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Synopsis


As a bitter winter grips New York City, Private Investigator Robin Miller is catapulted on a bone-chilling quest to save a friends child from a horrifying death. With a vicious kidnapper on the loose and one child already presumed dead, Robin has no time to waste. The investigation rushes ahead at breakneck speed, propelling her on a collision course with a cold-hearted killerand a former lover.


Originally published by Naiad Press 1996.
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Chapter One


Most of the time I think of change as a gradual thing, an evolution that outsiders can witness if theyre sharp enough, like the way the sky clouds over and unfurls fists of rain on a day that started out so blue and clean it made waking up seem like a dream. But sometimes change is quick. By the time you get around to noticing it, the process is done. Finis.


You know those magic capsules they make for kids? You drop one into a glass of water and one blink later youre staring at some foam-green sea monster. Well, sometimes change is that fast. Once the momentums on, you cant stop it, cant jump out of the way, cant even predict where its rushing you to. Youre flat on your back on the biggest goddamn wave and just praying you can keep your mouth shut until you hit land.


The wave picked me up at ten after one, Monday afternoon. I was in a meeting with my partner, Tony. The two of us run the Serra Investigative Agency. If a less likely pair exists, drop me a postcard. About the only thing we have in common is our love of strong coffee and rich food. Tonys an ex-cop with a penchant for quoting the Bible and sucking up to rich folk. Rich folk make me break out in hives. The odd part is, Im rich. I used to be Laurel Carter, an author of highly florid and highly profitable romance novels with titles like Loves Lost Flame and The Blazing Heart. Embarrassing stuff, but the royalties keep me flush in Twinkies and Yoo-Hoos so I dont complain.


Further complicating matters between me and my partner is the fact that Im a lesbian and hes a recovering bigot who contracted HIV from a blood transfusion many moons ago. The kicker is weve grown to like each other.


Right then, Tony and I were arguing about a disgruntled client we had met at a neighborhood restaurant an hour before. The womans coat never even made it to the spare chair. She undid the top button of her coat, stabbed a finger at the new lesion on Tonys neck, muttered something inane like, I knew about her, but you? My God! Then she pivoted on her elegant pencil-thin heels and clacked away. My attitude was screw her, but the lady had pumped a few grand into our modest business and had fully intended to spill several more, and Tony hated the idea of all that sweet green seeping into someone elses back pocket.


The phone rang and I snapped it up. SIA. Miller speaking.


Tony and I stared at each other over my desk, hard and mean looks, like bulldogs facing off over a feverish bitch. The truth is Id rather fight for seven days straight than face the facts. Death was sniffing at Tonys heels, licking its greedy chops. And this was one fierce dog neither of us could beat back.


A familiar, inarticulate squeal on the other end of the phone announced the caller. I said, Hey Bethala, is that my munchkin I hear?


Carols fine, just fine, she said, answering a question I hadnt asked. My eyebrows arched.


Beth, Dinah and I are housemates in Park Slope, Brooklyn Mecca for lesbians and anachronistic progressives. Beths a nurse who works mornings at Methodist Hospital. Her partners a therapist who works out of the brownstone we jointly own. Carols their adopted daughter. Tony leaned forward suddenly and asked,
Whats wrong? I waved him off and repeated his question to Beth.


A babys missing from the drop-off center, she said.


Missing? My brain immediately retrieved a Daily News headline from two months earlier: Missing Baby Assumed Dead!


She hesitated. Its Michael.


I closed my eyes tight and rubbed my hand over my face. Fuck. Does Phyl know?


Yeah. She just got here. Shes pretty stunned. Shes refusing to call the police. You know


I sure as hell did. Back in September, a baby had been kidnapped from a nearby Brooklyn day-care center. The feds pounced, the media snapped into sympathetic hysteria, and the parents kept every dime of the $100,000 ransom money. Only problem, the baby and the kidnapper were never found. The feds chased their tails until they tied the case into one impenetrable knot. There had been no more threatening phone calls since early October. No more heartbreaking tapes of the babys cries. Just utter, devastating silence.


I said, Ill be right there, then hung up and quickly updated Tony. We never work a case together, but when he grabbed his coat this time I didnt argue. Given my personal stake in the case, Tonys presence would be welcome.


Phyllis and I have been dating for about eight weeks now. As Tony locked the office door, I remembered the way Michael had tried to swallow my nose when I put him to bed last night. I raced outside, Tony breathing hard behind me. My only thought was, damn Beth for setting me up with Phyllis. I should have listened to my instincts when I had the chance. Blind dates are todays equivalent of the ancient Roman arena where gladiators engaged in mortal combat for the amusement of the untouched masses. The best way to survive the battle is to avoid getting trapped in the first place. Unfortunately, Beth had caught me when my shields were down.


* * *


Wed been skidding into the holiday season, ho-ho-ho, popping Champagne corks and all that heartbreaking merriment. My standard MO for coping was duck and cover. But Beth had other plans.


I dropped my jaw and said, You want to set me up with a nouveau lesbo with an eleven-month-old son? Honey, motherhoods done something frightening to your mind.


Thats unfair.


Whats unfair is expecting me to be interested in a woman who married her college sweetheart, spent a good nine years playing happy homemaker before dropping her bundle of joy, and then woke up one morning with a sinus headache and a hankering for women in uniform. Come on, Beth. Shes been with just one woman. For all you know, that affair with the Philly cop was just a nasty blip on her heterosexual radar.


It wasnt a blip. She was crazy about Linda. Besides, these feelings arent new to her. Phyllis and Matthew married precisely because they knew they both had homosexual tendencies. They were scared, Robin, thats all. It happens all the time. I give them credit for not wasting the rest of their lives play-acting.


Fine. Sign them up for Oprah, but Im not interested. Jeez. Shed probably bore me to death with tales of diaper laundering and colicky nights. Give her a copy of Our Bodies, Our Selves, but leave me out of it.


Shes not an idiot, Rob. Shes socially conscious, volunteers at the crisis center on Ninth Street. Freelances as a real estate agent. The womans attractive and she has a brain. What else do you want?


How about no son? Im not ready to be a step-mom.


God, youre impossible. First of all, Phyllis isnt interested in anything long-term. She and Matthew divorced over a year ago, amicably I might add, and she just wants to have some fun. Second, the holidays are coming, and she doesnt want to be alone any more than you do


I wont be alone. Ill be with you guys.


Her pink lips went white.


Enunciating carefully, I said, I will be with you, wont I?


Beth lifted Carol from her lap and placed her in the soft-sided playpen. Our eyes never met. Well, she said quietly. This year we decided to visit my parents in Chicago. They havent seen Carol in six months


Youre leaving me? I asked. I couldnt remember the last time the three of us hadnt spent the holidays together.


My dads not well, Robin.


I felt small, petty and mighty peeved. Okay, so the man has Alzheimers. But what about me? A stupid move over the summer had destroyed the most promising relationship I had ever known, and I was feeling pretty damn pathetic.


Do you know what its like to lose a woman as amazing as K.T. Bellflower? Imagine a ship bound for glorious Hawaii thats seized by an unexpected storm and battered by the Pacific surf until nothings left but a single, gnarled piece of driftwood. And not the picturesque kind, either, but the kind thats coated with grimy seaweed and studded with tar and barnacles. The interior is rotted and the outsides as pale as bone. Now, picture me. I was in worse shape. It was the kind of breakup where people I hardly knew felt compelled to search me out just to tell me what an asshole Id been. As a result, I was feeling a wee bit needy and a little less than charitable. Never underestimate the power of loneliness to reduce a person to their basest instincts.


I rapidly scanned my mental data bank of alternatives. My friends Amy and Carly had already planned a vacation in Puerto Rico. My sister and brother traditionally spend the holidays with my mother in Florida, where I am the perpetual persona non grata. My partner, Tony, visits his sister. The conclusion was startling: without my housemates, Id be alone. Alone during the holidays. Things could be worse, of course. I pictured myself slumped in the shadow of the Old Glory they left planted in the moons cold, thin crust, while back on distant Earth universal peace and harmony erupted and scientists announced that hot fudge could accelerate weight loss.


I asked, Should I slash my wrists now, or is it better to wait until Dinah gets home?


Beth smiled and shook her head indulgently. So, do you want to meet Phyllis?


The blind date suddenly sounded appealing. I took a deep breath. Okay, does she have buck teeth, or what?


I found out for myself just three nights later.


No buck teeth. No siree.


For some reason, probably because she had spent the last decade as a straight married woman and the last year as a breast-feeding slave to a mini-man, I assumed Phyllis would be matronly. I rang the doorbell reluctantly, fully expecting it to be opened by a dumpy, thick-waisted lady in a house dress and pink fuzzy slippers. And, of course, shed have the requisite cheesy diaper draped over her shoulder. Boy, was I wrong.


It was a cold day in December. I wore an Eddie Bauer sweater, turtleneck, corduroy pants and thermal socks. Phyllis, on the other hand, wore a hunter green silk shell, no bra. A strand of tiny, luminescent pearls teased her cleavage. Her skirt was short and black and wrapped tightly around her hips. It may have been my imagination, but I would have sworn that she was emitting mini A-bombs of musk.


After a moment, I forced my eyes back to her face. The smile I found there told me my reaction had not gone unnoticed. Even her posture said, take your time. I continued my scrutiny. She had almond eyes that looked almost Oriental, a nice pouty mouth, high cheeks, a boyish haircut and a Katherine Hepburn chin. She did not look like a mother.


She reached out a long-fingered hand with recently clipped and clearly buffed nails and pulled me inside. There were no Tonka toys in sight. No crib. No unsightly diapers. The only evidence of a baby was the hint of talcum powder in the air.


Youre a brave woman, she said to my back.


Then she clasped onto the collar of my jacket and confidently tugged it down my arms.


Id been single and suffering but by no means celibate since I broke up with K.T. in July. I enjoyed a convenient, emotionless arrangement with a performer who lives in Provincetown. The woman was very willing and able to scratch my occasional itch. Nevertheless, my hairs stood on end as Phylliss fingers lightly brushed my arms. Theres nothing like being undressed by a woman who means business. When she stopped at the jacket, I sighed.


She straightened the back of my turtleneck. Do you realize that in the past year I havent had a single date? Not one. Ive been to the bars, tried the personal ads, everything. You lesbians are a hard bunch.


I flinched at the you lesbians and turned around. She had crossed the room and was hanging my jacket in the front closet. It was clear she had no intention to take this date out on the town. She closed the door, smoothed her skirt down over her attractive full butt and faced me. I had to disagree. Us lesbians werent a hard bunch. Not at all.


I cant imagine you going unnoticed at a bar.


I didnt say unnoticed. They noticed all right. But apparently no one was interested in an observant, recent divorcée with an infant son.


A faint alarm sounded. Observant?


She cocked her head, then said, I see Beth omitted some details when she described me.


Details? I repeated. I wanted to run for the phone.


I come from a religious familyand I still keep a Kosher home. Is that a problem?


Oh, Beth, I thought, you sure do have a queer sense of humor. My father was a holocaust survivor who viewed his Jewish heritage as a form of leprosy. Only at my mothers insistence had we observed the major holidays at all, and always quietly, behind locked doors and heavily curtained windows. I asked, Do you travel on the Sabbath? in what sounded to my ears like a mousy squeal.


She shook her head in the negative. I was about to make a beeline for the door when she made a beeline for me. She came within six inches of me. Damn it if she didnt smell good. Now, I hate when that happens. My mind said, run, but my body said, hold on, kid, lets see where this bronco wants to roam.


Phyllis bit her bottom lip, took hold of my belt loops, then said, Let me put it this way. Ive made love with a woman exactly six times. Almost eighteen months ago. Before that, my husband and I went three years without sex. My favorite vibrator went on the fritz nine weeks ago, and youre the first single lesbian Ive had in my home since that tragic event. More to the point, Im HIV negative, hungry, willing and interested in nothing more than the next twelve hours. You can walk out now or


I think she kissed me first. Not that it matters. The important part is that she wasnt lying. Her mouth was greedy, her body a live wire. When I stroked her back, the moan she emitted was downright primal and one of the sexiest sounds Id ever heard. I could have broken off the embrace, but by then I was convinced that I had a public service to perform.


She came so fast the first time I barely had time to blink. Things slowed down after that. We had sex on the coffee table, the staircase, and finally her bed. It wasnt until nine the next morning that I remembered she had a kid.


We both heard the downstairs door at the same time. I propped myself up on one elbow, immediately alert. Phyllis jerked out of bed, grabbed a robe and scampered downstairs. No words were exchanged. I was naked and had to remain that way. The only item of clothing that had made it to the bedroom were my socks. I put those on and opened the door a crack.


I heard a man laugh. Well, congrats, hon. Do you want me to keep Michael the rest of the weekend?


Phyllis was quick to answer. No way, Matt. My familys coming by later. Michael has to be here.


They said their good-byes quickly. The next thing I knew she was back upstairs, her son cradled in her arms. I hate to admit it, but it was like finding a snake in the garden. The bedroom suddenly seemed unsafe.


We stared at each other over his body. Phyl was no slouch in the mind-reading department. You want your clothes? she asked.


I nodded. She thrust Michael into my arms and left the room. The kid was unbelievably heavy and dense, like a sack of cat litter. Since I was still naked, I felt weird holding him against my body. I stood there, arms outstretched, feeling vaguely obscene and distinctly uncomfortable. Finally, my muscles gave in and I placed him on the bed. His eyelids flickered open as I tucked the blanket around his waist. He wiggled his little eyebrows, shot me a killer smile and it was all over. Phyllis was history. I had fallen in love.


* * *


Second Home, the drop-off center in which Michael should be safely ensconced, was on Lincoln Place between Fourth and Fifth avenues, about a fifteen-minute walk from my office. We made it in eight. We rounded the last corner like twin running backs. I sideswiped a mailman and Tony overturned his cart. He muttered,
Sorry, but marched on like Patton leading a brigade into battle. I gritted my teeth and bent to help scoop up the letters and magazines papering the damp concrete. You wouldnt believe how many people order Playboy and TV Guide. I gathered an armload, then righted the cart. The mailman stood by all the time. As I dumped my load into one of two twin cotton sacks, each large enough to carry a weeks laundry, he used a corner of someones Readers Digest to pick between his teeth. I decided, screw the nice routine, and said, The rest is yours.


He scratched his ear and glared at me over his eagle beak of a nose. Sure. Leave the civil servant to clean up the mess. Aint that the way?


My internal hard drive clicked off all the recent incidents in which postal workers had snapped into wholesale violence. I scampered past eagle-nose and caught up with Tony.


Beth and Phyllis were sitting on the stoop, each of them clasping mugs from which steam rose. Phyl glanced up, saw me and shuddered so forcefully coffee sloshed over the mugs lip and splashed over her lap. She didnt even flinch.


I went to Beth first, hugged her, then said, Why arent you both inside? Its freezing out here.


Phyllis answered. Its my fault. I cant stand to be Her voice cracked. I sat next to her.


Tony nodded at both women, lifted his wool collar to cover the lesion no coat could cover, then coughed into his hand. Im going inside.


When he was gone, Phyl said, I dont want him involved.


I didnt like her tone. Tonys a good man. And a great detective.


Hes an ex-cop. I dont want cops involved. I dont want some macho asshole building a career on my sons life. Beth understands, dont you? She took hold of Beths ankle. Youd feel the same way if it was CarolI know it. Maybe Robin just doesnt get it. Her eyes were bloodshot and swollen, her skin mottled and lips blue-tinged.


The mailman rolled toward us through the hip-high gate. He threw Phyllis and Beth a wide smile and slipped me a curled lip. I grabbed the wad of envelopes and magazines from him with a cursory nod. He started to protest, then thought better of it. I wasnt in the mood for negotiation. He retreated to the other side of the gate, then made a big show of sorting through the next mail drop, tsking with exaggerated concern. The guy acted like I had personally brought down the U.S. postal system. I turned back to Phyl and lowered my voice. Lets talk about this inside. The last thing we need is for you to get sick. I raised her by the elbow and opened the front door. Beth took the mug from Phyls hands and led the way.


As Phyl walked by me, I asked her if she had called her husband yet. She muttered something about a busy signal, then followed Beth down the hallway. I peeked into the waiting area in the front room and decided that thats where I belonged.


I found Tony perched on a wood chair salvaged from a defunct public school. He looked oddly comfortable. The man once topped two hundred pounds and boasted the thick no-neck physique of a former football player. But sitting there, his slim butt propped on a delicate slab of maple, his two-sizes-too-large overcoat billowing up from his shoulders, he resembled an adolescent boy who had not yet grown into his body. I shifted my attention to the woman sitting ramrod straight in the armchair opposite him.


I sometimes pick Carol up when my housemates cant, so I recognized the woman at once. Karen Alexander was a queen-sized blonde, five-foot-eight, maybe one-ninety on days she retained water. A good-looking woman, more handsome than pretty, the kind youd trust to bandage a knee, tend your garden or haul your child over the Himalayas. Her hands were square and broad, her nails short. I took in the brushed gold wedding band, the too-delicate herringbone bracelet, then locked onto her denim-blue eyes. Her expression was impenetrable.


Tony glanced up at me. Ms. Alexander runs this place.


I said, I know, and extended my hand. Karens grasp was solid, her palm sweaty.


Im surprised to see both of you, she said hastily. Phyl specifically asked me to keep this low-profile.


And you agree with that approach? I asked.


Karen averted her eyes. No one wants a repeat of the Alice Breen incident. She was referring to the recent kidnapping. The next parents due here in about an hour. If she sees him, she said, jabbing her chin at Tony,
shell panic. No insult meant, but everything about you screams cop.


Tony smiled. No insult at all. Matter of fact, I take that as the highest compliment, specially if you mean I stink like a New York cop. Now, if youre so hot to get me out of here, I suggest you stop worrying about covering your ass and get down to business.


Karen stiffened. My business, Mr. Serra, is taking care of the babies in the back room.


Tony sniffed. Then I gotta say, youre not so good at your business, are you?


Her mouth twitched. She stood abruptly and crossed to the windows. With her fingers hooked between the slats of a mahogany shutter, she said, No one can talk to me like that, not you, not anyone. Her voice was low and tremulous. I felt more surprised than sympathetic. The first time I had met Beth at the center I witnessed a gaggle of infants attacking Karen Ninja-style, and the stoic administrator had not even blinked.


Now she turned to leave the room. I blocked her path. Karen, no ones questioning your abilities. You have to remember, this is about Michael, I said softly.
My partners just anxious


Tony interrupted. While youre soft-pedaling me to this lady, Miller, the kidnappers cruising away at a steady seventy. In cases like this, a good cop doesnt give a shit about egos. A kids lifes at stake. Weve got twenty-four hours tops before that boys ready for the dust fields. Every goddamn second steals a decade from that kids life. So if the two of you are done chatting


Karens gaze shifted from me to Tony and then back again. After a moment she sat down and said, Im not thinking clearly right now. Mickys always been special to me.


Tony jumped. Micky? Do his parents call him Micky? His question sounded accusatory, even to my ears.


Karen glared at him, her lips tight.


Tony was way off his game. My partner never grills suspects; his usual questioning style is sympathetic and seamlessly manipulative. Ive seen nimble-footed corporate lawyers stumble confidently over Tonys verbal tripwires. But if he persisted in challenging Karen this way, shed clam up so tight wed need a crowbar to pry out the smallest grain of fact.


I tapped Tony on the shoulder. Why dont you go talk with Phyllis?


His head snapped in my direction. The message in his eyes was clear: dont dismiss me.


I gently added, Phyl knows you, Tony. Maybe you can convince her we need to contact the authorities. Please. She wont listen to me.


Sure, Miller, he said, then he leaned over and planted his still-beefy hands on both arms of the chair in which Karen sat. You know the biggest mistake rookie cops make? They overlook the obvious. Too much television, I guess. My lou once told me, Tony, you enter a crime scene, first thing you do is check the faces around you. Nine times out of ten, youre staring right into the perps eyes. He straightened up. If youve got something to hide, lady, Im gonna find it. And if I find it after the kids dead, I promise you, youll pay in ways you cant even begin to imagine. To me, he said, Whoever commits sin is the servant of sin. John eight, thirty-four.


He swaggered out. Tony Serra as Clint Eastwood. Or maybe Jerry Falwell. Before disappearing into the hallway he paused dramatically to examine the centers permit, then turned, made a gun barrel from his thumb and index finger and shot Karen with a little cluck of his tongue.


Karen was not amused. What a pig. How do you stand him?


Unintentionally or not, Tony had paved the way for me to ride in on the proverbial white steed. I saddled up and said, I need his contacts, thats about it. I cant tell you how sorry I am for the way he spoke to you. You must be going through hell.


She stood up and strode toward me, a distinct limp in no way slowing her progress.
Men like him are probably what makes lesbianism seem so attractive to women like you, she said, as if she had uncovered the Rosetta Stone.


Actually, its women like Melissa Etheridge and k.d. lang that make lesbianism so attractive, but I bit my tongue and said instead, Why dont we sit down and start from the beginning.


I watched her sink into a Queen Anne chair donated by a local family. Nothing unusual happened today, well, except for, you know As she spoke, she massaged her right hip unconsciously, as if by long habit. She looked close to tears. I always put the children to nap at eleven-forty-five. Promptly. My ritual is very effective. Any noise disturbs them, so I turn on the sound machine and the color wheel


I stopped her and asked for an explanation.


Oh, the color wheels just a lamp that uses a rotating panel of gels to project colors onto the ceiling. I use it myself sometimes when Im particularly restless. The effect is somewhat hypnotizing. Within minutes, the children are dead asleep, I mean


I know what you mean. What happened next?


I sent Livy out, you know, my assistant. I nodded. Well, she left and then the phone rang. I picked up in the kitchen, since theres no phone in the middle room where the babies sleep. I was on the phone for no more than a few minutes


Who was it?


Who? She hesitated, then said, My husband, but I didnt like the way she looked. Like a kid hiding a bad report card.


Can I have his name and a number where I can reach him?


Her expression darkened. Hes out of town. On the road. Thats why I had to take the call.


I made a note to check her story, then asked her to continue.


Tripp, my husband, put me on hold. While I was waiting, I put up water for teaI take my lunch while the children are napping. By the time he got back on, the tea was ready. I sat down with the paper, right here. She massaged the table top. The New York Times was folded open to the food section. Around twelve-forty, I heard a little cry come over the room monitor over there, near the fridge, so I went in to check. She covered her eyes, a gesture that could have been guilt, sorrow or deceit. Micky was gone.


You heard nothing suspicious over the room monitor?


No. Just the usual ruffling of bed sheets and


Phyls voice roared toward us from the back of the apartment. I dont know, I dont know, she shouted repeatedly. A chorus of wails erupted at once from the speaker at Karens elbow. She sprang from her chair, spat the words, Goddamn it, and ran through the hallway into the kitchen. I was on her heel. Over Karens shoulder I saw Tony and Phyl facing off outside the middle room where the babies had been sleeping.


Beth opened the door with a red-faced baby in her arms. Carols mouth quivered as she howled. This is insane, Beth sputtered.


Karen pressed Beth back into the room, then snapped the door shut behind her. Phyl and Tony glared at me. I said, What? and they both started talking at the same time.


Whyd you bring this asshole? Phyl demanded, while Tony said, Im outta here, and stormed past me. Meanwhile, I could just make out the hum of a lullaby being sung by Karen and Beth in the other room.


You dont give a shit about Michael, Phyl snarled at me before bursting into tears. I folded her into my arms and waited until she stopped trembling. Suddenly, she pushed me away, wiped her nose with the back of her hand and said, You dont understand. You cant. Youve never had a kid.


Maybe she was right. I stood there remembering the time a friend inadvertently allowed one of my cats to escape out the front door. I scoured the neighborhood for three hours before I found poor Mallomar shivering between two garbage cans on the next block. But I didnt let myself cry until that little scum-coated, furry body was back in my arms. It was an unfair comparison, I know, but I felt impatient with Phyllis for wasting time.


With effort, I asked, What do you want me to do, Phyl?


She stared at me dumbly. Nothing. Just stay with me until we get him back.


Oh boy. I pretended to clean the corner of one eye. How do you expect to get him back?


The peal of a phone startled us both. Phyl barreled past me and snapped up the receiver. Yes, she said breathlessly. Thats me.


I pressed my ear on the other side of the phone. The voice sounded almost computerized, but the message was clear. Forty-eight hourstwo hundred and fifty thousand dollars, in unmarked C-notes, random serial numbers. Your fancy-ass dad should be able to arrange that. There are three white laundry bags in the hallway bench. Use them. Wait for further instructions. Any police involvement, the boys dead. I swear, Ill slit his throat and feed him to the rats. And, Phyl, the jackass who just left there better not show his fucking face again or Ill make the kill real slow and nasty.


The kidnapper had seen Tony.


I barreled toward the front of the brownstone. The door
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