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Chapter One

[image: ]


Swing Low, Sweet Chariot

Does dreaming you’re dead mean that you really die? The question came to Tori slowly as she stirred from oblivious sleep, first stretching her feet downward between the smooth sheets, twisting her hips to a more comfortable position, and finally opening her eyes enough to see that it was day. “Wake up, Van Camp,” she mumbled, but her dread didn’t dissipate as nightmares do when faced with sunlight.

As full memory returned, Tori’s eyes opened fully. She clutched her chest, dreading the warm, sticky blood certain to be there. A man had aimed a pistol directly at her. The gun had a soda bottle duct-taped to the muzzle to make a homemade silencer. A twitch of the man’s hand was followed by an odd thumping noise, and she collapsed, disbelieving. After that was nothing.

The hand at her chest found nothing unusual. There was no blood, and she was perfectly whole. Still, the image of death did not recede. The memory became more vivid, not less, the feeling it had really happened more intense. Tori could almost hear the doorbell, her footsteps as she went to answer it, the few words spoken, and the muted shot that followed.

It was not that she felt dead, and a glance at a mirror to her right revealed she didn’t look dead, either. Was her impression of death a dream? It had to be, and yet, it was so clear. It was a Sunday, and she had been in her apartment. A man in some sort of delivery service jacket had rung the doorbell and asked in a sniffling, agitated manner if she was Tori Van Camp. Receiving a “yes,” he had pulled the gun with its makeshift silencer from a canvas bag he carried and, with a nervous twitch in his cheek that corresponded to the twitch of his index finger, shot her.

She remembered nothing else, no walking toward a light, no welcome from Grandma Mueller. Grandma was undoubtedly too busy toting an oversized cup of nickels around some afterlife casino to take time to greet new arrivals. But why the memory of dying? What sort of dream was that for someone who had just reached twenty-five?

Three crisp knocks on the door startled her out of her strange reverie, and Tori took note of her surroundings for the first time. That was unnerving, for the room was totally unfamiliar. Slightly institutional, the place was on the upscale side of hotel chic: a large room with attractive drapes that matched the coverlet as well as a border that circled the walls at ceiling height in a Monet-like iris pattern in blues and greens. A small walk-in closet stood open and empty except for wooden hangers of the type that disconnect from their hooks. Beyond that, a good-sized bathroom showed through an open door, bright-white tiled walls with designs in Mediterranean blue scattered throughout.

On the dresser at bedside sat a telephone and a small tray with a coffee maker, Columbian coffee, both decaf and regular, and Earl Grey tea in two varieties. A large credenza opposite held a television, its remote resting on top. The whole look added up to something like Holiday Inn. The problem was Tori didn’t recall going on a vacation or even planning one. How had she gotten time off work? Who was watching the cats?

The distinctive three-knock pattern came again, and Tori tossed aside the thick, soft comforter and set her feet onto a carpet almost equally soft. A downward glance revealed familiar clothes: sweat pants and a T-shirt that read Books, Cats: Life Is Good.

On the other side of the door was a petite blond woman with darkly tanned skin and more makeup than a CNN anchor. Attractive in that expensively cared-for way women on television have, she wore a blazer that was bluer than blue, a pleated white skirt that reached precisely to her knees, and natural leather pumps with three-inch heels. It was a uniform of sorts, the kind that isn’t supposed to look like one but invariably does. Expensive perfume radiated from her, indicating, at least to Tori, overcompensation.

The woman’s champagne-colored hair had suffered a few too many dye-jobs, but it was attractively styled, pulled back into a curly little bun with a scrunchie that matched the blazer to perfection. She obviously had a thing for gold. There were three gold rings on each hand, gold hoops in each earlobe, bands running up the ear edges, and a gold necklace with a heart-shaped pendant.

The woman must have been smiling even before the door opened, but the smile got bigger as she spoke. “Ms. Van Camp? I’m Cinda, your hostess, okay? How was your rest?” The words came in the professionally caring tone people such as nurses and waitresses seem required under oath to adopt.

“Um, fine,” Tori replied uncertainly.

“Super!” Cinda exclaimed, more excited by the reply than was necessary. “Rest is the best thing, I say.”

Confused by the banal opening remarks, Tori tried to ignore the perfume’s heady effect and the woman’s over-the-top cheeriness. “I have some questions.”

“Of course you do.” Cinda tilted her head coquettishly. She was definitely of the perky persuasion, and while the ability to be upbeat at all times might be admirable, Tori suspected it often came from a superficial understanding of circumstances. Still, Cinda was here, apparently charged with being helpful.

“Okay, let’s see. Your questions will be answered at...” she held a clipboard and, pulling a pencil with an abrupt rip from a little Velcro pad that secured it, used its point to make her way down a sheet of names. “...ten this morning, Office 112 D, if that’s convenient for you.” The reference to Tori’s convenience must have been pure diplomacy, since she didn’t wait for a reply. “Until then you’re free to explore, okay? Breakfast is here on Deck E, and the fitness center on D is open all the time. You might get a massage, take a sauna, or visit the gym.”

“But, I don’t understand what’s happened.”

“Of course you don’t.” Cinda put a hand on Tori’s arm in a gesture that could only be called rehearsed. “That’s why you’re meeting Nancy at ten. Until then, enjoy the facilities, okay?”

Irrationally, Tori thought of the least important thing at that moment. “I have no other clothes.”

This was something Cinda was equipped to handle, and genuine enthusiasm shone through. “Okay. Down this corridor, third door on the right. They’ll fix you up.” With a business-like flourish, she replaced the pencil on the sticky pad. “Have a pleasant trip.”

“Trip?” Tori repeated.

Cinda’s smile got even wider, although Tori noticed it didn’t warm her rather flat eyes. “Nancy will explain.” She shook a finger in mock sternness, tilted her perfectly coiffed head to one side, and cranked the wattage on her smile up to full. “You relax until then, okay?”

The last “okay” did it. A confused sort of anger overcame Tori’s usual politeness, and she felt her face heat up. Where in the world was she, who was this Cinda, who was the yet unseen Nancy, and how could anyone tell her to relax when she had no idea where she was or what was going on?

“But—” She glanced back into the room, empty of anything personal, any clue to why she was there. Turning again to the doorway, she raised her finger to wave it under Cinda’s pert little (probably bobbed) nose, but Cinda was no longer there. It seemed her smile hung behind her for a few seconds, like the Cheshire Cat, but otherwise Tori stood looking at an empty corridor.
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Chapter Two
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Welcome to the Jungle

The cop who’d been first on the scene tried to behave as if he saw blood-soaked murder victims every day. He was young, and his uniform, with its “Grand Rapids Police Department” insignia on the blue shirt, was almost out-of-the-box new. Madison was pretty sure this was the first attractive female the guy had found shot dead in her quiet little apartment.

It was Sunday evening, and Madison had taken the call, driving from his place on the northwest side to an apartment building on the other side of Division, the street that separated Grand Rapids in half. Fulton Street crossed just south of there, further dividing the city into quadrants called, logically enough, Northeast, Northwest, Southeast, and Southwest Grand Rapids. Tori Van Camp lived in the Northeast sector. Had lived, he corrected himself. Past tense.

He glanced at a photo on the wall, the dead girl and someone who was probably a relative posed with their arms around each other in front of the Space Needle. Madison glanced at the body on the floor, comparing the corpse with her picture. She showed traces of Dutch ancestry, white-blond hair framing a softly rounded face, Delft-blue eyes that apparently needed no corrective lenses, full lips and cheeks that looked faintly rosy within a clear, slightly pale complexion. He guessed she’d been almost the same height as he was, six feet.

The rookie cop—Barrett, according to his badge—was the earnest type who enters police work with a sincere desire to protect good citizens. That was hard to do when they were already dead. He kept shifting his weight, his gaze drawn to the corpse as if fascinated yet repelled. His nose twitched in rebellion at the smell of death in the room. “She wasn’t bad looking,” he said to no one in particular.

“Yeah,” Madison answered grimly. “Bet she looked a lot better without that hole in her chest.” A .44 slug made an almost innocuous entry but on exit created a real mess. Blood spread around the woman in a dark, irregular circle. The others, intent on their tasks, paid the comments no mind.

The young cop watched Madison closely, apparently anxious to learn about murder investigation procedures. As the second largest city in Michigan, Grand Rapids had its share of crime, but this case seemed different already: no obvious connection to drugs, no violent quarrel reported by the neighbors. The girl had moved to Michigan fairly recently, according to Barrett. The building was in a safe neighborhood, and the victim seemed unlikely for any crime more serious than jaywalking. The rookie’s gaze followed the detective’s as he surveyed the apartment, taking in the whole before breaking it down into usable clues.

The place smelled of blood, of course, but under that was the scent of Pine-Sol or something like it. The girl was dressed casually, and there was a bucket inverted in the kitchen sink. She had been cleaning, had probably just finished when the knock came on the door. Madison stepped into the hallway and checked. Not a knock, a bell. He tried it, causing an irritating buzz that made the forensics guys frown before returning to work.

There were books everywhere, an eclectic mix of classics, mysteries, and bestsellers. The girl had definitely been a reader. Other than that, the apartment was furnished in what Madison thought of as “girl style.” Although nothing in the place was expensive, there were added touches women seem to require, like birds feathering their nests. A bright pink throw pillow on the gray love seat coordinated with gray-and-pink tab-top curtains, and other items in the room echoed those colors. For contrast, small rose quartz ornaments were set in several areas, their paleness complementing the brighter pinks. Madison thought of his own place, furnished in what he liked to call “separation chic,” whatever he got to keep when a relationship ended.

Stepping into the bedroom, Madison started briefly at a sound from the half-open closet but relaxed when its source became clear. A cat had bumped against the louvered door in its haste to get out of his sight. In the opposite corner he saw the gleam of a second pair of yellow eyes. Two cats, spooked by the presence of strangers and death in their domain.

He scanned the room. The bed was neatly made, the dresser arranged just so with an array of bottles and tubes containing more girl stuff. He saw more books, a few posters on the wall depicting scenes of natural beauty in what might be the Cascade Mountains, and some kitschy stuff probably bought on sightseeing trips.

“We’re done here,” someone from the forensics team called. “Okay if they take her?” He returned for a final look at Victoria Van Camp, homicide victim.

The body lay where it had fallen, and Madison bent once more to examine it closely. She must have died almost instantly. Looking up, he noticed the young cop still hovering, his expression eager. The kid wanted to be of help but had become extraneous once he had reported the crime. Madison took pity on him. “Why don’t you talk to the neighbors, see if anyone saw a stranger come up here?”

“Right.” Glad to have a concrete task, Barrett left the apartment, carefully sidestepping the area around the body. He avoided touching the door frame too. Well-trained, Madison noted, probably hadn’t screwed up the scene the way some rookies did.

The girl lay inside the doorway on her back. Except for the hole in her chest and the stillness of her form, she might have been examining the ceiling above for cobwebs. She’d been shot once and fallen backward into the apartment, allowing the killer to simply close the door on his work. There’d have been noise, but people in apartment buildings learn to ignore occasional bumps and thumps in order to get along together. Only the concern of her neighbor had prevented the crime from going undiscovered for days.

Everyone with a job to do on scene was finished, and they waited patiently for his okay. Madison nodded to the attendants, who moved efficiently to take the body away to where it would be probed, sliced, and minutely examined. Not a nice thing for a pretty girl, and not the type of crime he saw often. Grand Rapids had a better reputation than Detroit, a genteel background as the furniture capital of the Midwest, and a lot of wealthy residents, though not so many now that Michigan’s economy was in deep trouble. Still, respectable citizens expected to be safe in their own apartments. Madison would be pressured to solve this one before the press made noises about police incompetence.

His next task was an interview with the neighbor who had called Barrett in. Madison went next door to his place, where the man had been taken to recover from the shock he’d suffered. The manager was with him, Barrett reported, because the old guy had taken the girl’s death hard.

Madison rapped on the door, calling out his name, and a forty-ish woman in mismatched, spotted polyester answered, ignoring the badge he flashed and opening the door wide. “He’ll be right out. Go ahead and sit. I’ve got to get back to painting 6A.” With that, she was gone. A line from a poem read in high school flashed through Madison’s head, something about people moving on, since they were not the ones dead.

Once the door closed behind the manager, Madison waited. A rhythmic click sounded from the bedroom, and in the doorway the apartment’s occupant appeared, leaning heavily on a walker propelled before him with snail-like progress. Various odors of extreme age preceded him, among them arthritis rub and the faint smell of urine. Along with the man came an equally arthritic dog, its metal I.D. tag clinking as it waddled forward at his side. It was one of those rag-mop things, its eyes almost hidden by tufts of hair, and its tail a complete circle of fluff.

“Come in, sit,” the old man said loudly. “I’ll get there, just give me time.”

Madison complied, although he debated helping the old guy. The place was stuffed with—well, stuff. Dated furniture and other detritus of a long life was packed in until there was barely room to move around. Madison imagined the sifting process that had occurred, perhaps through several residences, downsizing each time until what he saw represented four-score years of life.

The man pushed the walker ahead by inches, using his arms to support as much weight as possible as he forced his reluctant feet to catch up to it. Finally, he reached the chair that was apparently his accustomed place and, with painful slowness, backed up to it and collapsed downward, knees unable to slow his descent. Air rushed from the chair seat in a whoosh of protest. As he shoved the walker aside and regarded Madison expectantly, the dog waited, its whole body a question. When no invitation was issued to the chair, the creature sank with a sigh to a resting position on the floor, head on its front paws.

Louisineau was the man’s name, and he spelled it for the detective. “No one ever gets it right. French, y’ know, like Louise-in-awe.” Mr. Louisineau had probably never been tall, but at eighty-plus he was shriveled and bent like grapevines in the land of his birth. His clothes, decades outdated, looked almost uninhabited. His pants were rolled up at the hems to accommodate a loss of height, and suspenders had been added to keep them up. The waistband gaped half-empty between the clasps. His bony head sat precariously on a skinny neck that was all chords. Only his ears hadn’t shrunk. They lay along his face like the fins of an angel fish. Frail and unsteady at best, he was stunned by the death of his neighbor as well.

Friends called her Tori, he informed Madison. She had moved in several months ago and within a week had knocked on his door and announced she intended to become his girlfriend.

“She was kiddin’, you know,” the old man said with a dry chuckle, “but we sorta took care of each other. She did stuff for me, and I paid her back with cookies. She loved my oatmeal cookies, said it made her day when she came home and smelled ’em baking.” Madison guessed the girl had waxed eloquent about the baked goods to make the old guy feel less beholden for her kindnesses.

Louisineau was anxious to tell his story, to get things rolling, he said, so they could catch the killer. He probably watched Law and Order reruns and assumed the crime would be solved neatly, like Jerry used to do it, but Madison already doubted that. If the old man’s assessment of Tori was correct, this case would be different.

The man’s account of the discovery of Tori’s body came with frequent clicking of false teeth that no longer fit his gums. “I heard a knock on her door about two, heard her answer. The walls in this place are like paper.” Madison made no comment, just nodded and took a drink of the soda the old man had insisted he get from the fridge. In his twenty years as a cop, he had learned to shut up and let them tell it the way they wanted.

“Anyways, I heard Tori answer. A man asked if she was Victoria Van Camp, and she said she was. Then I heard a funny sound, like somebody dropped something. I started for the peephole to see what was going on, but I’m pretty slow these days. The door slammed shut, and all I got was a glimpse of someone heading down the stairway, a guy with one of those black knit hats the punks pull way down till they look like morons.” He stopped, apparently considering further comment on the punks of the world, but decided against it.

“That’s all I saw, the back of his head disappearing down the stairs. I figured he delivered a package, something he set down heavy, but it’s Sunday, so that was a little bit odd. The door to Tori’s place was shut, so I didn’t think much of it.” His voice quivered and he stopped for a moment, determined not to seem weak but obviously distraught. After a moment he went on, voice under control. “Later I called to see if she’d walk Scruff.”

At the sound of his name, the dog raised his head, intelligent eyes focused on Louisineau. Again no invitation was forthcoming, so the dog went back to napping.

“She does—did—that now Arthur’s got me so bad. You know, Arthur-itis.” The old man held up a gnarled hand, fingers turned inward at odd angles. Madison nodded. Arthritis and osteoporosis, no wonder he was slow getting around.

“She didn’t answer the phone, but I knew she was home from earlier. I waited, thinking she was in the shower or something. Finally, I went over and knocked on the door, still no answer. It wasn’t like her to take naps or wear them headphones that keep you from hearing stuff. I got to thinking about the funny sound and the thump, so I called the station and that—” His lips almost said kid but he switched to “—officer there was real good about it. Didn’t give me no crap about was I sure, like I don’t know nothing. He came right up and knocked on her door himself. When she didn’t answer, he got the manager to let him look, and that’s how we found her.”

“She died instantly,” Madison told him. “You couldn’t have prevented it.”

The man’s head drooped as if from the weight of the discovery, and his deeply-lined face turned slack. He rubbed gnarled hands on his polyester pant-legs in agitation. “Who’d do that to a nice kid like Tori?” he asked Madison, looking up at him with red-rimmed eyes. Not knowing Tori but having known other “nice kids” with all kinds of secrets, Madison simply rose, shook Louisineau’s bony hand, and thanked him for the soda and his help.

.
Chapter Three
I Got Shoes

A few doors down from the room where Tori struggled with her questions, a striking man knocked twice, turned the knob, stuck his head inside a cabin, and said without preamble, “I might have a job for you.”

The occupant of the room lay on the bed, fully clothed. His feet, shoes and all, were carelessly crossed on the light-colored coverlet. Although he wasn’t handsome, the interest that registered on his face changed it, showing an appealing liveliness. He sat up, attention focused on his visitor.

“What do you need, Mike?” The voice was raspy and, combined with a yellow-stained index finger and a certain nervous reaching toward the mouth, signaled an ex-smoker. Something in the man’s manner hinted the “ex” part wasn’t by his own choice.

Mike stepped into the room, which echoed with emptiness. The only personality evident was a battered fedora thrown carelessly over a lamp in the corner. “How do you stay so long in a place and make no attempt to make it home?”

“What’s the point?” the man on the bed replied. “Tell me, and I’ll consider adding throw pillows and a piano.”

Mike raised a hand, conceding defeat. “A woman was murdered, and it’s your turn, if that’s the way it goes.” Mike hoped for a different result, but arrangements were made for all eventualities. “She’s only twenty-five.”

The thin shoulders drooped in disappointment. “Young ones are the worst,” he lamented. “All that crying.”

“I know, but we have to be prepared if she asks.”

The oddly-shaped head rolled sideways in resignation. “All right. I’ll be ready.”

“I thought you would.” Mike left, knowing the work was welcome despite the occupant’s apparent reluctance.

***
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Left with the odd sensation that Cinda had literally disappeared into the air, Tori waited in the room for a while, trying to decide what came next. Never in her life had she been so disoriented. The clear memory of dying stayed with her, but obviously, she was not dead. She walked, she talked, people talked to her. “I think, therefore I am,” she muttered, but I see dead people echoed back.

The image of the sniffling young man with the gun was clear, the size of the barrel magnified by her fear. She pictured his finger as he pulled the trigger and felt, if not pain—what? The room around her now, foreign as it might be, seemed real, the surfaces touchable and solid. There was a fresh tinge to the air like seashore visits of her youth. Or did she imagine the smell of salt?

She appeared to be on a cruise, where or why, she didn’t know. Was she the victim of amnesia, awakening to find she’d done things in some altered consciousness that she no longer remembered? Was she one of those people who wakes years later from a coma, their external wounds long healed, their minds finally resuming function? She should have asked Cinda what year it was. Peering through the peephole, she checked the corridor for someone to ask. It was empty. A clock on the nightstand suggested a reason: it was 6:30 a.m. If she was on a cruise, the passengers were probably still sleeping off last night’s luau or Caribbean Night.

What would Mom do in this situation? Tori often used the question as a guide, since she admired the no-nonsense attitude her mother had always taken toward life. Deal with it. She could almost hear the voice in her ear. Mom had dealt with raising two girls alone after her husband died. She had dealt with crummy waitress jobs, long hours, skimpy pay, and cranky bosses. She had not been able to deal with pancreatitis, which dealt her the Death card though she had none of the usual indicators. Even that she’d met head on, fighting until her resources were exhausted. Mary Van Camp had always faced the future. Would she have waited meekly in this impersonal stateroom for some strange appointment to happen? Tori doubted it.

After a few minutes of walking and wondering, she made a decision. She’d find someone who could tell her where she was. Theories that formed in her mind were all equally improbable. No explanation fit what she knew of her situation. I am on what seems to be a ship without knowing why, but with the memory of being shot by a Person Unknown. I’ve moved from Point A to Point B without choosing to, but I’m expected here, at least by Miss Perky.

She peeped out at the empty corridor. “I’ll see what’s out there after I visit the bathroom. There,” she told the mirror as she passed. “Would a dead person have to pee?”

Tori left the safety of her stateroom a few minutes later, entering a corridor that stretched equal lengths to the right and left of her doorway. Memorizing the number on the door, “1245E,” she closed it behind her, checking first to be sure the handle turned from the outside. It wouldn’t do to be locked out of her room, if she could call it hers.

Two doors down on the right, a sign said “Apparel.” After knocking timidly, Tori heard a musical voice call, “Come in,” and she opened the door to find what looked like a dry cleaners. A chubby Asian man sat at the counter, and behind him stretched a curved rack of clothing hung in plastic bags.

“What can I do you for?” the man asked with a friendly grin. He looked forty but might have been older. The light blue shirt he wore had a tag that read “Li” above the breast pocket, which held several pencils in a plastic sheath. A tuft of black hair stood straight up at the top of his head, although efforts had been made with some sort of goo to make it do otherwise. A pair of oversized, black-rimmed glasses rested on his forehead, resembling an ineffective visor. His eyes crinkled in welcome as he waved Tori forward.

The sound of the door closing behind her made her jump, but Tori stepped forward. “Uh, they said I can get something to wear here.”

“Whatcha want?”

She’d never ordered clothes at a counter before. “I don’t know.”

The man’s manner changed to briskly professional, as if he got this a lot. “What’s your schedule?”

“Uh, Cinda said I should get breakfast then go to the spa. I have an appointment with Nancy at ten.” I sound like I know what I’m talking about.

Li’s advice was businesslike. “Okay. For the spa and breakfast, how about this?” Punching a button, he watched the line of garments behind him rotate until the desired item appeared. Stopping the conveyer, he reached back and unhooked a hanger from its place with a rustle of protective plastic. A soft terry outfit in coral showed through the clear cover. A cardboard tag attached read 12.

“That’s great,” Tori said with a surprised smile. “My size and everything.” She reached under the plastic to touch the fabric’s inner side. Soft, the way she liked it.

“You get pretty good at guessing in this job,” Li answered in a matter-of-fact tone. “Now for Nancy, you want something else.” Pressing the button again, he watched while hundreds of garments sped by. It only took a few seconds, but Tori concluded the line Li controlled was longer than any conveyer she’d seen before.

The subdued whirr came to a halt. “Here’s a nice one, or if you prefer,” a quick press brought up a second choice, “this would look good on you.” With a gesture born of practice, he placed before her on the counter a little red dress with cap sleeves and an A-line design that would flatter her figure. Beside it, he laid a two-piece outfit in deep green. A small, clear bag slung over each hanger contained accessories. “I’ll take the dress,” Tori decided. “They’re both great. Thanks.”

“You can always come back for the other,” Li said. “The rule is two at a time, but there’s no limit on how many times you come in.”

“I see,” she said, though she didn’t. Rules? Whose rules? Taking the dress, she turned to go.

“Wait, Miss. Shoes?” 

Tori had found her Nikes beside the bed before leaving her room, but the dress required something else. Li slid open a panel in the countertop to reveal a window below it. As he pushed a second button, a wheel of some sort muttered under the counter, and pairs of shoes revolved past at a dizzying pace. “Color, size, style?” Li asked.

“Um, white—no, natural leather.” White made her feet look bigger. “Size ten, maybe a sandal with a low heel?”

The wheel sped on its circuit, and the shoes took only a few seconds longer to appear than it took to request them. Li opened the glass lid and pulled out a pair of huaraches that complemented the dress. Tori smelled new leather, and, touching them, found they were soft as butter. It seemed they spared no expense to please folks in this place.

“I wish shoe shopping were this easy at Penney’s,” she told Li with a grin.

“No problem,” he said amiably. “Like I said, exchange them anytime.” He put the shoes in a bag, slid it over the garment hangers, and held the bundle out to her.

“How much will all this cost?” Tori was embarrassed to ask. Probably people on luxury cruises didn’t worry about whether they could afford the amenities.

“All taken care of. Enjoy.”

“Thanks.” She took the clothing, slung it over her shoulder suspended from two fingers, and then paused. “I wonder if you can tell me—”

“Go see Nancy,” Li interrupted. “She’s the one to ask.” He picked up a clipboard and wrote as he muttered to himself, “Dress D10784, suit J88884, and shoes S45401. Enjoy, Miss Van Camp.”

Tori, who had just opened the door, was surprised to hear him use her name, but when she turned back to ask how he knew it, Li was gone.

She returned to her room, hung up the dress, and took a shower. Afterward she put on the soft terry pants and top, feeling better to be clean in clean clothes. What should she do with the time between now and ten o’clock? If she sat in this stateroom, she’d go crazy. Cinda had mentioned a spa. Although not a faithful exerciser, Tori enjoyed a workout, especially when she had things to think over. This was certainly one of those times.

Feeling a little better for having made a decision, she left the room again. The help here didn’t seem inclined to be talkative, but there must be other guests. Maybe someone at the spa could shed light on her situation.

She turned at the sound of approaching footsteps. From an intersecting corridor stepped a man, shorter than she and at least a decade older. He wore a pin-striped brown suit that might kindly be termed “vintage.” The tie almost hid the white shirt beneath, and the collar was tucked inside lapels big enough to require yard markers. A wide-brimmed, brown felt hat set off the whole outfit. Maybe they have costume parties on board and he’s decked out as Al Capone. Still, he might answer a question.

“Excuse me, are you a passenger or an employee?”

The question amused him. “I guess a little of both.” His voice was gravelly. Too many cigarettes, Tori thought.

“Can you tell me—I mean, what is this place?”

“When’s your appointment with Nancy?”

Tori blinked. Did everyone know about Nancy and her appointment? “Uh, ten o’clock.”

The man had to look up at her, since the top of his head came just above her shoulder. “Take your questions to her,” he said curtly.

He was all business, and he was no picture, either. His face was deeply lined from years in the sun, but it probably hadn’t been much to look at even before that. There was no sense to it: the mouth looked too big for the chin and the nose took up more than its usually allotted space in the center. The eyes saved the whole. Almost black and deep-set, they shone with intelligence, and heavy brows framed an intense gaze that took in everything about her. It was a face that reacted to nothing, merely waited to see what came next. Still, she sensed he offered his best advice, as had Cinda and Li. She’d ask Nancy.

The man moved off, down the corridor, his footsteps shuffling on the passageway even after he turned a corner and disappeared from sight. At least someone in this place came and went normally.
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Chapter Four
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She’s So Unusual

On the morning after the murder, Detective Madison visited PLK Investments, where Tori Van Camp had been a PA, a personal assistant, which he’d have called a secretary. PLK was located on the east side of the Grand River, fairly close to the high-rising, expensive office buildings of the city center. It held itself a little apart from them, however, trumpeting the solidity of a self-contained edifice with a dignified stone front and simple gold lettering to identify its purpose, INVESTMENTS.

Madison learned there were three partners: Amos Pollard, the founder and the “P” in the firm’s initials, and two younger (though not young) men, Craig Loomis and Syd Kellerman, representing the “L” and the “K” of the partnership. In addition, there were three associate brokers, three personal assistants, and an intern who helped with various tasks as a way of learning the business. Each PA worked for two brokers but as a group fell under the management of an administrator, Jennise Bowdlin. Madison began his interviews with her. He was not impressed.

“This is awful,” the woman’s bleated as she entered the unused office where he had established a base. “To think our Tori had to suffer so!”

He should have known better, not being born yesterday, but he tried anyway. “She didn’t suffer, ma’am. Death was instantaneous.”

He might as well have kept quiet.

“It’s awful,” she repeated dramatically. “Tragic. I can’t believe this could happen to us!”

Jennise Bowdlin was probably forty years old with large, watery eyes and very little chin which, combined with her unique voice, called to mind a sheep. She was dressed in traditional business wear, a navy suit with red accents. Gold-rimmed half-glasses hung on a cord around her neck, and her dark hair was gelled into the currently popular stiff spikes Madison thought looked ridiculous on anyone over thirteen. Prominent fingernails coordinated with her outfit, navy with tiny red diagonal lines across each. She carried a Lucite clipboard that seemed a permanent part of her left arm. Resigned, he waited for the performance to wind down.

“What can be done about these madmen?” Jennise paced dramatically before him. “We can’t have young women being struck down in their own homes.”

Resisting the urge to ask where she’d prefer them struck down, Madison said, “We don’t know yet who did it.”

“One of those dope fiends,” she almost shouted. “He shouldn’t be hard to catch.” The tone implied more: If you know your job. If you do your job.

“And why is that, ma’am?” He couldn’t help imitating Joe Friday’s deadpan, but she missed the irony as she fumbled for words simple enough for the ignorant policeman. 

“He’ll act strangely, won’t he? He just killed someone.”

Madison sighed inwardly and changed the subject. “Can you tell me anything about Miss Van Camp that might help us find her killer?”

Gazing at the ceiling, she considered. “Nothing I can think of right now.”

“Who here was close to her?”

“Well, the receptionist you spoke with, Yvonne, is friendly with everyone, to the point that her efficiency suffers.” The little aside was accompanied by a raised eyebrow. “But they weren’t that close, mostly because Tori was Yvonne’s relief for lunch. Having separate lunch hours limited the time they had to get acquainted.”

“I see.”

Jennise chewed on the stem of her glasses briefly. “You might speak to Carmon. She changed her own lunch hour to one o’clock so she and Tori could eat together.” Jennise’s wrinkled nose betrayed disapproval. “It surprised me. Carmon’s a bit of a loner.” Her tone suggested she might have added “loser” as well. “She’s efficient enough, but you never see her chatting with people or going out for drinks after work. Tori was her only friend here.”

“Then I’d like to speak to her next.”

Jennise consulted her clipboard unnecessarily, as if underlining her importance, and returned to lamenting. “It’s a terrible loss. Tori was coming along so well.” She patted her hair in an unconscious gesture of self-congratulation. “I’d worked with her, of course. She was so young, and she was from some Podunk-type town, so she was pretty naïve. But she was teachable, not as resistant as some.” From her tone, Madison guessed the office manager had a specific person in mind. Carmon, maybe, the one she
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