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Dedication

To Richard and my readers





Epigraph

April is the cruelest month.

—T. S. ELIOT
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Chapter One

Thursday, April 1, 2010

The watcher sat huddled in his overcoat in the darkness of his SUV, a gloved hand over his mouth to prevent his breath from fogging the windshield. He’d kiss a monkey’s butt for a cigarette, but he dared not risk lighting up. The neighborhood’s roving security guard had cruised past twice already, the first time beaming his flashlight on the five-day visitor’s pass hanging from the rearview mirror. The watcher had ducked out of sight just in time. The pass was a forgery. His vehicle would have been illegally parked had it belonged to a resident. In this exclusive subdivision in the foothills of the ritzy Beaver Creek Resort, homeowners were required to keep their vehicles off the street.

It was the hour before dawn, and any moment, he knew, a jogger would come sprinting out onto the sidewalk from the deeper shadows of the running path. Here in the last grip of winter for Avon, Colorado, only die-hard joggers and walkers used the path at this obscene hour of the morning. The object of his surveillance routinely ran past this point at . . . he checked the face of his luminous watch, for there she was now, wearing the same white running gear and red jacket. He made an entry in his notebook: 6:00 a.m. As usual, she jogged in place to cast a look down both sides of the lamplit street before hitting the crosswalk, blond curls peeking from beneath her white ski cap. It was a nice face, he thought, even without all the makeup.

He capped his pen and stowed the notebook. She was no casual jogger, not at this hour, not in this cold, and not with her form. After observing her for five straight days, he could confidently report to his client that at approximately six every weekday morning, Kathryn Walker could be counted on to appear at this spot. That was his main assignment: to learn the places and times she was likely to show up on a consistent basis, as well as other details of her personal life. In the two months he’d been tailing her, he’d uncovered a reliable source of information, and the rest he had gleaned from observation and newspapers.

Kathryn Walker, a mother in her mid-forties, was a civic leader who had served on a number of charity boards that met monthly. She seemed to be a born leader. She headed everything from the PTA to fundraisers for soliciting college scholarships for underprivileged children to a push for the SPCA to open a fully endowed shelter for homeless animals. She’d also served two terms as president of the homeowners’ association of her subdivision—an onerous job, it seemed to him, people and their own selfish welfare being what they are.

According to his source, who had been privy to what went on behind closed doors, Kathryn was everything she appeared to be, an exemplary wife and mother and a fearless advocate for the welfare of her community. But as head of organizations, she had ticked off some folks, and a few had made threats against her—several property developers, the parents of two students she voted to expel from the school district for threatening their teachers, and a couple of homeowners irate that she and the rest of the HOA had thwarted their attempts to bypass building restrictions.

Recently, though, Kathryn had stepped back from several of her charitable activities, and her slower calendar made it easier for him to gather information. There were five activities she still attended—six, actually, but he did not include that last in his notes. Monday mornings every two weeks, she read to a group of preschoolers at the public library. When he first tailed her there, he’d thought Oh no! as she took her seat among the cluster of wriggly ankle-biters who scrambled in close and called her “Kathwyn.” He was not a kid person, especially not with the spoiled, entitled kind they grew in the Beaver Creek area. But in time he had to admit that he found himself looking forward to those Monday mornings browsing nearby shelves in the public library, to the soothing sound of her voice.

She met the first Tuesday morning of the month with her book club at a coffee shop, and on Wednesdays at ten o’clock she joined three other amateur artists for oil painting lessons in an art studio. Thursday, each week, she took a resident of the local retirement home, an elderly woman named Natalie Hunt, out to lunch. One Friday morning per month she kept a standing appointment at the nail salon. And most Sunday mornings, lately alone, she attended services at an Episcopalian church about eleven miles from where she lived, occupying a pew on the left side, four rows from the back.

He grew to enjoy the look of her profile silhouetted by the light from the stained glass window. He wondered what she prayed for when the congregation bowed its collective head. She had no need to ask for anything. She appeared to have it all—a privileged lifestyle, a successful, handsome husband, and two thriving children, the son an elementary school teacher in Denver and the daughter a senior majoring in business at the University of Colorado in Boulder.

But on the tenth of both February and March, Kathryn had brought flowers to a local cemetery and laid them on a child’s grave: ABBY GALE WALKER, DECEMBER 5, 1985–APRIL 10, 1986. It was this last information that the watcher decided to keep to himself.

He filled the report with every other detail, however, having been instructed that nothing was too small: Monday through Thursday afternoons she spent painting in a cozy room upstairs in her home. Late Friday afternoons seemed to be her favorite time to shop for gourmet items at City Market. (The lady knew her prosciutto from lunch-meat ham, for sure.) He knew she telephoned her children on Sunday afternoons, that she sipped a glass of sauvignon blanc each night while making dinner. He knew the code of the home security system, the shape of the house key hidden in the terra-cotta frog on the front porch, that her housekeeper had been fired three months before, and that the Walkers’ best friends had recently divorced. The husband, Frank, lived directly behind them, their back fences facing each other across an alley. Their beloved Sheltie had died last April—“A loss to the family, especially Mrs. Walker,” his source had told him. And a relief to him, to be sure, to have no dog to notice a private eye sniffing around the property.

Ultimately, the watcher did not care why the client wanted this data, so long as he got his paycheck. He had once been considered among the best in his field—in his more reputable days, he’d been known as the Bloodhound. But then his private investigation firm in Houston, Texas, let him go for double-dealing. Now the majority of clients sought his “research” services in a rented office far from his old posh business address. When he’d been contacted in early February for the Walker job, the caller’s voice electronically altered, he assumed he’d best play it straight and agreed to learn all he could about Kathryn. “Time is critical,” the voice had made clear. “If you do not provide me with the information I require in sixty days, the deal is off. Is that understood?”

He understood perfectly. A retainer in cash had arrived by courier, along with a burner phone and instructions to text his findings. The majority of his clients left no paper trail, a safeguard that was fine by him, and great for his taxes.

At first he’d assumed the usual, a disillusioned husband looking to dig up photo opportunities to take to court against a cheating spouse. But the longer he shadowed Kathryn Walker, the less he could imagine even an obsessive partner suspecting her of adultery. Besides, her husband was Dr. Drew Walker, the chief of orthopedics at Winston General Hospital. A brilliant, highly respected surgeon, he was reputed to be a pain in the ass to the business suits that set hospital policies and procedure, his fractious attitude tolerated because he was sought after by professional sports teams, celebrities, and the elite attracted by Beaver Creek. So far, the watcher had discovered nothing to suggest that the man had any reason or desire to divorce his wife, but then he hadn’t been paid to investigate him. Dr. Walker could be living a secret life for all he knew, or cared.

Who, then, lurked in the wings with reason and desire to solicit information on the daily activities of Kathryn Walker? Looking back at the list of adversaries from her charity years gave the watcher an idea. If harm came to Kathryn, there would be plenty of suspects without the searchlight turning on his client, whoever that might be.





Chapter Two

Friday, April 2

Kathryn Walker saw the man again as she reached for a wedge of Gruyère in the imported cheese section of City Market and knew with final certainty that it was him. He wore an overcoat with the collar turned up, a bulky scarf, and a golf cap set low over his eyes, but there was no disguising his slightly dropped left shoulder and the faint hump on his back. Today she had first noticed him in the produce section while she was perusing the grapes and he kept looking at her from over a neatly piled mound of grapefruit. In the wine section, while she was choosing a bottle of sauvignon blanc, he was hovering nearby. Now he was here, looking at cheddar. Calmly, Kathryn placed the cheese in her basket, but her heart had begun the beat she’d first felt two weeks before when she realized how often she’d seen the stalker’s familiar shape in the places she frequented.

Avon did not have enough business establishments that you could avoid running into the same out-of-towners a few times among the hordes that showed up during ski season. But to see the same man a dozen times, dressed in different weather gear, was far beyond coincidence, especially now that April had begun. The man also didn’t look like a winter sports enthusiast. He didn’t even seem physically capable of managing a snowboard or pair of skis. He appeared exhausted, as if he subsisted on fast food and alcohol. When she noticed him that first time, she had assumed he was in Avon for some other purpose. It wasn’t until this day in the grocery store that the shocking possibility hit her: she had a stalker.

She moved to the breakfast aisle to see if he would follow. When she looked, he had his back to her, pretending an interest in the label on a box of cereal, but she could tell he had her in his sights. For a rash, queasy moment, she thought of confronting him in this public place, where she was safe and well-known. Who are you? What do you want? Why are you following me?

But the man could easily cause a scene if he decided to protest his innocence. She imagined the evening news: Kathryn Walker, prominent civic leader and scientist, today accused a man in a local grocery market of stalking her. The man denied it and is now considering legal action against Mrs. Walker for defamation of character . . .

Or the man might be deranged and attack her, pull out a gun or knife—who knew what he might do? Willing herself not to panic, Kathryn wheeled her cart toward the butcher’s case. Instinct told her that safety lay in not revealing that she was onto him. She would pick up the leg of lamb she’d ordered, check out, and have the bag boy carry her groceries to the car.

Waiting for her turn at the counter, she considered what would happen if he followed her home. She visualized him jumping out of his car as she waited in her drive for the sluggish garage door to rise, holding a weapon on her while she got out of the car, then following her into the house. Should she telephone the police and request that an officer meet her there, or call the retired couple across the street, explain that she was being followed, and ask that they wait for her in front of her house? Kathryn was fairly certain Jim would get his big Uzi-looking rifle that he took to Canada for moose hunting every year, drape himself in ammo, and lie in wait guerilla-style behind their front yard hedge for the man’s car to appear. If nothing else, Jim’s gun might arrest her stalker’s escape and give her a chance to question him.

Kathryn realized she was rubbing her bracelet, her fingers tracing the three charms. It was a habit she had whenever she was nervous or worried about something. The coolness of the diamond-embedded gold chain immediately calmed her, and she landed on a more reasonable idea. She could have her home security company check on her house for a possible burglary, say she was on her way there. She and Drew hadn’t been activating the security alarm recently, but now, of course, she’d have to remember more reliably. She would call as soon as she was in her car.

The butcher brightened when he saw Kathryn. “Hi, Mrs. Walker. Come to pick up that leg of lamb?”

“I have, Joe. It’s for dinner tonight,” she said, forcing a smile and a lightness into her voice.

“Marinated in lemon juice, garlic, olive oil, and sage?”

“You got it,” Kathryn said.

“Mrs. Walker is one of my customers who knows what to do with a prime cut of meat.” The butcher winked to the customer standing next to her, a local rancher she’d seen a few times, in his western-cut leather jacket, cowboy hat, and boots.

“Sounds like it,” the man answered.

“Be right back with that leg,” Joe said, and Kathryn sneaked a quick look over her shoulder. Golf Cap was nowhere to be seen. The man could vanish like a puff of smoke, but she had no doubt he was in the vicinity. She could pick up his presence like an odor. The customer beside her cast her a sidelong glance, and she wondered if her jitters, increasing by the minute, were seeping through the layers of her wool-lined raincoat. When Joe returned and handed her the bundle, her hands shook. The rancher reached out to assist her, but she gave him a flickering smile. “A little heavier than I thought,” she said, placing the lamb in her basket and wheeling away before remembering to thank Joe for his trouble.

As she neared her white Cadillac, followed by the bag boy, the jitters got the better of her and she dropped her remote key. As she bent to retrieve it from a pool of rainwater, the shoulder strap of her purse slid down her arm straight for the puddle, throwing off her balance as she tried to catch it. Her flesh struck metal as she grabbed the trailer hitch of a Range Rover parked next to the Cadillac, and she yelped.

The bag boy, his arms loaded with groceries and helpless to assist, cried, “Mrs. Walker, are you all right?”

“Thanks, Shawn,” Kathryn said, righting herself and ignoring the pain in her wrist. “I am all right. Just a little nervous today. No damage done.” She recovered her key and would have dug into her purse for a tip, but Shawn stopped her.

“It’s okay, Mrs. Walker. You can catch me another time,” he said. “Drive safe.”

Once in the car, groceries stowed and the door locked, her hands shaking and wrist throbbing, Kathryn pulled up the number to her home security company.

“This is Kathryn Walker. I’m concerned about a break-in. Could you have a patrol officer meet me at my house? I’m driving home now.”

“Certainly, ma’am, we’ll send someone over right away.”

Kathryn let out a slow controlled breath, like the ones she had practiced in her yoga classes. Pulling out of the parking lot, she felt a small semblance of control.





Chapter Three

Rain had begun to patter. Gripping the steering wheel, Kathryn checked her mirrors as she moved out into the swell of wet rush-hour traffic but saw no golf cap. He would have removed it, and she had no idea what kind of vehicle to look for. A sense of calm purpose had come over her now that she was convinced she had a stalker, like the perverse peace that comes when you hear the dreaded confirmation of a disease.

This was the last thing they needed right now. Drew had become moody and irritable in the past month, and she didn’t want to add to his stress. She’d been ignoring his cantankerousness because she understood its source. He had become increasingly dissatisfied with his work environment at Winston General, but now that the new orthopedic hospital was coming to Avon, he was mad at himself that he didn’t have the money to buy in as partner, having made an unwise investment a couple of years before. But when she tried to suggest that they cut back on their spending, focus only on urgent house repairs, and stop indulging Lindsay’s bank overdrafts at the University of Boulder, he kept brushing her off. And he was adamant that they still make the trip to Europe they had been planning for so long.

Yes, no need to call Drew till she got home. He would be at the gym, but she could have the front desk page him. Then again, what exactly could she tell him? What could she tell the police? What proof did she have that she was being followed by a stranger? Drew knew better than to think she was imagining things, but he and the police were bound to ask the same questions she’d been asking herself, over and over, every day for the last two weeks. The police would want to know if Golf Cap had approached her in any way, and she would have to say no. He’d been nothing more than a quiet, unexplained presence in the background. In the true crime documentaries she watched, stalkers were pushy people who eventually made physical, sometimes threatening contact with their victims, but this man had made no such move toward her. There had been no telephone calls from heavy breathers, no creepy emails, no mysterious parcels containing cryptic contents left on her front porch.

Her head beginning to pound, Kathryn turned up the windshield wipers. The rain was coming down in sheets now. It was appropriate to this terrible first week of April, she thought bitterly. The month should have heralded a season of rebirth and growth, but for her and Drew, every day was haunted by memories of death and loss. Here in this part of the Rockies, April was an ugly month. The snow melted and sent rivers of mud down the mountainsides into streams and streets. The weather was a prankster, bringing warmth and sun one day, rain and bitter cold the next. Thaws brought out the first buds on the trees, then cold snaps turned them black. For the Walkers, each year waited to dump all its woes on them in April, and it looked as if this year the month had begun right on track.

The rain was still pummeling her windshield by the time she reached home, a huge two-story mountain house with vistas so beautiful that on clear days they could stop the heart. Even after all these years, Kathryn still felt a thrill of disbelief that it was her home. That she owned a home at all, after the way she and Drew had grown up. It was the one extravagance she hadn’t resisted when Drew brought her to see the house shortly after he began his practice. They were already in debt, and the mortgage was more than they could afford at the time, but the minute she’d walked into the house’s airy, light-filled rooms, she’d felt its arms come around her and known she was home. “Let’s buy it!” she’d said immediately to the surprised realtor and her even more surprised husband, and she’d never once regretted it.

Two security vehicles were parked on the street, their lights flashing, and three uniformed men wearing rain slickers were waving flashlights around the front of the house. One broke away to wait patiently while Kathryn’s garage door slowly groaned up, then met her on her side of the car. He identified himself as Bill Tyler, head of the security team dispatched to her house, and informed her that they had checked the outside of her doors and windows and found nothing amiss. “Your front door was locked when we got here, so we feel that everything is all right,” he said. “Do you want us to make a search inside and see you safely installed before we leave?”

“I would be most grateful,” Kathryn said without a pinch of shame for the ruse. It was not unthinkable that Golf Cap or an accomplice could have beaten her here and gotten inside her house.

“We’ll leave our slickers in the garage and wear booties on our shoes,” the man said with a polite smile. His team was familiar with the protocol for servicing homes in this area. Besides, if there had been a break-in, they did not want to tamper with the crime scene.

While they fanned out through the rooms, Kathryn looked up the telephone number of the Argyle Athletic Club. Her husband practiced what he preached on good bone health and believed in rigorous, consistent exercise. He tried not to allow anything to interfere with his workout sessions on late Monday, Wednesday, and Friday afternoons, and she and his staff, short of an emergency, had been asked to respect the hours he was indisposed.

A young male voice answered, conjuring an image of robust health. “Argyle Athletic Club. Chad speaking.”

“Good afternoon, Chad,” Kathryn said. “My name is Kathryn Walker, wife of Dr. Drew Walker. Would you please call my husband to the phone? Tell him it is urgent.”

There was a mystified pause. “The name again, please?”

“Dr. Drew Walker,” she repeated a little impatiently and heard the tap of computer keys. Goodness, besides his being a member of the Argyle for years, Kathryn would have thought Drew’s name would be instantly recognizable, given his reputation as a skilled surgeon in the area.

Again there was a small pause, and then the voice, a trifle less peppy, said, “I’m sorry, Mrs. Walker, but we do not have a member listed by that name.”

Kathryn stared at the rain lashing the kitchen windows. “Oh, but I’m sure you do. Dr. Drew Walker, chief of orthopedic surgery at Winston General?”

“Ah, Mrs. Walker, I am quite certain Dr. Walker is not a member.”

“But he must be. He’s been going there for years.”

“Mrs. Walker, if you’ll just hold the line a minute . . .”

“I certainly will,” she said. The young man must be new.

A suave older voice came on the line. Kathryn had the impression her call had been kicked up to an office with deep leather chairs and library paneling. “Mrs. Walker, this is Ralph Lambert, general manager of the Argyle. I’m sorry, but at present your husband is not a member of this club.”

“But you must have—”

“Dr. Walker was once a member here, but he has let his membership expire.”

Stunned, Kathryn asked in a whisper, “Expire? When?”

“According to our records, six months ago, Mrs. Walker.”

Kathryn stammered, at a loss for words. Finally, in a firmer voice, she said, “It must have slipped my mind that my husband has changed his workout venues because of his schedule. I am sure he misses his workouts in your facility. Thank you for your time.”

She slowly returned the receiver to its cradle. If Drew wasn’t at the Argyle every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday afternoon, where was he? Like clockwork, Drew arrived home on those evenings to unload his workout gear from his gym bag into a special hamper for their exercise clothes. Each Saturday she washed and folded them so that he could repack them the morning of his workout days. It was practically a ritual.

“Mrs. Walker?”

It was the voice of Bill Tyler. Kathryn turned from the phone, and his eyes widened. The eyes of the other two men who had gathered in the kitchen were staring at her as well. She realized that her face must have gone stark white and that she was standing stiff as a pole, as if she’d just heard that a family member had died unexpectedly.

“Really, Mrs. Walker, there is nothing to worry about,” Bill assured her. “We’ve checked your house thoroughly and every room is clear. Nothing appears to be amiss, but if you’re still worried, maybe you should call someone to be with you until your husband returns. Or I can leave an officer, if you like.”

Kathryn swallowed. She knew she should have gotten one of those new security systems with a camera. “That is kind of you, but I’ve . . . just put in a call to my husband at his athletic club. He will be on his way home any time now.”

“Well, if you’re sure . . .” Bill sounded doubtful. He handed her a company card. “If you have any more trouble, just give us a call, and we’ll be here in a jiffy. Meanwhile, you might want to follow us out and lock the door behind us.”

“Yes, yes, I will do that,” Kathryn heard herself say. After seeing them out, she returned to the kitchen in a trance.

At present your husband is not a member of this club . . . She sank into a chair. Her fingers felt icy against her lips as she remembered the flyers that had come to the house this winter, inviting Drew to rejoin the Argyle. A computer mistake, she had thought, and thrown them away as junk mail. Suddenly the full force of the general manager’s words hit her like a punch in the stomach, where already her anxiety lay like a ball of iron. The room spun, and nausea rose to her throat. She reached for her phone. Where are you? she typed.

Just before she hit send, she heard the garage door open. Her husband was home.





Chapter Four

The bell of the security system jingled, and Kathryn could hear her husband’s footsteps in the hall off the kitchen, as identifiable as his cough, his sneeze, the clearing of his throat. She heard him walk left into the laundry room and unzip his gym bag, and the sound of the hamper lid bumping the wall when he dropped in his workout clothes. She heard him open the door to the utility closet where he stored his gym bag, then draw water, followed a few seconds later by the soft clink of his empty glass on the marble counter in the bathroom. They were the clockwork sounds of his arrival home three afternoons a week.

He hung up his jacket in the hall and entered the kitchen, wearing scrubs. He smelled fresh from a shower and wore the wasted look of someone recently come from a stint of strenuous exercise at the end of a long week. It was his Friday look, the one she’d been familiar with for years. “Hi,” he said, giving her a brief smile before turning to look through the mail. “What? No new mail today? Did you forget to bring it in?” It was yesterday’s collection of bills, requests for donations, magazines, and catalogs.

When she didn’t answer, he gave her another glance, his expression of faint annoyance clearing to concern. “Honey, are you okay? You look a bit . . . out of it.”

“Do I?” She realized she was still sitting in a stupefied state. For the last ten minutes, she had been working out how Drew’s gym clothes smelled of sweat and felt a little gummy when she emptied the hamper each weekend, and how his muscle tone did not show that he’d taken half a year off from exercising.

Insidiously, Kathryn couldn’t help but look at him as she hadn’t in a long time, as other women saw him. He was a good-looking man still, tall, lean, and fit, his hair thinning a bit, but even more attractive than when they’d first met. Time and his status as a notable surgeon had added an alluring distinction he didn’t have when he was younger. The nurses all adored him. To them, he was charming and considerate; he called them his teammates and left doughnuts at the nurses’ station on Mondays.

But something had changed him in the past months. When she first became aware of it, she’d decided they were falling into the snare of many middle-aged married couples who were both busy with their own interests. A distance was growing between them because of the inevitable demands of Drew’s work and her deep involvement in charitable causes, but it was more than that. After over thirty years of marriage, they’d stopped putting in the effort to make each other feel special. So, glad for a hiatus from her community commitments, she’d proposed a standing date night at home. They’d silence their cells, take the landline phone off the hook. She’d make a fine meal, and they’d linger over drinks and conversation, get back in touch. Drew had been all for it, suggesting they do this every Friday.

They’d started off fine, but gradually they’d let professional and social obligations interfere, and sometimes Drew would come home too late for the meal she’d prepared or plainly not be in the spirit for the “three S’s,” as he indelicately put it, grinning wickedly—sip, sup, and screw.

But where had he been, if not at the Argyle? She wouldn’t even consider that he was somewhere where he shouldn’t be. Recent frustrations aside, she and Drew were one, as interwoven as the warp and weft of the tapestry hanging in the foyer. They practically shared the same heartbeat, and trust in the other’s fidelity was as taken for granted as breathing. It was the bedrock of their marriage.

Since they’d agreed to start watching their pennies, had he finally decided that his membership in the athletic club was an expense they couldn’t afford right now? Was he making do with jogging at the nearby high school track, or exercising in the hospital’s woefully ill-equipped gym, another of his grumps against Winston General? That had to be the explanation, but why hadn’t he told her? Their financial slump was no news to her; why keep his withdrawal from the Argyle to himself?

But it would be like her husband to spare her the pain of his selfless sacrifice—and spare himself the embarrassment, since he’d gotten them into their financial straits—in giving up the gym. She knew he loved the place, with its state-of-the-art equipment and its proximity to his office. It would be like him not to mention dropping his membership until he’d figured a way out of the dilemma. That was his way of dealing with obstacles. Although willing to acknowledge his rare screwups, her husband would not admit them until he’d managed a solution. He hadn’t wished to worry her, he’d always say, but she had long understood that Drew Walker’s main fear was that he might appear weak, somehow unable to handle the normal troubles that got others down. This particular bent to his male pride was the one gap in their marriage she’d never been able to bridge.

But pride or not, he should have told her that he’d canceled his membership in the Argyle. What if she’d needed him—like today?

She couldn’t resist asking, “Was the Argyle busy?”

The question caught him off guard. He cast her a startled glance, the look of a stag rearing his head at the cock of a rifle. But then he shrugged. “Same as usual.”

She was about to tell him what she knew and ask why he was letting her believe he was somewhere where he wasn’t. But years of experience—as a mother and as a scientist—had taught her not to jump to conclusions. There had to be a logical explanation. Instead of prompting a fight when they had a more important problem to face together, she would simply give Drew space to tell her the truth.

I am being stalked, Kathryn wanted to respond to his observation that she looked out of it, but before she could reply, his eye fell upon the butcher-wrapped package on the table. “Kathryn? What’s this meat doing out on the table?” He peered at the label. “For sixty-five dollars, it ought to be in the refrigerator. It’s leaking blood.”

No kiss. No how was your day? Kathryn was suddenly nauseated by the sight of the dark-red streak slowly inching its way across the table. “It’s the leg of lamb for tonight’s dinner. Today’s Friday.”

“It will have to wait. We’ve been invited to a get-together this evening. Dr. Camden’s having an impromptu birthday party for Barbara Stratton. It’s her fortieth, and I promised we’d come. I just heard about it today. Didn’t you get my text?”

Kathryn could hear the edge to his tone, stinging as a paper cut across a tender spot. He wouldn’t have been in the mood for their date night anyway. Blood rushed to her temples as she got up to clean the mess, but Drew was already at the paper dispenser. With his usual efficiency, he snatched off towels to catch the red trickle before it could drip to the floor. She watched his deft hands wrap the leg in fresh paper towels to store in the refrigerator.

“No, I didn’t get your text. Do we have to go?” Her lips felt stiff as wood. “I’ve had an unusual day, and I was looking forward to a relaxing night together and telling you about it.” Barbara Stratton was his surgical nurse, the hospital’s mother based on her position. She’d taken Drew under her wing when he first came to Winston General. They were both very fond of her, but why tonight, of all nights?

“I’m sorry, honey,” he said in a more mollified tone, “but we do. Barbara would be hurt if we didn’t.”

“All right,” she heard herself say, wondering at her own voice, afraid to ask her husband for the truth of his whereabouts.

He looked at her again. “Did you know you’re still in your coat? You must have just gotten in. And where is your bracelet?”

Blankly, Kathryn looked down. Her left wrist was beginning to swell and bruise. Her precious bracelet was missing. Frantically, she pushed up her raincoat sleeve. Not there. Oh, God. It must have come undone when she bumped her arm against the Range Rover. It had probably been pulverized into gold dust by now. “I . . . must have lost it when I fell,” she said, her head continuing to throb, beating in time to the rain drumming the windows, the dirge of April.

“Oh, Kath, how many times did I remind you to get the clasp fixed?” Gently he took her hand to examine her wrist. “How did you fall?”

While I was running from my stalker. “I slipped in the parking lot.”

He let go of her hand. “Thankfully your wrist isn’t broken, but you need to be more careful. You should try calling the market. Hopefully someone’s found your bracelet and turned it in. A bracelet like that . . . It can’t be replaced, you know.”

His voice was soft with dismay, disapproval. To her it wasn’t the cost of the bracelet but the sentimental value. It reminded her of their young love, their children, the life that they had built together. And now it was gone. “Yes, Drew, I know,” Kathryn said. “You don’t have to remind me.”

Drew had proposed to her under a rose-covered arbor in full splendor at the Houston Botanical Gardens. He’d said with sorrow in his eyes, “I wish I could give you a ring, but do you need one to tell the world that you are engaged to a man who loves you with all his heart?” Her wedding ring was the plain gold band still on her finger. She’d eschewed the practice of trading it in for the three- and five-carat diamond sparklers that some doctors’ wives sported when their husbands began to make money. The bracelet was enough. Drew had presented it to her five years after he’d proposed. He’d bought it with his first substantial paycheck as a resident, spending almost all their money on a down payment that had taken him a year to pay off.

“I saw it and had to get it for you, Kath. It’s a reminder of the day we started,” he’d said, proudly clasping the chain of tiny rosebuds inlaid with diamond chips around her wrist. The charms were in honor of their three children. Hardly a day had gone by that she had not worn it.

Kathryn picked up the phone to the sound of another vicious slap of rain against the darkened kitchen window. “I’ll call City Market now.”

“I’ll make us a couple of martinis while you do,” Drew said. “You look like you could use one.”





Chapter Five

They drove in almost total silence the ten miles to Elizabeth Camden’s town house, the windshield wipers as hypnotic as a pendulum. Kathryn was stewing more than she should be about the lost bracelet, but it had shaken her. The market had promised to call if anyone turned it in, and there wasn’t much to do but prepare for the party. Kathryn knew she did not look her best in her black dress. She’d been dismayed when she asked Drew for his opinion, and he simply looked up from his cuff links, said, “You look nice,” and looked back down as he fumbled with his wrists.

“Do you at least have an opinion about my hair?”

“I said you look nice.” He smiled. “Hurry up, we don’t want to be late.”

Drew’s dismissiveness didn’t help her confidence, and she already felt out of place among the other wives. Susan Jackson and Anne Lawson, young second wives of cardiologists at Winston General, inevitably showed up with designer clothing and the latest procedure from their plastic surgeon. It irked her how much they lit up when Drew was around.

“Who will be at the party?” she asked.

“Only those closest to Barbara, which will eliminate our hospital administrator, the witch from hell Hensley. I don’t imagine there will be many. Dr. Camden’s work hours haven’t allowed her to make many new friends.”

Kathryn had barely met Elizabeth Camden, Winston’s brightest addition to
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