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For Jim, who brought me to Washington







No woman has ever told the whole truth of her life.

ISADORA DUNCAN



A country cannot survive on the impropriety of its wealthiest classes.

SENATOR ZACHARY GRIDER
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Chapter 1



Violet Bolton loathed concerts as much as she loved murder. Crime was the only real music to my best friends ears. She always invited me to the opening of the Capitol Symphony because she needed someone to laugh with, and her husband, Grant Bolton, never laughed if he could help it. But on that chilly September evening when it all began, Violet definitely had murder on her mind.

The Symphony Ball is the highlight of the Washington fall season. Violet had to go because she and Grant were big social deals in townnot flashy, fun, publicity social, but solid, blue chip, discreet sociala couple whose presence at a big occasion was noted by important people. I loved this evening. Violet hated it. I couldnt afford to shell out the thousand bucks for a ticket. Violet couldnt afford to let her true feelings show. I went. She paid. The arrangement suited us both perfectly.

The three of usViolet, Grant, and Isat together in the seventh row of the orchestra, listening to Mahlers Second Symphony.

Maahhh-ler. So heavy. Reven, tell me why they cant just play show tunes and fuggetaboudit? Violet whispered to me.

I stifled a giggle, and Violet let out an involuntary guffaw. A man in the row ahead of us ostentatiously shifted in his seat, and Grant gave us one of his stern hall-monitor looks. Grant was Mr. Straight Arrow. No, actually, he was more like a totem pole: tall, wooden, and joyless. I never quite knew when he liked something, but I always knew when he didnt. And he didnt like it when Violet and I misbehaved in public.

As the third movement of the symphony began, I scanned the glittery crowd, wondering if he was there. Violet was thinking the same thing because she surreptitiously pointed to the guy in front of us and mouthed the words, Serial killer. She was kidding, of course, but it was titillating to think that someone we might actually know was a killer.

This being Washington, and Washington being the capital of ambition, there are a lot of killers around here, believe me. I imagined quite a few people in that audience would be capable of murder if they thought it would advance their careers, or keep them in power. But at that point in time, as they say, there was a real, hands-on murderer on the loosethe Beltway Basher, as he was dubbed by the press. Over the course of the past three years, four young women had been molested and bludgeoned to death in parks around the District. They all had apartments around the Dupont Circle area. Three of the women had worked on Capitol Hill. One had famously been involved with a congressman. There were rumors floating around about a serial killer who was possibly a big shot, possibly in politics, probably a man of wealth and power, hiding in plain sight in Washington society.

Im fascinated by crimes in which I could see myself as the victim. Not that I literally see myself as a victim, mind you, but I think we all wonder how we would react in a really dicey situation. As the symphony played on, I thought back on my life, wondering if Id ever known anyone whod committed murder, or been an accomplice to one. That had always been a question in my mind. Would I recognize evil if it came close?

The music ended to rapturous applause. Jed Jimson, the slick chairman of the Kennedy Center, walked out onto the stage into the spotlight. A tall, silver-haired man of sixty, Jimson always looked irritatingly smug. He adjusted the standing microphone, then gazed out at the audience as if we were guests in his living room.

Well, friends, he began with the folksy confidence of a talk show host, was that a great concert or what?

Jimson turned to applaud the orchestra sitting at ease behind him. As the audience enthusiastically joined him, he swept a hand toward the wings. Leonid Slobovkin, the temperamental conductor of the Capitol Symphony, walked out from behind the curtain, gave a stiff bow, and retreated out of sight.

Jimson went on: Ladies and gentlemen, the Kennedy Center is not only the cultural center of Washington, D.C. It is also Americas cultural center. Built in 1967, this great complex is now well into middle age and, like many of us here tonight, showing the effects of long service to this country.

Polite laughter.

As all of you here know only too well, were always trying to raise money for our beloved center, which is in dire need of a face-lift.

Uncomfortable titters.

Thanks to many of you, weve had success in maintaining our wonderful symphony orchestra as well as our ballet, opera, and theater companies. But we have not had sufficient funds to begin the vast construction project that is necessary to adequately house Americas busiest center for the performing arts.

As he cleared his throat, Violet nudged me and whispered, Here it comes.

Tonight I have a very special announcement to make. It is my great honor and pleasure to tell you that the Kennedy Center has just received an historic grant for the purpose of refurbishing, renovating, and adding on to the complex. He paused for effect. A gift of Onehundredmilliondollars!

A split second of silence was followed by gasps from the audience, then a cascade of applause. Over the clapping, Jimson cried, Yes! Isnt that amazing? so loudly that feedback screeched over the sound system. No one cared. The applause continued until Jimson shushed the crowd.

And now I want to introduce you to the exceptional person whose foundation has made this historic gift possible.

He paused again, milking the moment as if it were the announcement of an Academy Award. Finally, he said, Ladies and gentlemen, please say a warm thank-you on behalf of the Kennedy Center, on behalf of the American people, and on behalf of all of us here tonight to Ms. Cynthia Rinehart! Cynthia, will you please stand up?

Jimson thrust his arm forward and pointed down at the orchestra section. A spotlight hit the middle of the fourth row. A woman stood up and turned to face the auditorium. As the applause grew louder, she seemed to brace herself, as if she understood that she was now the focus of attention, curiosity, and more than a little envy. She was no beauty, but she was striking. With her pale skin, bright green eyes, and russet hair, she was exotic and sleekan Abyssinian cat among the dowdy squirrels of Washington.

I took special note of her chunky diamond earringsRocks of Gibraltar on prongsclearly designed to illuminate her bank account as much as her face. They were the sorts of jewels that draw the attention of people who usually notice little else but themselves. She had a voluptuous body that she simultaneously advertised and hid under a tight-fitting black dress, slim at the hips, straining across the bust. An enigmatic smile fluttered on her lips, as if she relished both the spotlight and the ill will. Along with everyone else, I craned my neck to get a better look at this woman who had, like Athena, sprung full-blown out of nowhere onto the Washington social scene.

Shes too young to be so rich, I whispered to Violet.

Oh, shes not that young. But she is that rich. She does business with the bank. Anyway, youll love Cynthia. Shes terrific. Violet had mentioned Cynthia Rinehart a couple of times in passing, describing her only as this really interesting woman I absolutely had to meet.

Shes totally self-made, Violet continued with admiration. Something to do with the insurance business. Im not sure exactly what. But shes all gung-ho about philanthropy.

Apparently, Cynthia had already given money to several worthy causes around townincluding Trees of Georgetown, one of Violets pet projects.

I need to introduce her to some cool women before she gets into the wrong clutches, she added now. Violet fancied herself the towns social arbiter.

Of course, we all knew that after that night Cynthia Rinehart wouldnt need any introductions from Violet or anyone else. The world would be at her feet. Lets face it, a hundred million dollars brews a hefty pot of instant friends.



On our way to the gala dinner, the Boltons got waylaid by some muckety-mucks. As president of the Potomac Bank, Grant was always getting waylaid by muckety-mucks who wanted to talk to him about the economy and interest rates and other really dreary stuff. Dutiful Violet stood by her man, as always, chatting amiably with people she both liked and disliked so that even I couldnt tell which was which. I always marveled at the way Violet could disguise her true feelings and maintain a pleasantly social facade.

I went ahead, on patrol, searching for a cute new face, someone I could possibly date or just have a decent conversation with. Unfortunately, this evening was mainly Washingtons A-list, meaning that nearly every man there was older, married, world-weary, and politicaldefinitely not the crowd in which to find a fun boyfriend.

The large white tent in the South Plaza was dotted with dozens of round tables of twelve, set with musical instrument centerpieces and sparkling votive lights. Not the best decorations, but Id seen worse. Much worse. I plowed my way through the dressy crowd, wishing that Congress would ban pastels. Black-tie Washington is a sartorial stew of bad clothes and good jewelsa little like London. You can always count on a few bra straps hanging out. Up until quite recently, well-dressed women were suspected of being superficial.

I was trolling along when I ran into my old pal Carmen Appleton, the sassy, savvy special events director who organized the best parties in town, including this one. Clipboard in hand, she breezed past me with little more than a curt nod.

Hey, Carmen! Hows it going? I called out.

Carmen stopped dead in her tracks, whirled around, and assumed a divalike hands-on-hip posture, obviously itching to get something off her chest.

It seems that Gods latest gift to philanthropy isnt happy with her seat, she said in her famously throaty, cigarette-stained voice. She wants to be at the head table. So guess who has to quickly scamper around like Peter fucking Cottontail, switching place cards and telling certain nitroglycerin-tempered people they arent sitting where they thought they were sitting? And you know what fun that is in this town!

Who are you bumping from the head table? I asked.

Try the schnauzer, Maestro Slobovkin, and his lovely wife.

No!

Yes! Orders from Jimson on high. Where does the hundred-million-dollar gorilla sit?

Anywhere she wants! we sang out in unison. Flashing me a furious grin, Carmen hopped on.

Its one thing to complain about your seat in Washington, and quite another to get it changed. Only people with real clout got that. Obviously, giving away a hundred million dollars was now as clout-worthy as holding high political office. Maybe more so.

I made the rounds, doubled back, and spotted Violet talking to Cynthia Rinehart. Several people were hanging around them, angling to ooze their way into the conversation. Clearly, everyone was anxious to meet this woman. But the two ladies were acting like royalty, focusing solely on each other in a vacuum of self-importance. I marched over and crashed their airspace. I wasnt shy when it came to Violet. Id known her far, far too long to be intimidated by such pretensions. To her credit, Violet immediately introduced me. Cynthia shook my hand with a noticeably firm grip. She was a little coarser-looking up close. She wore a lot of makeup. However, she did have an undeniable magnetism, amplified by her direct manner.

Well, hi there! she exclaimed in a voice tinged with a slight southern accent. Violet here tells me you have a fabulous antiques shop! Tell me your name again?

Reven Lynch, I said.

Reven? Cynthia repeated thoughtfully. What kind of names that?

Now, everyone who knows me knows the story of my name. Ive been teased about it ever since I was a kid. I have a pat response, which has the added advantage of being true.

I was basically a mistake. My parents never thought theyd have me. Hence, the name Reven is never spelled backward, I explained with my customary self-deprecating laugh.

People usually laugh with me. Not Cynthia. She furrowed her brow, like she disapproved. It was the first time Id ever gotten such a reaction. I was a little disconcerted.

Family joke, I muttered.

Such a pretty name, she mused. That is, if you dont know what it means.

Oh, I said, rather at a loss for words.

See now, like rve, in French, means dream, Cynthia went on. So heres a thought: Why not tell people you were a dream-come-true instead of a goof?

I looked at Violet. Violet looked at me and raised her eyebrows.

But you like being a goof, dont you, Rev? Violet said with mock seriousness.


Definitely. And you like being goofy, dont you, Violet?

Love it!

We burst out laughing like the demented schoolgirls we were at heart.

Cynthia stared at us like we were nuts. When it was clear we didnt give a damn what she thought, she attempted to laugh with us. But Violet and I go back such a long time and we have so many private jokes that its a closed shop, if you know what I mean. We had that conspiratorial thing between us that only old and dear friends can have. You cant beat time and history for friendship, particularly after a concert when Violet was in a mood to laugh at anything and nothing. Her laughter was infectious. Finally, we shut up, whereupon Cynthia pointed a red-nailed finger at me and declared imperiously: I like you. It had the ring of a royal decree.

Gosh, that means the world to me, I said with an absolutely straight face. I could feel Violet trying desperately not to start laughing again.

Cynthia went on: Im buying a house, and Im gonna need a lot of stuff. You have a card?

Not with me.

Cynthia opened her diamond-studded clutch, took out a card, and handed it to me. First rule of business: Always carry a card.

I forget to on social occasions, I said.

Cynthia looked around the room. Oh, honey, this is no social occasion. I betcha theres more business getting done here in this room tonight thanll get done in the whole of Congress next week!

How about next decade? Violet said. Theyre so pathetic, poor old Congress. All they can pass is wind!

I laughed. Cynthia didnt crack a smile. Apparently she had no sense of humor. Of course, my father used to say that people are only taken as seriously as they take themselves and that a woman with a sense of humor will never get as far as a woman without one. But people without a sense of humor arent much fun to be around, no matter how far theyve gotten. Violet had a wicked sense of humor. It was the first thing that drew me to her back in the day. I couldnt imagine why she liked this woman and, more to the point, why she thought Id like her.

When we went off to find our tables, I asked Violet point-blank, Why do you find that person amusing, pray tell?


Cynthia? First of all, shes doing a great deal of good for the community.

Oh, puh-leezeIts me. Hellooo! You sound like a politician!

I knew Violet well enough to know what a line of B.S. that was. Violet couldnt have cared less if someone was doing good for the community. There were many socialites who did a lot of good for the community who Violet avoided like the plague because they were heavier than cheese fondues.

I stared at her, and she finally owned up. Okay, well, her foundation is doing a lot of business with Grants bank.

Aha!

And Miss Cynical, Im thinking of you, she quickly added. Wouldnt it be nice if Cynthia bought a house and wanted you to decorate it? Last time I heard you could use the business. So just like her and zip it for your own good!

As I watched her trip off to her table, confident in her own quiet way that she was in complete control of her world, I thoughtnot for the first timehow lucky I was to have Violet for a friend.

But that was the last night when all was what it seemed to be.








Chapter 2



At dinner I found myself seated between an empty chair and Bob Poll. Bob was one of those ageless rakes with thick salt-and-pepper hair, a military bearing, and a decade-defying face with a lot of traction on it. He could have been forty; he could have been sixty. It was impossible to tell. But judging from his success and the length of time hed been a prominent figure in Washington, he was probably closer to sixty. Poll had made a fortune in local real estate, then parlayed his wealth into high social standing by donating often and generously to the citys most prestigious institutions. He was on the board of the Kennedy Center and the opera, but he also advised and funded other, less well-known charities, which made people inclined to respect him. He was good company, and he had a smooth way about him. The rumors of a dark side made him even more intriguing.

What a nice surprise, Bob said as I sat down, giving me a whiff of his musky whisky breath.

Bob passed for an eligible bachelor even though hed been involved for a number of years with Melody Hartford, an attractive lobbyist. Everyone assumed that Bob and Melody would eventually marry, but that didnt prevent him from flirting with other women, and occasionally stepping out with them.

Hey, Bob, howre you doing?

Actually, better than expected. He paused to unfurl his napkin.

Oh? Whats wrong?

He cleared his throat. Well, Ive been involved with a woman for a while He said this like I was the only person in the Western world who didnt know who he was dating.

Melody Hartford, I interjected.

Right. I forget that everybody knows everybodys business here.

No, just everybodys pleasure, I said with an insincere smile.

Well, my pleasure and I just broke up.

You broke up with Melody? I was genuinely surprised. But shes here tonight. I saw her.

Not with me.

Wow. You guys were together a long time.

On and off.

Youll get back together, I said with conviction.

He looked at me askance. What makes you say that?

How many times have you broken up before?

Too many.

People always break up more than once. In fact, a lot of people break up right before they decide to get married, I said.

Right. And those are the people who get married when they should get divorced. We got divorced first and saved ourselves a prenup.

Im sorry to hear that. I was actually being quite earnest.

Dont be too sorry, he said.

I could see why Bob was catnip to women. He was flirtatious. Yet he gave the impression of always being slightly amused, as if he understood it was all a game and he was inviting me to play.

He glanced over to my right, where there was an empty seat. Whos your date?

I handed him the place card. Senator Grider. Hes not my date.

Zack Grider. Powerful man.

Is he? I dont know him. But then, Im so pathetically apolitical.

Griders chairman of the Finance Committee.

Thats nice. What does the Finance Committee do?

Bob looked at me askance. I couldnt figure out whether he found my navet charming or just plain stupid.

Its basically like the Ways and Means Committeemaybe a little less powerful. I stared at him blankly, waiting for him to elaborate. It looks after tax, trade, and health policies.

I see.


Boring, right?

Doesnt thrill me, I said.

He paused, staring deep into my eyes. So what does thrill you, Reven Lynch?

Questions like that, I replied sweetly, lying through my teeth. The corn was high and ripe. But at least he was interested enough to actually ask me a question about myself, as opposed to a lot of the men in Washington, whose idea of getting to know you is talking about themselves and then asking you what you think of them.

What thrills you? I said.

He thought for a moment. Serious answer?

Please.

Danger, he said with a teasing grin.

Interesting. Are we talking physical danger, skirting-the-law danger, or just any old kind of danger?

Bob leaned back in his chair and tapped a fist to his stomachmeant, I supposed, to show that underneath the dress shirt and cummerbund were six-pack abs. Anything that causes this hard old gut to contract.

And whens the last time that happened? I asked him.

When you sat down beside me, he said in a low, suggestive voice.

I managed to keep somewhat of a straight face, thinking what utter and complete bullshit.

Thats quite a line, I said.

You like it? Ive got more.

I couldnt quite figure him out. Was he toying with me, flirting with me, teasing me, what? It had been so long since a man had appeared interested in me that I was flattered. Bob was very attractive in an over-the-hill-movie-star sort of way. He was one of those men who present a challenge. Theyre like mercury. Just when you think you have them pinned down, they scatter in a thousand directions. I was intrigued.

We batted the whiffle ball of inane conversation back and forth straight through the appetizer. Senator Grider obviously wasnt coming. Thats so typical Washington. You invite senators and congressmen at your own peril because they dont show up half the time. They use Congress as an excuse. But then nothing ever seems to get done in Congress. You tell me.


Bob got antsy way before dessert. Many high-powered men cant sit still for long. They come, they see, they conquernot necessarily in that order. He wanted to move on. Halfway into the entre, he asked me if I wanted to cut out of the party. I said sure. Why not? I found Violet to tell her I didnt need a ride home, that Bob was taking me.

Wheres Melody? she whispered.

They broke up.

Her eyes brightened. Go for it, she said.

As Bob and I walked out of the hall together, I caught sight of Melody Hartford, who looked quite a stunner in a low-cut red sequined dress. She stood staring at us from a distance, quivering like a flame. Bob acknowledged her with a slight nod of his head. She didnt flinch. We walked on.

Um, I think your former girlfriend is watching us, I said.

Bob seemed unfazed. Thats her choice.

Are you sure she knows youve broken up?

Oh, she knows.

Bob Polls hunter green vintage Rolls Royce was idling outside the center. A thuggish-looking driver in a heavy black overcoat and chauffeurs cap got out of the car and lumbered around the front to open the door for us. His face was pockmarked, his neck thick as a tree trunk.

Maxwell, this is Miss Lynch, Bob said.

Mrs. Lynch, I corrected him. Ive been married.

Maxwell may have looked like a rutabaga, but he had a nice warm smile. He tipped his hat to me and said, Mrs. Lynch, as he helped me into the car. Bob and I settled into the plushy back seat. Bob threw a dark green mink and cashmere throw over our legs.

Very chic, I said, stroking the luxurious blanket.

I had it dyed to match the car.

Where to, Boss? Maxwell asked, eyeing me in the rearview mirror. I bet hed seen quite a few women in my seat.

Just a minute. You tired? Bob asked me.

Not particularly. No.

Want to go for a drive?

Sure.

Drive around, Maxwell, he said without elaboration.


We sped along the parkway next to the darkly glistening Potomac River. As we passed the Jefferson Memorial, glowing like a big iridescent pearl against the midnight sky, Bob took hold of my hand and said, Beautiful city, Washington.

Yes, indeed. Pierre LEnfant did a great job. His hand was warm.

So, Reven, youre one of those people I know but dont really knowand Id like to know a lot better, he added.

How many times have you said that to women in the back of this car?

He punched his chest and feigned hurt. Oof! You got me! But you cant deny weve been flirting with each other for years.

You flirt with everyone. Its part of your mystique.

My mystique? I have a mystique, do I? he said like he knew full well he did.

Yes. You know that.

Not really, no. What is my mystique?

Oh, that youre flirtatious and you like beautiful women and youre good company and

And?

That you have a dark side.

A dark side, he said, amused. Thats good to hear. I sound interesting.

Yes, you do. So what happened with you and Melody? Whyd you two really break up?

Honest answer? Mels a great girl. But there are certain things about me she couldnt or wouldnt understand. And I need a woman who will understand those things.

Like what kinds of things?

He squeezed my hand. What say you and I get to know each other a little better? Then Ill tell you, if youre still interested.

Well, I was definitely interestedwhich was a really bad sign. If Im interested in a guy, trust me, hes a bounder-in-waiting no matter how good he looks at first. My mother always told me I was a bad picker. And once I had this shrink who said to me: Reven, when all your bells go off for a guy, dont run, gallop in the other direction! A freaking shrink told me thisthats what a bad track record I have.

It was a typical first date, filled with flirtation and falsity. Long ago, I figured out that dating is like campaigning: you dont reveal who you really are or what youre really up to until you get elected. But that night I could feel myself being inexorably drawn to Bob Poll. Dont you love the way that sounds? Being inexorably drawn to someone. God help me, Im such a romantic. Im sure thats what a lot of women say just before some guy bashes their skull in.








Chapter 3



The next morning Violet called me at the crack of dawn to dish the party and to find out how things had gone with Bob Poll. I told her nothing much had happened and that hed dropped me off at my house.

He was a perfect gentlemanunfortunately, I said.

Did he ask you out again?

No.

He will. Mark my words.

Although Violet had lived like a nun before she met Grant, there was something about being happily married that made her think she knew everything there was to know about relationships. She and Grant had been married for fifteen years. They had one child, a towheaded boy named Grant Bolton III, called Tee for the third, so he wouldnt be confused with his father or his grandfather. When Tee was a baby, Violet constantly showed him off as if he were an accessory: Tee on one arm, designer bag on the other. Sometimes I felt she acted like the boy was the proof of her legitimacy, rather than the other way around. But she was justly proud of her little nuclear family, as she referred to it. And like any good friend, she wanted me to settle down and be as happy as she was. She was always trying to fix me up or advise me on my relationships.

Violet suggested we go for a jog and talk about a game plan to get Mr. Poll more interested. We agreed to meet at our usual starting point: the entrance to Montrose Park. I made myself a cup of coffee and checked out the newspaper before heading outside. Cynthia Rineharts one-hundred-million-dollar bequest to the Kennedy Center had made the front page of the Washington Post. In the Style section was an account of the Symphony Ball along with several pictures of the attendees, including a picture of Cynthia in conversation with Violet (I was visible in the background), and one of me and Bob Poll in a tte--tte at dinner. I cut that one out to save.



Georgetown is like a little gingerbread village with its colorful row houses, narrow streets, stately shade trees, and postage-stamp front gardens. Everythings within walking distance, but nearly everyone has a car, so parkings a bitch unless you have a garage. I dont. Id rather rent a car than give up a parking space. I live in a narrow yellow row house on P Street between Twenty-ninth and Thirtieth. Its only a few blocks away from my shop on Wisconsin. I bought it years ago, right after my husband and I got divorced and before the real estate market took off, and its now mortgaged to the hilt. Its a cozy little place, painted in bright colors, furnished with comfy sofas and chairs, plus whats left of the antiques and paintings from my parents estate. Over the years, Ive been forced to sell off most of the best pieces to keep afloat. But I try not to dwell on the past.

That morning, the sun was out, the sky was blue, the air was crisp, and the leaves were fire-licked with brilliant autumn colors. It was a gorgeous fall day. Or maybe it wasnt. Maybe it was overcast. Maybe I just thought it was gorgeous because, lets face it, nothing beats the prospect of a new romance for lifting ones mood. And I was thinking about Bob Poll.

Sure, I knew his reputation. Who didnt? It was almost a joke. Violet once said Bob was like the Washington Monument: A big phallic symbol you can visit but you cant move into. He was a lady-killer. So what? I mean, we all love lady-killers because theyre such a challenge. You always think youre gonna be the one to tame him. It usually doesnt work out that way. But, hey, you gotta have hope.

I walked up Thirty-first with a new spring in my step. At R Street, police cars were racing up and down the block, lights flashing. I wondered if some political bigwig was in the neighborhood, or if thered been an accident. The possibility of a terrorist attack crossed my mind because terror was at the back of all our minds these days. When I turned the corner, a chaotic scene of police cars, officers, and spectators greeted me. Judging from the grim faces, I figured something horrible had happened. I asked a guy walking his dog if he knew what was going on.

They found a body in the park, he said, and quickly moved on.

I walked off in search of Violet. She emerged from the middle of a small crowd, trotting toward me in a state of high excitement.

The Beltway Basher has struck again! she cried breathlessly. Hes killed another woman. They cordoned off the whole park!

Oh, my God! Are they sure its the same guy?

Its gotta be him. The police arent talking, but I just ran into this reporter who gave me the scoop, she said.

I was pretty sure she hadnt just run into a reporter who voluntarily gave her the scoop, as she put it. I was pretty sure shed mowed down some poor hack and tortured the details out of him. When Violet wanted something, she got it. And there was nothing she wanted more than info on a good, juicy homicide.

Violet was a serial killer buff. It was her hobby, after gardening. She watched every single forensic show on television and read anything she could get her hands on that involved murder, although true crime books were her favorite. Some people read passages of poetry and prose aloud to friends. Violet read me descriptions of gruesome deaths and twisted minds.

Thanks to her, I knew more about sado-sexual psychopaths than I ever wanted to. The fact that one was now on the loose in Washington was music to her ears. If the Beltway Basher had indeed struck againand in our very own neighborhood, of all placesnothing would stop Violet from ferreting out every last grisly detail of the crime.

Apparently, a dog off its leash went snuffling around in the woods and exposed the body. According to Violet, whose account I took with a pillar of salt, the victim was lying facedown in the dirt. Her head was split open like a ripe melon oozing pulp, and her bare buttocks were peeking out from a pile of rotting leaves, like a pair of moons. Her words. The rampant glee in my friends voice was vaguely disconcerting but not unexpected. Violet had absorbed every scrap of information that was available pertaining to the prior murders. She was convinced we had a local Ted Bundy on our hands. Ted Bundy was Violets all-time favorite serial killer because he was so talented. Also her word.


Ted pioneered so many of the clever ruses they all use nowlike feigning an injury and removing the door handle from the passenger side of his car so the victim cant escape, she said with disconcerting admiration.

But what seemed to intrigue her most about him was that his persona was the exact opposite of who he really was. Ted Bundy was handsome, charming, and lethaljust the kind of man youre always attracted to, she once said to me, much to my dismay.

Violet, who had miraculously transformed herself from an ugly duckling into a swan, hated it when people were judged solely by their looks. Ted Bundy confirmed her view that you never really know who people are. Very often, the prettier the person, the uglier the inner monster, she asserted.

I must admit that I too was fascinated by these current crimes. However, Montrose Park was a little too close to home for me, if not for Violet. It was shocking and scary to think that a killer had come so near. This was Georgetown, for heavens sakefashionable, gentrified Georgetownthe social heart of our nations capital! Things like this just didnt happen here. Except now they did.

Just think, Rev, that could have been us! Violet exclaimed, as though the idea titillated her more than it frightened her.

The police werent letting anyone into the park. Television crews had arrived, and the crowd was growing. Naturally, Violet wanted to stick around. She was like a rubbernecker at the scene of a traffic accident, desperate to get a glimpse of the gore. But I saw no point in all this crepe-hanging. I figured Id hear all about it on the evening news. And, frankly, the evening news was as close as I wanted to get.








Chapter 4



Lynch Antiques occupied three floors of an old brick building on Wisconsin Avenue between P and Q Streets. My aim was to create the kind of chic, eclectic environment where one could either find the perfect little gift for a special occasion or furnish a whole house in one fell swoop. The front rooms on the first floor were like drawing rooms, crammed with furniture, paintings, chandeliers, and bric-a-brac of all different styles and periodseverything from seventeenth-century Russian icons to a Tony Duquette paper screen with coral finials. The stock ranged from good quality to decorative junk. The second floor was mainly dedicated to tableware and fine linens displayed on antique dining tables and beds. My office was there tooa small back room overlooking a small back garden. The third floor was storage.

The front door bell tinkled as I walked into the shop. Rosina Alvarez, my manager, looked up from her computer. She didnt even wait for me to take off my coat before she said, Bad news.

You heard about it already? News really did travel fast these days.

She held up a sheaf of bills and fanned them in front of me. These are way past due.

Rosina had the face of a madonna and the sales skills of P. T. Barnum. She was nothing if not direct.

I take it you dont know theres been a murder in Montrose Park, I said.

Theres gonna be one right here if you dont pay these bills today.

Did you hear what I just said? They found another woman murdered right up there in Montrose Park. I jog there all the time.

She shrugged. See why I dont exercise? Its too dangerous.

Thats five women hes killed now. Montrose Park is right around the corner. You dont think this is serious? This is really serious.

Dont obsess. Its bad for your blood pressure, and it doesnt help anything.

Rosina could be so irritating at times, mainly because she was the most unflappable person I knew. She wasnt an obsesser like me. She took life one step at a time and didnt waste energy worrying about the future or regretting the past like I did on an almost daily basis. But she was also young.

Obsessing comes with age, like wrinkles. One day youll obsess, just like I do, I told her.

I doubt it, she said flatly, handing me the stack of bills.

I gave them a cursory glance.

You know what? Im just not going to worry about these right now. Its a gorgeous day out theremurder notwithstandingand guess what? Im happy!

Rosina shook her head. Oh-ohI hope hes rich and he has a house he wants you to decorate.

She knew me so well. She knew I had a new man in my sights.

Dont be such a smart-ass, I said.

Why not? Someone around here has to be smart about something.

She went back to the books, and I poured myself a cup of muddy coffee from the communal pot. I headed upstairs to my office on the second floor. Sitting behind my desk, I sipped my coffee and stared out at the back garden, dotted with wrought-iron furniture and whimsical stone statuarythe outdoor stuff I couldnt fit inside the store. It usually looked like a graveyard to me. But today it seemed as amusing as a country fair.

I started sifting through the bills. They werent so amusing. Lynch Antiques was always in the red. I was born with a good eye, and I could never resist a beautiful piece of furniture or a wonderful old painting. I referred to myself as the Grand Acquisitor, and I was always broke. Plus, the whole antiques business had been in the toilet lately, which made things twice as bad. All the dealers were complaining about it. I felt like ripping up the whole bunch of bills and just throwing them into the air like confetti. But instead, I began the tedious process of arranging them according to which of my creditors was less likely to put a contract out on me if I stiffed them yet another month.

About a half an hour later, Rosina buzzed me and told me to come downstairs.

I cant. Im in the middle of committing suicide, I told her.

You will want to live when you see whats down here.

When I got downstairs, Rosina was playfully peeking out from behind a monstrous vase filled with red roses, which she had placed on the center table.

He must be rich, she said in a singsong voice, handing me a card.

I opened it with great anticipation. The note read: Loved being with you last night. Bob. It wasnt handwritten. It was typed on a florists card. But I didnt hold that against him. I knew he was a busy man. If Id held anything against him, it would have been the bright red roses, because they are so prosaic and predictable. But you cant have everything.

Rosina wanted to know who they were from, and when I told her they were from Bob Poll, she immediately said, What happened to Melody Hartford?

Rosina faithfully read the Reliable Source column in the Post, and social magazines like the Washingtonian, Capitol File, and Washington Life. Bob was always in them, usually with Melody on his armbut sometimes not. I told her that theyd broken up.

Hes available now. He took me home from the Symphony Ball last night, I said.

Rosina rolled her eyes. Her reaction was predictable. Shed lived with me through so many boyfriends, she was entitled to be a little skeptical. I seemed to have a knack for finding guys who were either newly divorced, getting divorced, or fresh out of some torturous long-term relationship that had left them scarred and unable to commit. Though this might be a description of half the men in the world, it was always the half I seemed to find.

Since my divorce umpteen years ago, all my romances had had an oddly similar trajectory: a whoosh of enthusiasm followed either by a fast puncture or slow deflation. There was always a nail in the tire somewhere. But one must live in hope, and I was absolutely thrilled to get those rosesbloody red as they were. Quite frankly, I didnt appreciate Rosinas uh-oh-here-we-go-again face, dismissing me like I was a third-party candidate with no hope.

I tried to explain to her that when youre single and my age, you cant be too choosy, that most of the men I met either were married or had been in some kind of relationship before me. It was almost unavoidable. But Rosina was twenty-four, not forty-three like me, and she was blissfully engaged to a twenty-eight-year-old contractor who was probably her first beau. What the hell did she know about life?

Dont be such a pessimist, I told her. As my father used to say, It only takes one.

And my father used to say, Dont drink at a poison well.

What the hell that meant, I have no idea. Nor did I ask.

I called Violet to tell her about the flowers.

Red roses and a typewritten card, right? she said.

How did you know?

Everyone knows Mr. Polls MO, darling. He sent my friend Linda Hawthorne red roses for twelve straight days. Get set for the onslaught. Hes after you.

What happened with Linda Hawthorne?

He dumped her. But shes such a pain in the ass, who could blame him? That doesnt mean hell dump you if you play your cards right.

And how do I play my cards right, pray tell?

Dont sleep with him right away. Think of yourself as Anne Boleyn. Hold out as long as you can until you get the ring.

And then what? He beheads me?

At least youll have the crown. Oh, and FYI, Miss Montrose? I actually saw them take away her body. Someone told me they think shes been dead for at least a week, and you know what that means.

No, what?

That we probably jogged past her a couple of times.

Jesus.

Dont you just wish wed found her? How exciting would that have been? Huh?

You are so sinister, I said.



Rosina left work early that day to go on her endless hunt for the perfect wedding dress. I manned the front of the shop. A few people dropped in to browse or shoot the breeze, including a couple of my fellow shopkeepers. Everyone was talking about the murder. Toward the end of the day, a rather somber-faced African-American man with dreadlocks walked in the door while I was talking to another customer. He was kind of attractive. He wandered into the next room. I excused myself and followed him. He stood with his hands behind his back, gazing up at one of the paintings on the wall. He was dressed all in blackblack suit, black shirt, black tie. A diamond stud twinkled in his left ear. He was not my usual customer.

Can I help you? I asked.

Thomas Woottenhelluva painter, he said without looking at me.

Im impressed. You know your art.

No. But I can read, he said, pointing to the small white card on a nearby table: Horn, King Georges Stallion, by Thomas Wootten, 1795.

Oh. My assistant must have just typed that up. It should be tacked up under the painting. Thanks for noticing, I said, affixing it to the wall.

Its my job to notice things. Detective Gunner, D.C. Police Department, he said, showing me his ID.

Reven Lynch. We shook hands. GunnerGreat name for a detective.

He shrugged as if hed heard that one a million times before. So this is your place. Very nice, he said, nodding his approval.

I was pretty sure hed come about the murder. But I didnt want to appear rude, so I said: Are you looking for something special, or are you just browsing?

You hear about that murder up in Montrose Park?

Are you kidding? Who hasnt? Its all anyones talking about. I always go jogging in that park. Its really scary. You think its that serial killer again?

He didnt answer. So how long have you had this shop?

Uhoh, I guess about eight years now.

Hows business?

These days not great. The whole economy is screwed. But Im surviving.

You from Washington originally?


No, New York. Cant you tell, darling? I drawled, striking a pose. He looked a little mystified. I dont think he found me all that amusing.

Detective Gunner had the style of a hip-hop star. He was around five-ten, a little taller than mea neat, compact man, who obviously took great pride in his appearance and the way he dressed. He looked a little worn out, thoughkind of like his shirt, which was crisply pressed but faded from wear.

Well, Im just kinda canvassing the neighborhood. You dont get a lot of murders in Georgetown. You happen to remember anything odd or out of the ordinary in the past week or so?

Nope. Its all been just business and gossip as usual! I said cheerily. Hear a lot of gossip, do you?

In this shop? Are you kidding? I hear everything. For some reason, when people are browsing around together and talking, they dont think other people are listening. But, trust me, I am!

If you hear anything interesting, give me a call, will you?

He took out a card, wrote his cell phone number on the back, and handed it to me.

Thanks for your time, he said.

We shook hands again. There was no arrogance about him, no swaggeronly a hint of weariness in his lively dark eyes, as if nothing in the world could surprise him except perhaps an act of pure kindness.








Chapter 5



After that opening salvo of roses, I didnt hear from Bob Poll again, which was a little surprising, not to mention disappointing. Every time the phone rang, I thought it might be him. It never was. Ten days later, I was upstairs working in my office when Rosina buzzed me and said in a coy voice, You have a visitor. I was sure it was Bob. I checked myself out in the mirror and took my time walking downstairs. I didnt want him to think I was anxious. When I reached the ground floor, Rosina pointed to the back room, where Detective Gunner was examining a Japanese screen.

You didnt tell me he was so cute, Rosina whispered.

I felt slightly deflated that it wasnt Bob, but I didnt let my disappointment show. I walked over and greeted him warmly.

Detective! Good to see you again.

Hey, Ms. Lynch. Nice screen. Edo period?

Yes. You have good taste.

I like Japanese art.

Ill give you a good deal. Ive had it awhile.

Nah. Thanks anyway. Look, uh, is there somewhere we can talk privately?

Follow me.

I showed him upstairs to my office. He sat down on the couch and declined my offer of coffee. I sat behind my desk, folded my hands primly, and said, So what can I do for you?

He pulled a picture out of his pocket and handed it to me. It was a snapshot of a woman. It looked like the photo on a drivers license.


You recognize her?

I studied the picture for a long moment.

No. Who is she?

Her name iswasNancy Sawtelle.

Oh, my God! Is that? Thats not the woman who was murdered up in Montrose Park, is it? He nodded. I took a closer look at the photo. Wow. Poor woman.

You never saw her around here?

I dont remember her. You can ask Rosina.

Unfortunately, its the only shot we have of her. The autopsy pictures arent usable for identification.

That bad?

Yeah, he said softly, sliding the picture back into his pocket.

He slumped back on the couch. He seemed tired.

Sure you dont want some coffee or something? Water? A soda?

No, thanks. Know what Id like?

What?

A tour of the shop.

Really? Are you interested in antiques?

Kinda. You mind?

Are you kidding? Id be delighted.

I had fun showing Gunner around. It wasnt every day I met someone who was genuinely interested in learning about some of the pieces I had in stocknot to buy them, but just to know about them, what drew me to them, how and where Id acquired them. Just when I was ruing the fact that Id ever gotten into the antiques business to begin with because I was in such debt, Gunner came along to remind me how much I loved my little shop, and how proud I was of it. Besides, as we walked from room to room, I felt he was sizing me up as much as he was the furniture, and I felt kind of flattered. He was cute, like Rosina said.

After the tour, we went back upstairs to my office, and this time he accepted my offer of coffee. He asked me how Id gotten into the antiques business. I told him that I used to be a decorator, but that Id always wanted to open a shop.

I like being my own boss, I said.

I asked him how hed gotten to be a detective. He said, When you grow up where I grew up, youve basically got two choices: youre either with the law or against it. My older brother was against it. He got shot. I figured Id try the other route.

Gunner wasnt too much more specific about his background, but we did talk about some of his cases. He seemed most proud of the work hed done several years back on the Beltway sniper case, in which ten people were shot and killed and three others critically wounded while they were minding their business, doing mundane things like mowing the lawn, pumping gas, or getting on a school bus.

Everyone was looking for a white guy in a white van. Then it turned out to be two black guys in a blue car. But we got em, Gunner said.

He proudly showed me a newspaper clipping featuring a picture of himself among a group of officers as they arrested Lee Boyd Malvo, the young sniper.

Thats me, he said. Second from the left in the back row.

He looked a lot younger then, even though it wasnt all that long ago. When he left the shop that day, Id kind of wondered why hed dropped by.

In the weeks that followed, Gunner came to visit a few times just to shoot the breeze. Rosina joked that it was because he had a crush on me, and I joked that it was because he had a crush on her. But in truth, it didnt really seem as if he had a crush on either of us. He was simply interested in getting to know me as a friend. He wanted to know all about me, what my background was, where Id gone to school, how I happened to wind up in Washington. I told him that Id lived here briefly when I was a young girl. My father was a lawyer with an international practice. He and my mother moved down to D.C. for a brief period of time in the early 80s so he could open a branch of the firm here. We had a house in Kalorama with a pool and a garden. I had wonderful memories of the place and moved here after design school. It was a cheaper, gentler place to live than New Yorkmuch less competitive and hard-edged, provided you werent in politics.

Gunner said hed seen my picture in a couple of magazines at various social events. I think he was impressed. At least, he said he was. The social world seemed to intrigue him. He was always asking about the parties I went to and the people I knew. I got invited to a lot of big parties, ones you didnt necessarily have to pay for, and I asked him if he ever wanted to tag along. I thought hed be a cool escort. But he declined.

Then one afternoon he came in, asking to speak to me in private again. I showed him upstairs to my office. He clearly had something weighty on his mind. He fidgeted a lot and looked sheepish.

Look, I, umI havent been totally honest with you, he began.

I went on alert. You havent?

Nope. He flashed his dark velvet eyes at me and expelled a hard sigh, like this was difficult for him. Fact is, I need your help.

Im listening.

Gunner explained that he was part of a special task force assigned to investigate Nancy Sawtelles murder, as well as the four other murders the police suspected to be the work of the Beltway Basher. By this point, I knew quite a lot about Miss Montrose, as Violet had dubbed her. The papers had reported that Sawtelle fit the same general pattern as the other four women. She was a brunette who was bludgeoned to death in a wooded area and who maintained an apartment near Dupont Circle. The one difference was that she was older than the others by some twenty years.

As I said, Ive always been more interested in crimes where I could have been the victim, so this one utterly fascinated me. Not only was Nancy Sawtelle around my age, shed been murdered in a park I frequented, a park whose tranquil beauty was the setting for dog walkers, joggers, family outings, and the innocent routines of daily life.

How can I help you? I asked him.

Well, Ive been coming around here with kind of a purpose in mind.

Oh? I said warily.

You go to a lot of these society events, and youre friends with a lot of fancy folk, right?

I guess.

The guy whos doing these girls? We have reason to believe hes someone in your worldyou know, so-ci-ety. So-sigh-a-tee, he pronounced it, with a wink in his voice.

Yeah, weve actually heard that too.

He perked up. You have?


Yeah. Theres been this rumor going around for ages that the Beltway Bashers a big shot. My friend Violet and I are always joking about it. Maybe its because of that intern who was killed years ago. You know, the one who was supposedly having the affair with the congressman? So the police think its some powerful guy too?

Could be. We havent had much to go on up to now. But we may have caught a break. Look, Im gonna tell you something Im not supposed to be telling you. Can I trust you? He held my gaze for a long moment.

Yes, you can, I said solemnly.

Well, even if I cant, I dont really have a lotta options here, he said, like he was talking to himself. He hesitated another moment, then said: We found a calendar in Nancy Sawtelles apartment. She was tracking this guy she identified as X.

Gunner went on to describe the calendar as one of those month-at-a-glance wall jobs with pictures of harp seals and leopards and all kinds of adorable endangered shit on it. He said that Nancy Sawtelle had written entries in the little individual day boxes, like for example, X @ KenCen or X @ Smith, which he thought stood for the Smithsonian. He showed me how she always used the internet A, as Gunner called it. He figured she was stalking some guy, and the guy she was stalking could very well turn out to be her killer. He said the police didnt know a whole lot about Nancy Sawtelle. Her fingerprints didnt show up on the national database. All they knew was that shed moved to D.C. about eight months prior to her death. Shed rented a small apartment near Dupont Circle, and shed had a couple of jobs waiting tables.

This calendar is key, Gunner went on. The guy she was tracking? He goes to a lot of social events. Shes got him at the National Gallery, the Phillips, the Folger, the Smithsonian. But theres only one place where he went where we know that all our other victims went too

Wheres that?

The Kennedy Center. Her last entry reads, X @ KenCen. That was the night of the Symphony Ball.

Oh, my God, I was there!

I know. I saw your picture in the paper.

But how do you know this guy she was tracking is your serial killer?


We dont. But its still one helluva link. And, frankly, at this point its the only new lead we got.

So, assuming that this guy is the killer, you think he met all these women at the Kennedy Center?

Gunner shrugged. Met them, saw them, invited them there maybe. I hear tell some of these guys like to have their girlfriends go to the same events as their wives. Gives em a charge. You ever hear that?

I told you I hear everything in this shop.

Thats what I figured.

Why dont you make a list of the events she marked in the calendar and compare it to a list of the people who attended those events?

Gunner smiled for the first time ever. The smile lit up his face and made him look years younger. He said gently, Now, why didnt I think of that?

I got the point and felt stupid for suggesting it. Okay. So youve already done that. Dont you have any suspects?

A fewhundred. He sprang up from the couch and paced around. Shit! Its like all you same damn people go to all the same damn parties all the same damn time! Dont you guys ever get sick of each other?

I chuckled. You have no idea.

Well, I need to get an idea because I believe theres a stone cold killer hiding in plain sight in this town.

Oh, I can think of several! Some of them are in power.

All kidding aside, Reven, those rumors you all have been hearing may be true. This guy may actually be a prominent personsomeone you know, or know of.

I sank back in my chair. Wow. This isnt a joke, is it?

Gunner reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out four pictures hed cut out from magazines. He laid them down on the desk in front of me, one at a time, in a row. Each picture was a group shot of some partygoers, the kinds of photos that appear on the glossy patchwork pages of Capitol File and Washington Life. In each photo, the head of one girl in the group was circled in blue ink. None of the circled girls was identified by name in print. Each girl just happened to be standing near some celebrity or social couple who were the photographers real target and who were mentioned in the caption below. The circled girls were unidentifiedjust four more anonymous pretty faces on the fringes of a big social event. Gunner didnt have to tell me who they were.

The dead girls? I said.

He nodded. Murdered in the meanest way. See what they all have in common?

Theyre all cute young
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