pain. Tell me what to do.


Somehow his words brought her back to the moment. Still, her voice caught when she said, Take off your shirt. We need to control the bleeding.


Sara watched as Jeffrey pulled off his jacket and tie, then ripped through the buttons of his shirt. Gradually she felt her mind start to work. She could do this. She knew what to do.


He asked, How bad is it?


Sara did not answer, because she knew that voicing the harm done would give it more power. Instead she pressed his shirt to Tessas belly, then put Jeffreys hand over it, saying, Like this, so he would know how much pressure to exert.


Tess? Sara asked, trying to be strong for her sister. I want you to look at me, okay, sweetie? Just look at me and let me know if anything changes, all right?


Tessa nodded, her eyes darting to the side as Frank made his way toward them.


Frank dropped down beside Jeffrey. Theyve got Life Flight less than ten minutes away. He started to unbutton his shirt just as Lena Adams came into the clearing. Matt Hogan was behind her, his hands clenched at his sides.


He must have gone that way, Jeffrey told them, indicating the path that led deeper into the forest. The two ran off without another word.


Tess, Sara said, pressing open the chest wound to see how deep it went. The trajectory of the knife would have put the blade dangerously close to the heart. I know this hurts, but just hang on. Okay? Can you hang on for me?


Tessa gave a tight nod, her eyes still darting around.


Sara used the stethoscope to listen to Tessas chest, her heartbeat like a fast drum, her breathing a sharp staccato. Saras hand began to shake again as she pressed the bell of the stethoscope against Tessas abdomen, checking for a fetal heart rate. A stab to the belly was a stab to the fetus, and Sara was not surprised when she could not find a second heartbeat. Amniotic fluid had gushed from the wound, destroying the babys protective environment. If the knife blade had not damaged the fetus, the loss of blood and fluid certainly would.


Sara could feel Tessas eyes boring into her, asking a question Sara could not bring herself to answer. If Tessa went into shock, or her adrenaline surged, her heart would pump blood more quickly out of the body.


Its faint, Sara said, feeling her stomach lurch at the depth of the lie. She made herself look Tessa in the eye, taking her hand, saying, The heartbeat is faint, but I can hear it.


Tessas right hand lifted to feel her stomach, but Jeffrey stopped her. He looked down at her palm.


Whats this? Jeffrey asked. Tessa? Whats this in your hand?


He held up Tessas hand so she could see what he meant. A look of confusion came to her face as the plastic fluttered in the breeze.


Did you get it from him? Jeffrey asked. The person who attacked you?


Jeffrey, Sara said, her voice low. His shirt had soaked through with blood, covering his hand to the wrist. He saw what she meant and started to take off his undershirt but she told him no, grabbing his coat because it was quicker.


Tessa groaned at the momentary change in pressure, air hissing out between her teeth.


Tess? Sara asked loudly, taking her sisters hand again. Are you holding up okay?


Tessa gave a tight nod, her lips pressed together, nostrils flaring as she labored to breathe. She squeezed Saras hand so hard that Sara felt the bones move.


Sara asked, Youre not having trouble breathing, right? Tessa did not respond, but her eyes were alert, darting from Jeffrey to Sara.


Sara tried to keep the fear out of her voice, repeating, Are you breathing all right? If Tessa became incapable of breathing on her own, Sara could do only so much to help her.


Jeffreys voice was tight and controlled. Sara? His hand was tensed over Tessas belly. It felt like a contraction.


Sara shook her head in a quick no, putting her hand next to Jeffreys. She could feel uterine contractions.


Sara raised her voice, asking, Tessa? Are you feeling more pain down here? Pelvic pain?


Tessa did not answer, but her teeth chattered as if she were cold.


Im going to check for dilation, okay? Sara warned, lifting Tessas dress. Blood and fluid covered Tessas thighs in a sticky black matt. Sara pressed her fingers into the canal. The bodys reaction to any trauma was to tense up, and Tessas was doing just that. Sara felt as if she were putting her hand into a vise.


Try to relax, Sara told Tessa, feeling for the cervix. Saras obstetrics rotation had been years ago, and even the reading shed done lately in preparation for the birth was sorely lacking.


Still, Sara told her, Youre fine. Youre doing fine.


Jeffrey said, I felt it again.


Sara cut him with a look, willing him to be quiet. She had felt the contraction, too, but there was nothing they could do about it. Even if there was a chance that the baby was alive, a cesarean section in this setting would kill Tessa. If the knife had cut through her uterus, she would bleed out before they reached the hospital.


Thats good, Sara said, pulling out Tessas hand. Youre not dilated. Everything is okay. All right, Tess? Everythings okay.


Tessas lips still moved, but the only sound she made was the sharp pant of her breathing. She was hyperventilating, throwing herself into hypocapnia.


Slow down, sweetie, Sara said, putting her face close to Tessas. Try to slow down your breathing, okay?


Sara showed her, breathing in deeply, letting it go slowly, thinking all the time that they had done this same thing in Lamaze class weeks ago.


Thats right, Sara said as Tessas breathing started to slow. Nice and slow.


Sara had a moments relief but then every muscle in Tessas face tensed up at once. Tessas head started to tremble, and Saras hand then her arm absorbed the vibration like a tuning fork. A gurgling noise came from Tessas lips, and then a thin stream of clear liquid dribbled out. Her eyes were still glassy, her stare blank and cold.


Sara kept her voice low, asking Frank, Whats the ETA on the ambulance?


Shouldnt be much longer, Frank said.


Tessa, Sara said, making her voice stern, threatening. She had not talked to her sister this way since Tessa was twelve and wanted to do a somersault off the roof of the house. Tessa, hold on. Hold on just a little bit longer. Listen to me. Hold on. Im telling you to


Tessas body gave a sudden, violent jerk, her jaw clamping tight, eyes rolling back in her head, guttural sounds coming from her throat. The seizure erupted with frightening intensity, working through Tessas body like a current of electricity.


Sara tried to use her body as a barrier so Tessa would not hurt herself more. Tessa shook uncontrollably, grunting, her eyes rolling. Her bladder released, the smell of her urine strongly acidic. Her jaw was clenched so tight that the muscles in her neck stood out like steel cords.


Sara heard the whir of an engine in the distance, then the distinctive chopping of a helicopters blades. When the air ambulance hovered overhead before circling toward the riverbed, Sara felt tears stinging her eyes.
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