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Chapter One

The reception area of the Hennepin County General emergency room was quiet. Two waiting gurneys sat left of the entrance. An old woman in a bloodstained flannel nightgown dozed in a wheelchair beneath a poster that warned against smoking or drinking while pregnant.

Bonnie Laine waited by the triage desk and nervously twisted her fingers. When a man in a gray suit came through two swinging glass doors and approached her, she made her hands be still.

“Miss Laine? I’m Lieutenant Peterson. I’m glad you came down.”

Peterson was tall, heavy, pale, with a round face and sharp, blue eyes.

“You said on the phone that there had been an accident.”

“Your husband’s car went off the road.”

Bonnie felt dizzy. She leaned on the counter.

“Was Evan with him?”

“Yes. He was shaken up, but he’ll be fine.”

“And Harris?”

“We’re not sure. He wasn’t at the scene when the attending officers and ambulance arrived. There was blood on the dash, and in his seat.”

“I don’t understand. Where is he?”

“It’s possible he suffered a concussion, and simply walked away, not even aware of what he was doing.” Peterson rubbed his hands together. “Miss Laine. Can we talk?”

“Where’s Evan?”

“You’ll see him soon, but please, just give me a minute.”

He led her into the waiting room, sat her down, and sat down beside her. There were four other people here. Two teenaged boys, one holding his stomach and grimacing in pain while the other read a magazine, and a couple sitting across from Bonnie and Peterson, the woman bleeding profusely from a cut over her right eye, the man with a nose that looked broken. They were holding hands.

“I understand your husband—”

“Ex-husband.”

“I understand he’s had custody of the boy since you separated. Six years now?”

“What does that have to do with the accident?”

“Well, we’ve already contacted the boy’s grandparents.”

“The Laws? But why?”

“Your ex-husband had them listed as an emergency number.”

Bonnie shook her head, dismayed. Why hadn’t Harris had her name as an emergency contact?

“What did they say?”

“They’re here. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.”

“Are they with Evan?”

“Yes.”

“I want to see my son.”

“Just a minute. I want to ask you a question.”

Bonnie squirmed in the uncomfortable seat, hands wringing one another.

“Now, please don’t react badly to this. I just want to know. How well do you get along with the Laws?”

“They hate me,” Bonnie said sharply, surprised at the bitterness she felt. “Why?”

Peterson seemed reluctant to go on. “They had a proposal they wanted me to present to you, and I’m just not sure that I should be the one doing it. It’s just that they’re friends of my parents, and I couldn’t really refuse.”

For a policeman, he seemed extremely uncomfortable.

“What proposal?”

“We’ll find your ex-husband, I’m sure of that. He’s bound to show up. They always do. The thing is, somebody’s got to take custody of the boy until then, do you understand?”

“Can I see him now?”

“Just hold on. The thing is, the Laws have offered to take custody.” He blushed furiously. “They see the boy frequently, so they tell me, and they know you don’t want custody, or that’s what they think, and so they’ve offered to take him, for now.”

“It’s not that I didn’t want Evan, it’s just that, at the time I was sick.”

“Listen, just pretend I didn’t say anything, okay? I shouldn’t have become involved.”

He stood up, sighed as if he’d dropped a heavy weight.

“Can I see my son now?”

“Of course, come on.”

Bonnie followed him past the triage desk, then through the glass doors. He held them for her and ushered her ahead.

“In here.” He directed her into a brightly lit treatment room.

Evan was lying on a gurney under an examination light, one arm pulled over his face to shield his eyes. The hand of that shielding arm was heavily bandaged. Although he was eight, he looked small and fragile. He had been a colicky baby and a sickly child, and nothing had changed. Every virus that came along found a home in Evan. Harris had told her that Evan never made friends. Not at school, not at home. He was a loner. A shy, quiet, unhealthy little boy. A product of bad genes, as the Laws were so fond of pointing out, mostly from Bonnie’s side.

Tom and Roberta Laws were sitting beside the gurney. Roberta was holding the boy’s free hand, stroking it as if it were the head of a cat.

“Nice to see you, Bonnie,” Tom said.

Roberta had been crying. Her mascara was running. Still, she managed to impart disapproval with her eyes as she took in Bonnie’s jeans and sweatshirt.

Bonnie felt immediately inadequate. Felt herself no older than Evan himself.

“How is he?” she asked, but did not move closer.

“He’s hurt,” Roberta said stiffly, and sniffled.

“His finger,” Tom said, “cut off.”

“Cut off?” Bonnie heard her voice rise an octave.

“Shhh!” Roberta said. “He’s resting.”

“You said shaken up!” Bonnie said to Peterson.

“Well.”

“What happened?”

Peterson blushed. “The car rolled, and his window was open.”

Bonnie flinched, and held up a hand for him to stop. She didn’t want to hear more. She moved closer to the bed, reached out, and touched the boy. Evan stirred on the gurney.

“Just leave him,” Roberta said. “He needs to rest.”

Bonnie stepped away, unable to stand up to Roberta. She had never had that strength.

“Did Detective Peterson tell you about our proposal?” Tom asked.

“Yes.”

“I’ll wait outside,” Peterson said nervously.

“Of course, it would only be until Harris is found,” Roberta said. “The boy should be with his father.”

Bonnie felt herself shrivel. When Peterson had told her what the Laws proposed, she had been angry, intent on refusing. But now the old doubts came flooding back. On her salary, could she really care for the boy? Even for a day or two? Who would look after him while she went to work? It was summertime, after all, and he wasn’t in school. And what would she do if he got sick?

Six years ago, those doubts had been so strong, that she had asked Harris to take custody of Evan. She had been young then, barely twenty, and unemployed. Harris, older, more mature, and with the support of his parents, would have no difficulty. And of course, she had been sick. What a horrible euphemism that was. Sick. She blocked off the images of green walls and the smell of disinfectant that came rushing back.

The memory came to her of that March morning, on the steps of the hospital, holding two-year-old Evan tightly, crying. “Where Mommy go?” Evan had asked, waving, as Harris had carried him to the car.

She had seen her son fewer than six times since then, and never for longer than an hour.

“He’ll be fine with us,” Tom said.

“Of course he will,” Roberta said.

“He’s coming with me,” Bonnie said softly.

“Don’t be ridiculous. Tell her, Tom. It’s ridiculous.”

“I’m not sure that would be a very good idea.”

“He’s my son, and I want him to come with me.”

Roberta turned pale. “You’re not equipped to take him. You’re hardly equipped to take care of yourself, never mind yourself and an eight-year-old boy. Especially a boy like Evan.”

Peterson poked his head into the room. “Everything okay in here?”

“Talk some sense to this little fool,” Roberta said.

Bonnie turned to the detective. “Can I take him if I want?”

Peterson took a deep breath and, avoiding the eyes of both Tom and Roberta Laws, said, “I suppose you can.”

“And what happens if Harris never shows up?” Roberta cried. “What if he’s dead somewhere on the road? Are you prepared for that?” Her voice was full of worry and grief, changing to anger as she faced Bonnie.

“I’m sure we’ll find him.”

“Even so,” Roberta said, still looking at Bonnie. “Think of the boy.”

“I am thinking of him. I want custody. I can if I want, can’t I?”

“Yes,” Peterson said.

“You can’t be serious,” Roberta said. “Isn’t it obvious she’s an unfit mother? She hasn’t seen the boy in years! We see him every week! He probably doesn’t even know her!”

“That may be,” Peterson said. “But she is his mother, and if she chooses to take custody, then there’s not much you can do about it at the moment.”

“Tom, call Kennedy right now. We’ll sue for custody.”

“Of course, there’s always that,” Peterson said.

Bonnie moved to the gurney. She reached down and stroked Evan’s soft dark hair. Roberta moved away, releasing the boy’s hand reluctantly.

“This is monstrous!” she said, and moved into her husband’s arms. “Stop her, Tom!”

Bonnie blocked out everything as she looked down at her son. She had seen him before Christmas, for an hour. He had had a cold then. Now, in addition to looking sickly, he looked battered and wounded.

As she touched him, he opened his eyes. He moved his arm, winced.

“Hi,” Bonnie said.

“Mom?”

“How are you feeling, honey?”

“Sore.”

“Do you want to come home with me? For a while?”

He stared at her. For a moment she thought he was going to ask about Harris, but he only nodded. He looked, with his pale face bobbing, like a very strange bird.

Bonnie leaned over him, and to the sound of a strangled cry from Roberta, she kissed her son on his forehead.

Shep Thomas slid low in the driver’s seat and dropped the sunglasses over his eyes. With both front windows open a breeze passed through the car, but it was hot. Sweat dripped off his forehead, down his nose. The glasses slid on his slick skin. His mouth tasted of the chili dog he’d eaten two hours ago. So much for his stakeout days being behind him.

He watched the front door of the Edina branch of the Minnesota State Bank across the street. Pedestrians passed in both directions, and Shep studied each of these carefully until they were out of view.

When Tony Browning came out of the bank, Shep sank even lower in the seat. Browning was twenty-five and good looking. His jeans and denim shirt were clean and pressed. He looked, Shep thought, like a country boy visiting the big city. But no ordinary country boy. This was pure freak.

Browning looked both ways along the street, then walked south. Shep watched, and waited. Nobody followed.

Grinning now, he started the car and pulled into traffic. He drove slowly past Browning. A block ahead he pulled to a stop, left the car running, and got out. On the sidewalk he kneeled and pretended to tie his shoelaces. Browning came closer.

So nice and normal, Shep thought, but I know you’re a sick bastard.

He took the roll of quarters from his pocket and fitted it snugly into his right fist. Instinct told him when to stand up, and when he did Browning was right there.

“Hi!” Shep said.

Tony Browning looked momentarily surprised. That surprise turned quickly to alarm.

“Nice to see you again!” Shep said.

His voice was loud enough to attract passersby.

Browning started to protest, but Shep kicked him in the crotch so hard that his shin throbbed. Browning collapsed. Shep took careful aim and punched him in the face. His weighted fist struck with such force that Browning’s smooth, tanned nose split down the middle as the flesh expanded. Blood splattered the sidewalk.

A woman who had seen it all started to scream.

“Oh, jeez, he’s always getting nosebleeds,” Shep said. “I gotta get him to a hospital, or he might bleed to death.”

He dragged the unconscious Browning to the car, opened the passenger door, and threw him in. Then, whistling, he got in and pulled out into traffic. In the rearview mirror he saw the crowd congregating around the scene of the assault.

Ten minutes later he was taking the Fifth Street exit toward downtown. The white bulge of the metrodome drifted by on the right, looking like the worst hot-air balloon disaster of all time. He guided the car through light morning traffic, and finally to a stop in an alley off Washington Avenue. In the passenger seat, soaked in blood, gurgling and moaning, Browning was coming to.

Shep dragged him from the car, careful to keep the blood away from his own shirt and pants.

“Just a little farther,” he said.

The warehouse was empty, derelict. Light speared through breaks in the corrugated iron ceiling, spotlighting small piles of debris spread across the floor. He had set the place up this morning, and now he dumped the still groggy Browning into a broken kitchen chair and steadied him so he would not fall.

“How are you feeling, fella?”

Browning groaned.

“I know what you mean. I’ve had nosebleeds myself. Hey, that’s better. Take a deep breath.”

Browning stiffened and sat straight.

“All right, now we’re in business.”

The young man’s eyes, glassy and unfocused only a second ago, were suddenly wide, wary, and fearful.

“Where am I?”

“That’s not important. I know where we are, so don’t worry. What you should worry about is that I know who you are, and I know what you are.”

Browning looked at him from eyes slowly swelling shut and bruising. He looked around himself, up at the ceiling.

“Christ, you almost look human, you know that? Jeff was right. Can’t even tell the difference. Bet I couldn’t even tell the difference if I slept with you. Could I?”

Tony Browning groaned. He had the eyes of a trapped animal.

“Nice place, huh? Picked it out myself. Now, just sit still for a minute.”

Shep reached behind him to the holster tucked into his pants, and brought his old service Beretta 9mm into view. Browning stiffened and his hands twitched.

“I’ve got a few questions that I want you to answer. Okay? Good.”

He took the photograph from his shirt pocket, smoothed it with gentle fingers, and held it out.

“His name was Jeff Thomas. He was twenty-one years old when this picture was taken. Nice-looking kid, wasn’t he? But he got mixed up with the wrong people. Sorry, the wrong freaks.”

Browning studied the photograph, then made a small sound in his throat. He looked up at Shep with pleading eyes. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Shhh. Yes, you do. Don’t lie to me. Please don’t do that.”

Shep had remained calm up to this point, but now he felt the black rage bubbling within him. Rage and hatred so deep they made his skin crawl, made the tendons on his neck and shoulders stand out.

Browning stared at him fearfully.

“One question, one answer, or one shot. Ready? Okay. Where do you come from?”

Browning was looking at Jeff’s photograph again, as if he hadn’t heard the question.

Shep shot him in the right knee. The bullet punched through skin and bone and muscle and erupted in a mist of blood beneath the seat. Browning flopped to the floor like a fish as the sound of the shot echoed through the warehouse. A thin whistling sound came from his mouth.

Shep hefted him up and sat him down again.

“Ooh, that’s nasty. I didn’t really want to do that. Well, maybe a little bit. Are you okay? Can you hear me?”

Browning’s pain had molded his face into something not quite human. He rocked slowly back and forth, gripping his shattered knee, while his gritted teeth fought to hold back the scream.

“Tell me,” Shep said. “Where do you come from? Where is the crèche?”

Browning’s eyes revealed his surprise.

“That’s right. I know about the crèche.”

“You’ve got the wrong guy,” Browning said hoarsely.

His face had taken on a determined cast as he got the pain under control. He looked, Shep thought, almost smug.

Shep aimed at his right ear. “I want to know where you live. Tell me.”

“University Avenue, St. Paul,” Browning said.

“Bzzz! Wrong answer.”

Shep shot the ear off. Browning winced, and lifted a hand to the ruined flap of skin. He looked up at Shep with eyes that were almost pitying. It was more than Shep could handle.

“He was my brother,” Shep said. “He was a kid. Just a kid. And you killed him. All of you. Killed. Him.”

Browning’s eyes told the whole story. He knew the end was coming.

“I don’t recognize him,” Browning said, still holding his torn ear. “How long ago was this? When was he killed?”

“Six years ago.”

“I was just a kid then, too. I didn’t know. Don’t shoot again, please.”

“He was my brother! My brother! My kid brother!”

Shep’s finger squeezed the Beretta’s trigger. Flame leaped from the end of the barrel, and Tony Browning writhed and hopped as the bullets tore into his arms and legs and genitals.

“My brother! My brother! My brother!”

He fired the fifteenth and final round into the boy’s forehead. A dark keyhole appeared, welled with blood. The swollen, terrified eyes opened wide, blinked refusal to believe. Browning slid from the seat to the floor. A gout of blood from the head wound just missed Shep’s shoe. He stepped over the body and went back to the car.

In the car, he placed Jeff’s photograph on the passenger seat. Beside it he placed the last letter Jeff had written. He did not take the letter from the envelope. He knew it by heart. But he stared at the familiar swirls of Jeff’s handwriting, and his mouth was dry.

“You’ll rest soon, kid. I promise. We’ll both rest soon.”


Chapter Two

“You’ve never been here,” Bonnie said.

Evan, leaning against the door, his bandaged hand cradled in his lap, said, “No.”

“Just over there, see. The book store.”

“Do you have an office?”

“No, not really.”

“Is it your store?”

“No, silly, I just work there.”

“Daddy has an office in a skyscraper. On the twentieth floor.”

“That’s nice.”

“I’ve been there.”

“Well, now you’ve been here, too.”

With a sinking feeling, Bonnie guided the car to the curb, put on the blinkers. Why did she feel as if she had to impress him?

“Can I come in?”

“If you want. I’ll only be a minute.”

Evan followed her into the store. The change from sticky heat to moderate cool made Bonnie shiver. Her manager, Mike, was at the rear counter, stripping the covers from a batch of mass-market paperbacks for return. He raised his eyebrows at her, then smiled at Evan.

“So, this is Evan.”

Evan pressed close to Bonnie’s leg, cradling his arm as if it were a teddy bear.

“Evan, this is Mike, my boss. Mike, this is Evan, my son.”

“I’ve heard a lot about you,” Mike said.

That was a lie. Bonnie had told him about Evan only once, maybe twice, years ago. But Evan perked up instantly.

“You have?”

“Sure. Your mom doesn’t stop talking about you.”

Evan looked up at her, and Bonnie blushed furiously.

“Don’t, Mike,” she pleaded.

“I see you got a war injury.”

Evan held his injured hand close, tried to cover it with the other. Mike grinned, his teeth a bright flash in the midst of his beard.

“Hey, Evan, you like to read?”

“Sure.”

“I got something for you. Just came in. Want to see it?”

“Mike, you don’t have to do this.”

“You like dinosaurs, Evan?”

“Yeah!”

He pulled a book from beneath the counter and handed it to the boy, who took it gingerly in his good hand. It was BIG MEAT EATERS: THE STORY OF CARNIVOROUS DINOSAURS. The book was never in stock long. One of the most popular kids’ titles, along with every other dinosaur book.

“Thanks!”

“You didn’t have to do that, Mike.”

“I wanted to. And I want you to take some time off. A day or two, until you get this settled. Okay?”

“It’s going to be busy, you said so yourself.”

“I called Tammy. She’s coming in for a day or two. Go on.”

Bonnie smiled her gratitude. “Thanks, Mike.”

Back in the car, Evan opened his book. “Wow,” he said.

“So, that’s where I work,” Bonnie said.

Evan said nothing.

As they approached her neighborhood, Bonnie worried about what Evan was thinking. The houses here were mostly rentals, and most of the tenants were what Mike liked to call Alfs. Alternative Lifestyle Freaks. This was the granola belt, and the condition of nearly every yard and paint job reflected the lack of property concerns of those who lived here.

Evan had abandoned the dinosaur book, and was now intently observing what passed by outside. He strained in his seat to watch a group of young boys tossing a football, then turned back with a wince when he pressed his bandaged hand against the door handle. She wondered if Evan had ever thrown a ball in his life. Perhaps children didn’t throw balls where he lived.

What must he be thinking? Harris owned a luxurious, newer home close to his parents, with a landscaped yard and beautiful oak trees everywhere.

“Do you remember coming here?”

“No.”

Of course not, it had been so long ago. He had no idea how she lived.

“That’s it, with the green trim and white stucco.”

“It’s small.”

“I live by myself, remember.”

She stopped the car in front of the house. Evan looked up toward the front door. A girl on a skateboard rolled by, tongue jutting from the corner of her mouth, and Evan watched her a moment before returning his attention to the object of his apparent unhappiness.

“Where will I sleep?”

“It’s not as small as it looks. Come on.”

He followed her up the front path, still holding tightly to his new book. The look of distaste on his young face made her feel ashamed.

Her hands trembled as she fumbled the key into the lock. When she finally got the door open, she held it for Evan. He stepped past her tentatively, craning his neck to see past the corner.

“It’s dark.”

“Blinds are closed. I’ll open them. Go on in.”

“It smells.”

Bonnie closed her eyes for a minute. “Probably just my breakfast.”

“Fish?”

“Supper last night, then. Go in, Evan, it’s too hot out here.”

She closed the door. She should have let the Laws take him, she thought. He would have been happy there.

“Is this me?”

Evan was standing by the ornamental mantel in the living room and was looking at a photograph of himself at three months. Bonnie flashed to the taking of the picture, how the photographer had sat Evan up, then drawn his hand away quickly and taken the picture, then reached out and grabbed Evan before he could topple over. The look of surprise on the baby’s face was wonderfully comic, but the hours of crying afterward had been a nightmare.

“Who else would it be? You were three months old.”

“I don’t remember it.”

“Your memory doesn’t go back that far.”

“Yes it does. Dad says you can remember before you were born if you try hard enough.”

Bonnie decided not to question Harris’s authority. “Well, probably he’s right.”

“Did I live here once?”

“We were all living in another house then.”

“I’m going to try and remember it tonight.”

“Good luck, I hardly remember it myself.”

Evan turned back to the photograph. “That’s you and Dad.”

“Uh huh.”

“How come you didn’t keep me?” He did not turn to look at her.

Bonnie swallowed the lump in her throat. “That’s a long story, Evan.”

“Oh.”

“I’ll tell you sometime if you really want to hear.”

“It doesn’t matter.”

He turned away from the mantel and regarded the room with ill-disguised disappointment. Bonnie had trouble reading her own feelings. A mixture of guilt and love, and pleasure and fear. She had let the boy go, given him up, and yet he was her son and she loved him, and it was so nice to have him here, if only for a little while, maybe especially for a little while, but ohmygod could she do it? Could she be a mother after all these years? Should she even try?

“Come on, I’ll show you around.”

He followed her into the kitchen. She had forgotten about the mess. Dishes were piled by the sink. An empty milk carton sat on the counter. The table was littered with pages from the weekend newspaper.

“Kitchen. We eat in here.”

“Do you have Pepsi?”

“No, but we could get some.”

She led him down a narrow hallway. The bathroom was littered with laundry waiting to be done. She reached down and picked up a bra and a pair of panties by the door.

“Bathroom. Shower.”

Before he got a close look, she led him along the hallway. “My bedroom.” She did not open the door, not wanting him to see the disarray around her bed.

“Where do I sleep?”

“Well, I was thinking you could stay on the couch.”

“You mean I don’t get a room?”

“You probably won’t be here long enough to need one.”

“Who says?”

“They just have to find your dad.”

“If they can.”

She looked at him, wondering, and shook her head.

“I suppose we could clear out the studio, and you could stay there.”

“Studio?”

She opened the door to the second, smaller bedroom that she used for her painting and supplies. Here the mess, although far worse than anywhere else in the house, seemed calculated, even proper. Leaning easels and canvases, sketches tacked hastily to the walls, empty paint tubes, torn and crumpled paper.

“Wow!” Evan said.

“Shouldn’t take too long to clean out.”

“Wow! Who drew these pictures?”

“I did. They’re paintings.”

“Wow!” He looked carefully at three paintings leaning against the near wall. One was a forest, dark, concealing; one was a stormy lake scene, woods in the distance glowing with fire, while in the foreground a boat danced on choppy waves; and one was a secluded dell, cathedral like in its enclosure, with a pond in the middle, dark and brooding. “Where are these places?”

“Nowhere.”

“But where did you see them?”

“In my head. I imagined them.”

“Wow! Could I do that?”

Bonnie felt a flush of pleasure. So there was something here he liked, something for which she was responsible.

“I could teach you, if you wanted.”

“Sure. When?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Soon.”

“Okay.”

For a few moments there he had been animated, alive, what she expected of a little boy. Now, his shoulders slumped again, and the look of resignation returned to his features.

“Tell you what. Let’s have lunch, and then I’ll clean out this room, and we’ll get you settled in.”

“Okay.”

Bonnie made them grilled cheese sandwiches for lunch, then over the next few hours cleaned out the studio-bedroom as best she could, transferred her painting supplies to the rear porch, and brought up a folding cot from the basement. Cleaned out, the small bedroom still looked shabby. The walls were peppered with tack holes, and there were paint smears everywhere.

“You could leave some of those pictures in here if you wanted,” Evan said as she made the bed.

Again, that flush of pleasure.

“Which ones would you like?”

“The one with the trees.”

“You got it. Any others?”

“The one with the lake and the fire. And the one with the pond.”

Afterward, Evan watched TV as she cleaned the rest of the house. The fridge was nearly empty. Half a carton of milk, wilted salad, half a loaf of bread, three bottles of beer. The cupboards were as bad. Two packages of macaroni, some instant soup.

Finally, exhausted, Bonnie sat down beside Evan on the couch in front of the TV. It was almost time for dinner.

“You hungry?”

Evan shook his head. He looked very tired. His face was pale, glistening with sweat. His bandaged hand was cradled in his lap. Whenever he moved it he winced.

“You know, I just realized something. We’ll have to go back to your dad’s house to get you some clothes. We have nothing here for you.”

“I don’t want to go back.”

Bonnie was startled. “Why not?”

“I don’t want to.”

She started to press, but thought better of it. The expression on his face changed from one of deep concern to blank ignorance.

“I’m going to make some macaroni,” she said. “If you’re hungry you can eat some.”

She left him watching TV and went through to the kitchen. Half an hour later she placed a bowl of steaming macaroni on the table, then called Evan. He did not answer.

She went into the living room, and stopped in the doorway. Evan’s head was resting on his chest, his breathing was deep and slow, and the air made a whistling sound as it came out of his mouth. There were blue sacks under his eyes.

She sat on the edge of the sofa and studied him. She could hardly believe that this was the same creature who had come out of her womb, that he had grown into this person.

She gently stroked his hair, moving stray strands away from his face.

He opened his eyes.

For a moment, Bonnie thought he was going to smile, and she smiled back at him. But his eyes widened and his mouth opened in a cry, and he scrambled away from her.

“Evan!”

“Don’t!”

“What’s wrong?”

He blinked rapidly and breathed a jerky, trembling breath, then fell back onto the sofa. He looked at her, and his eyes brimmed with tears.

“It’s okay, honey, it’s okay.”

This time, he let her hold him. Confused, not knowing what else to do, she stroked his hair.

“Don’t worry baby, you’re okay here.”

He shook with his crying. “I don’t want to go back to the house!”

“We won’t go. I promise, we won’t go.”

“Don’t let it get me.”

“Don’t let what get you?”

He would not answer.

She held him until he drifted off to sleep again, then put him down and pulled a blanket over him. His hair was soaked with sweat, his face pale and moist. She touched his forehead. His skin was cold and clammy.

Don’t let it get me, he had said.

She shuddered and wrapped her arms around herself. Appetite gone, she went through to the kitchen to cover the macaroni, and put it in the refrigerator. After a moment’s hesitation, she opened one of the three beers and took a long pull.


Chapter Three

Shep got back to the motel before six. After a hot morning, and an even hotter afternoon, a bank of dark clouds was moving in from the northwest. The radio warned of possible severe thunderstorms with hail. Good. He hated this fucking heat. His shirt was clinging to him. He stank.

His room was just as he had left it. Bed unmade, plastic glasses scattered over the night table, TV turned on but volume down. He had asked the desk clerk not to clean it.

From the bathroom came a sound of something heavy shifting its weight. He opened the door, turned on the light, and stuck his head in. The girl looked up at him from the bathtub. She was drenched. A drop of water fell from the faucet to splatter on her forehead, and she groaned.

“How long has that been going on?”

He had bound her very carefully, legs folded up beneath her, arms tied to ankles, and wires reaching from the rope at her waist to the taps for the bath. If she had moved sufficiently, she would have turned on the water. The plug was in the bath. She could have drowned by the time Shep returned. He was happy to see only an inch or two at the bottom of the tub.

“How are you feeling?”

She groaned around her gag.

“I’ll get you out of there. Sit tight. Be quiet. If you make noise, I’ll shoot you, okay?”

He placed the Beretta on the sink counter. Her bloodshot eyes followed the gun.

It took him a few minutes to get her out. She could hardly move, and when she finally stood her legs collapsed beneath her weight. Shep carried her through to the other room and dropped her on the bed.

She felt cold. She lay on the bed, shuddering.

“You really are sick, huh?”

She had told him her name was Penny Gregson, that she was nineteen years old, and that she had nothing to do with the people he was looking for. But he had known better than that. Something had scared her more than he had been able to, and she wasn’t going to talk.

When he had first brought her here she had complained of a headache and dizziness. Now, her skin was pallid, sweaty, cold to the touch. She was trembling. Her eyes were red. The skin of her neck was mottled, rising in a flaky rash.

“You don’t look so good.”

For the first time she looked at him. In a hoarse whisper, she said, “Take me to a hospital.”

“Tell you what I’ll do. I’ll drop you off downtown, and you can call for help.”

She kept looking at him, then her eyes glazed, and her head fell back to the bed.

He poured himself a drink from the bottle of Bacardi sitting on the counter, drank it in two swallows, then picked up Penny Gregson and tossed her over his shoulder.

He checked to make sure the parking lot was empty, then carried her out to the car. He tossed her into the rear seat, then went back and locked the room.

Traffic was light, rush hour over. Rain spattered the windshield as Shep approached downtown. He turned on the wipers. Because of the clouds, it was nearly dark outside. Street lights flickered on.

In the rear, Penny Gregson whimpered.

He took a downtown exit, and parked the car across from the old Milwaukee Road Depot, only a few blocks away from where he had interrogated Tony Browning.

The rain was coming down hard now, pounding on the roof of the car like a million tiny fists. When the road was momentarily clear, he got out and opened the back door. Penny Gregson lifted her head and groaned at him.

“Help me,” she said in a hoarse whisper.

Shep dragged her from the car, carried her across the sidewalk to a bus bench.

“You better call somebody, or you’re going to die,” he said.

Shep got back in the car. He turned on the lights, then made a U-turn and drove back along Washington. Two blocks away he turned left, then looped back and parked kitty-corner to where he’d dropped the girl off. He could see her, a dark shape on the bench.

He turned off the lights but kept the engine running.

Two hours later, Penny was still there, and the rain was still coming down.

Shep lit his umpteenth cigarette and blew the smoke out the window. Rain splashed his arm.

Well, the girl had been a waste of time. Used up. She had given him Tony Browning, but that was it. Now he had nothing. For a very brief moment he felt regret at having dispatched Browning so quickly. Another hour or so, and he might have broken the boy. Now he would have to start looking again, maybe even retrace his steps to Chicago. The prospect did not please him, and he swore softly as he exhaled smoke.

He crushed out his cigarette, wishing for something to drink, when the car lights appeared behind him. He sank low in the seat. The car, a late model sedan, passed him, stopped at the corner, then crossed. It slowed to a halt beside Penny Gregson on her bench.

The back door of the car opened. Lightning flickered. Three dark shapes became visible beyond the glass, then disappeared again, lost in shadow.

Penny stood, stumbled to the car, and got in. The door closed. The car drove off, slowly.

Shep blinked, not believing what he was seeing. The girl had not moved from the bench since he had dropped her off. No call for help had been made.

He started the car, turned on the lights, and followed.

The sedan never changed its speed. If the driver knew that Shep was behind him, he gave no indication, gave no sign of panic. Either stupid as a nail, or very, very smart, Shep realized. He had long ago learned not to underestimate those he hunted. He decided on very, very smart, and let himself drop back a little.

The sedan stayed away from the freeways, and instead took a bus route through downtown, crossing the river at Central, and heading west. Shep followed.

Fifteen minutes after picking up Penny Gregson, the sedan entered an old neighborhood of large, two-story wood-frame houses, tall trees, and ornamental street lamps. The heavy rain was knocking leaves from the trees. They fell in lazy spirals. Shep turned off his lights and moved closer. When the sedan came to a stop, he pulled over.

He watched as the doors opened, and Penny Gregson and three others came out. A woman, he saw. A fat man. Perhaps a child. He could not be sure. The four of them walked up to a house where a single light burned in an upstairs window. They entered the front door without knocking.

Shep moved closer. As he did so, the upstairs light went out. The house was completely dark.

Shep turned off the engine and watched. He watched for an hour. The house remained dark.

This was a surprise. A big surprise, and he wasn’t ready for it. Four in the car, possibly more in the house. A major payoff. Maybe he’d hit Grand Central for these bastards. Maybe even the one who’d done Jeff. Waiting for him.

In the trunk he had an assortment of firearms, including a fully automatic Uzi, and three Canadian Armed Forces grenades bought at a very high price from a dealer in Chicago. He could make a splash if he went in now. Surprise the hell out of them.

Or blow everything.

In his mind, Jeff’s voice goaded him. Get ‘em, Shep. Get ‘em for me. Look what they did to me! Just look what those freaks did to me!

Shuddering, Shep closed his eyes, squeezed them tight, until the voice faded.

Reluctantly, he started the car, then pulled out into the street. He memorized the address as he drove away. This was something he needed to think through.

Evan was in the kitchen when Bonnie got up. He was looking through the fridge with a perplexed look on his face.

“Sorry, not much in there,” she said.

He closed the fridge and sat at the table.

“I’m hungry,” he said.

“Me too. We’ve got to go out and get groceries, so why don’t we have breakfast at the mall?”

He shrugged. “I guess.”

“How’s the hand?”

“Sore. Itchy.”

“I’ll pick up some dressings for that, too, and some hydrogen peroxide.”

Evan hid the hand behind his back.

“Just give me a minute to get dressed, and then we’ll go.”

The morning was fresh, cool, wonderful. Last night’s rain had taken the dust and the humidity out of the air. Both would return later in the day, but for now the sky was a mixture of bright blue sky, and high white clouds. A cool breeze caressed the city.

They stopped at a Perkins on the way to the mall. Evan ordered a plate of pancakes and Canadian bacon. Bonnie ordered bacon and eggs, a carafe of coffee, and juice.

Well, Evan seemed better today. More relaxed. As he ate his pancakes, picking little pieces off each one, he smiled at her. But they did not talk. Bonnie did not know what to say to him. She had so much she wanted to say, and yet it didn’t seem like the right time. Things to explain to him, about herself. Things he had a right to know.

She was into her second cup of coffee when she realized that Evan had stopped eating and was slowly surveying the restaurant.

“What is it?”

He shook his head. His eyes moved from table to table, from face to face. He looked frightened.

“Who are you looking for?”

He looked down at his plate and sighed. “Nobody.”

But as they left the restaurant, he peered over his shoulder, face white, as if afraid they were being followed.

At the mall, they took their own sweet time walking around. This early in the morning it was fairly quiet. At a camera store, Evan fiddled with a telescope on display.

“I’ve got one of these,” he said.

“If you want, we can go and get it.”

He shook his head adamantly and left the store. Bonnie followed.

“Evan, why don’t you want to go home?”

He shrugged.

“Did something happen there?”

“I don’t remember.”

They rode the escalator to the upper level. Evan peered through the window of a computer store, then walked away. Again, he seemed watchful. Bonnie couldn’t help herself, and was soon looking over her shoulder.

It was only as they reached the escalator for going down that she realized she had seen the same face at least three times. Once downstairs, once up here, and once … where?

She shook her head, angry. Evan had made her paranoid.

“Would you mind telling me what we’re looking for?”

“Nothing.”

They stepped onto the escalator. Bonnie glanced over her shoulder for the round, sweating face she had seen. It was gone. A large man, fat, with a slightly open mouth. Had he been mentally challenged? Maybe. She certainly shouldn’t have been staring at him.

Downstairs, she took Evan by the arm and led him to a bench. She sat him down.

“Evan, tell me what you’re looking for, what you’re frightened about, or we’re going to sit here for the rest of the day. I mean it.”

Tears welled in his eyes, and she felt instantly guilty.

“I don’t know,” he said. “Nothing.”

Bonnie took a deep breath. She made herself calm down. She was overreacting, and she was making Evan nervous. Of course the boy was acting strangely. His father was missing, he’d lost a finger in a car accident, and he was stuck with a mother who had abandoned him as a baby. And now she was questioning him like he was a criminal.

“Listen, I’m sorry. Come on. We’ll get the groceries, and then I’ll buy you an ice-cream cone, okay?”

“I feel sick.”

“Sick how?”

“Just sick.”

She felt his forehead. Cold, sweaty. He looked pale again.

“Groceries, then home. We’ll get you to bed. I’ll call a doctor.”

The boy swallowed hard.

“You can sit in the car while I shop, if you want.”

He shook his head. Bonnie stood and held out her hand. He stood, but would not take it. He walked on.

She was not ready for this. She had no experience at being a mother.

Frustrated, she walked after him and took his hand. He didn’t pull away.

She rushed the groceries, picking up many things she did not need, or want, simply to entertain Evan. But the boy was not interested. He kept looking over his shoulder, and soon, again, Bonnie was doing the same.

In the parking lot, as they walked to the car, Evan froze. A row of cars away, keeping pace with them, was the fat man. Or perhaps he was a very large boy. Bonnie couldn’t be sure. Definitely disabled, she realized. Saliva dribbled from the corners of his mouth.

Evan started to tremble.

Bonnie gripped his hand and pulled him along. At the car, she quickly loaded the groceries, then got in and started the engine. The man/boy was standing a few yards away, watching them.

“Jesus,” she whispered.

In the passenger seat, Evan was crying. For the first time, Bonnie felt fear. A knot in her stomach, reaching tendrils through her body.

She stepped on the gas, and squealed out of the parking space. In the rearview mirror she watched as the boy/man walked away, feet shuffling. Perhaps, she thought, he had been as frightened as she and Evan. To be stared at like that.

“Oh, God.”

But she was still trembling as she turned out of the parking lot and into traffic.

After getting Evan settled, Bonnie dug around in her purse until she found the card that Lieutenant Peterson had given her at the hospital. She sat at the kitchen table and dialed the number. After two operators, she finally got through.

“Miss Laine, how can I help you?”

“I don’t know if I should even be calling you,” Bonnie said, “but I don’t know what else to do.”

“Is it something to do with the boy?”

“I think so. I’m not sure.”

She told him about their shopping trip, about Evan’s strange behavior, and then, reluctantly, about her own feeling that they had been watched.

“Can you describe the man?”

“I don’t even know if he was a man, not really. Maybe a boy. I thought something was
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