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      Happy families are all alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own way.

      
        
        —Leo Tolstoy

        Anna Karenina

      

      

      

      If you talk to God, you are praying; if God talks to you, you have schizophrenia.

      
        
        —Thomas Szasz
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      It was Al MacNamara's first day on the job as police chief for Pyrite, Missouri, and he didn't want to fuck up. It wasn't that he couldn't get another job if he did. After fourteen years pounding the streets along Chicago's Area Six, he could walk into damn near any metropolitan area he wanted and get work. He had enough commendations, not too many complaints, and only one ex-wife who still really hassled him. Forty was a year or two away and, according to his medical records, the steel plate in his head would only cause problems in airports.

      But when he'd spent his medical leave poring over the ads in the law enforcement magazines, he'd ignored the name of every city big enough to be recognized. If he'd been wanting excitement and challenge he would have just stayed in Chicago. He'd spent all those hours while his eye had been bandaged closed looking for someplace just like Pyrite.

      It was Monday evening, and the town was all but shut down for the night. Harry Truman High was in the basketball play-offs, which meant that except for the Pizza Hut, where the victorious champions would return to celebrate, the majority of businesses were locked and empty. Everybody was at the game.

      With two square blocks of downtown, Pyrite sported the latest in video stores and the most vintage of hardware stores. It had the obligatory funeral home and used car dealership that labeled it a two-horse town, and three stop lights just to slow down the high school kids on Friday night.

      Tucked into the northern folds of the Ozarks, Pyrite had once been a bustling little mining town. Now, though, it was just another struggling county seat a hundred or so miles south of St. Louis, in an area where the unemployment rate hovered in the teens. The town square boasted a Civil War monument, the Rock of Ages Baptist Church was the tallest building in town, and the city hall was housed in what had been Pyrite's only brush with supermarket convenience. After Chicago, just what Mac needed right now.

      It was a town to walk, and that was what Mac was doing. He wasn't really used to it anymore, after the years in a black-and-white and then the detective's bureau. His senses were still too keen from surviving the projects to enjoy an easy stroll down Main Street. Last time he had walked a street he had been eyefucked by every gangbanger on the block. Tonight two little old ladies invited him to dinner, and the proprietor of the Kozy Kitchen intercepted him with a free cup of coffee. A long way from Cabrini Green.

      For the first time in fifteen years, he could smell the fresh hint of spring on the damp night air. He heard a mourning dove in the tree in front of the barbershop and saw people sitting on their front porches. He was back walking a beat in a uniform, and he felt pretty damn good. Not a bad way to start a new job.

      He had just turned from Main onto Elm when he saw it. Or maybe he sensed it first. After this long, Mac no longer differentiated.

      "Aw, shit."

      A shadow, back in the alley. A faint scratching noise. A very low curse.

      A funny itching at the back of his neck.

      No mistaking that. Out of place here in Mayberry, but much too familiar from the real world to ignore.

      Mac reached for his gun. Damn, not on his first night. Not on his first goddamn day here. He didn't even realize that he was already sweating, or that his gut had automatically curled into a hard knot. When he drew his gun though, his hand was shaking, and it made him curse again.

      Carefully, he stepped across the street and back onto the sidewalk. No use taking a bad guy out in the alley. It was a lesson he'd learned a long time ago in Chicago. Attempted got a slap. Catch 'em with their sneaky little toes over the threshold, though, and you had yourself a righteous collar with at least a chance at a sentence.

      Mac took one more look around to see the streets still empty except for the appliance dealer across Main who was just locking up. But just his luck, there was somebody on the other side of that door that the perp was testing. There were lights on in the shop and the shudder of movement behind the desk. Taking a deep, slow breath to slow the sudden staccato of his heart rate, Mac reached out with his left hand and opened the door of the How Do I Love Thee Flower Shop.

      "Oh, I'm sorry, we're closed," the little lady behind the counter immediately announced before her parchment and peach features folded into recognition. "Oh, Chief MacNamara, how lovely."

      Mac lifted a finger to his mouth to silence her as he crept in, the gun held flat against his back where it wouldn't surprise her into really giving him away.

      "Ma'am—" he began, sidestepping the horseshoe of carnations that read "To our lodge brother and most devoted bison" and heading for a counter that spilled over with ribbons and cards and charitable donation boxes.

      The birdlike woman barely cleared the cash register. She was patting at hair the consistency and color of cotton candy and beaming at him with a coyness that looked well practiced. "I'm Miss Eloise Elliott, Chief. Please do call me Eloise. And welcome to town. No matter what Serita Ruth Patterson says, I'm glad to have you here."

      So much for discretion.

      "Miss Elliott—"

      She waggled a finger, even as Mac saw the lock on the back door tremble beneath the stealthy assault from the other side.

      "Eloise," she admonished.

      He nodded quickly, carefully bringing the gun around. "Eloise," he allowed very quietly, focusing on the job at hand instead of the shakes that threatened to take over, the liquid heat that seared his gut. "I want you to very quietly walk out the front door. I want you to do it now."

      Miss Elliott's carefully penciled eyebrows lifted like gulls' wings. "Well, whatever for?"

      She hadn't even seemed to notice the gun yet. Her hand had stilled against her bony chest, though.

      "Because somebody's trying to break into your store, ma'am. Now if you'd just—"

      He reached out to take her arm, just to get her going. She flinched away, shaking her head.

      "Oh, no," she demurred, that hand now out front where it was shooing him away. "You go on, now. I don't believe I called you. I don't believe I called you at all. That wouldn't be fair, now, would it?"

      One eye still on the pitifully inadequate door lock to the back alley, the other on Miss Elliott's now-smiling face, Mac did his best to hold his temper. He'd never been one to deal well with stupid civilians. It was much worse now. Much worse.

      "No, you didn't call me," he said, making another try to catch her. "I saw it. Now, come on, before you get hurt."

      "Hurt?" she echoed incredulously, looking around the pastel walls and the forest of real and artificial flowers in the little showroom. "Why would you think I'd be hurt?"

      "Because somebody's trying to break into your store," he insisted.

      Somewhere behind the pots of azaleas on the floor, there was a rustling. A faint hissing. Instinctively Mac spun on it, his gun up, his heart stumbling. The leaves dipped and his finger tightened around the trigger.

      Nonchalant as hell, a cat stepped out of the foliage. Fat, nasty, and yellow-eyed, with a tail that stood straight up. Behind him were three more. Mac almost put six rounds straight into the goddamn things.

      He tried his damnedest to get his breathing back under control before he returned his attention to the matter at hand.

      The matter at hand had her attention on his outstretched arm.

      "A gun," she accused, pointing at him. "Well, of course. Put that thing away, and we won't have any trouble, will we? After all, I didn't call you. I did not call the police."

      Maybe this job wasn't going to work after all. The streets might be quieter, but the denizens certainly weren't any less loony. And the cats were beginning to circle him.

      "Listen, Miss Elliott," Mac warned, struggling for control. "I'm not going to tell you again. Either get out of the store now, or I'm not going to be responsible for your safety. You have somebody trying to break into your store."

      Unbelievably, she broke into a big smile. "Why, yes," she said with a bright nod. "That's the whole idea, isn't it?"
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      The alley wasn't in Pyrite, it was in St. Louis. Up in the north end of town around Martin Luther King Drive, where the gang wars were waged. At midnight the streets would be quiet, eerily so, except for the constant ululation of sirens lifting at the corners of the tense night hours. The summer heat would collect close to the ground, pulling at you with clammy fingers, even late at night, sapping your energy, your patience. Way down at the end of the alley by the empty rowhouse, a lone surviving lamplight spilled slick rainbows into an oily puddle and betrayed the ragged-toothed devastation of the brick buildings.

      The lock picks in her hands were slippery with her own sweat. She was doing her best to look nonchalant, a white woman alone in the worst part of town, just standing there next to a locked warehouse door as if that were a perfectly natural thing to do. If she were a man, she could at least pretend she was taking a leak. For a woman, it just looked like she was too drunk to stand up straight—or she was picking a lock.

      Four pins. She heard them snick back into place when she let the tension go. Simple pin and tumbler, so that all she had to do was keep the pressure on, just a little, to rotate the lock, and rake the other pick over the pins, forcing them back above the shear line. Then, voila, she'd be in.

      Except that she'd been raking those damn pins for over seven minutes now. If she had really been in North St. Louis, she would have been caught and or dead five minutes ago. Thank God she was only doing it in Pyrite.

      "Son of a bitch."

      She let go once more, the pins clicking back down. Wiped her hands against her pants and took slow, careful breaths to ward away the unreasoning panic. It was too damn dark here. There were things rustling behind her in the corners, things Chris wouldn't see when she turned around. She rubbed at her face a little with a hand that shook. And then, her gaze turned to the half block of Pyrite she could see, she slid her picks back in and tried again.

      Ed Williams was heading for his car from the Train Wreck Saloon across Main. Early for Ed. Usually he didn't amble home until after midnight, and that didn't take into account the nights of the Fraternal Order of the Bisons' meeting. Guess he was going to miss another of Ed Junior's star turns at right forward.

      "Come on, come on," she muttered irritably to the door, shifting weight. "Either open or I just pull out the Beretta and put a couple of rounds through you."

      There wasn't even a snick. The lock just slid around to the right, as if it were the most natural thing to do. Chris took another quick look around and soundlessly levered the lock open. For the first time she allowed a smile of triumph. They couldn't get her now. She was in.

      The door opened easily in her hand. Her crepe-soled shoes didn't make a sound as she eased through the door. She imagined that she was even the only one who heard the way her heart hammered with relief at the light.

      Sucking in a very careful breath, she moved into the shop—and came to a dead halt. There facing her was a very upset man holding what appeared to be a Glock .40 semiautomatic in a regulation hold. The kind of two-handed hold that went with the uniform and the brand-new gold badge that was pinned to its chest.

      Chris took a look at the barrel that was pointing right at her own not-very-considerable chest and let out another oath. "I guess I wasn't as good as I thought, huh, Eloise?"

      Just behind the new police chief and to his right, Eloise managed a nervous little smile of apology. "I suppose not, dear."

      "You were just about to tell me who you are," the officer said, not bothering to lower the gun.

      Chris tried her best smile, even with a perfectly illegal set of lock picks in her upraised hands. Interesting man.

      He was younger than she'd anticipated, still balancing right around forty, with a tall, rangy body and salt-and-pepper hair. Chris had heard someone's features described once as "fifty miles of bad road." That, she thought, would describe the new police chief. Except that his road had a very intriguing pothole in it, and not a very old one at that. A jagged, angry-looking scar traced his left temple from cheek to hairline, missing his noticeably unamused eye by a fraction of an inch.

      "I'm Chris Jackson," Chris said, hands still carefully held where he could see them. "I, uh, live nearby."

      "She owns the store," Eloise insisted, from the tone of her voice, not for the first time.

      The chief never pulled his disconcertingly intense gray eyes from Chris's chagrined features. "Then why didn't you come in the front door?" he asked in a gentle voice that belied the steely attention he was paying her. "It was open."

      Chris fought the urge to duck her gaze and dig a rueful toe into the tiled floor. "Because I'm practicing."

      "Breaking and entering?"

      "Is it breaking and entering if it's your own place of business?"

      "Until you can better explain that set of lock picks, it is."

      For the first time, Chris noticed that she wasn't the only one sweating here. The new chief had a definite sheen on his forehead. And his hands weren't as steady as they could have been. She took another look and saw that what she had mistaken for natural suspicion was anger, and wondered who was the target. Her or him?

      "I bought them from a locksmith friend up in Farmington," she admitted. "He's the one who taught me the craft." That didn't seem to be making much of an impression. She tried the rest of the truth. "I'm an author."

      Still no noticeable reaction, no easing of posture. "And?"

      "And I've lived in Pyrite for the last five years. When I need to try something new for a book, the town lets me practice on it."

      Only Chris seemed to notice the agitated nodding of Eloise's head, or the fact that even when Eloise moved with all that conviction, her hair didn't move.

      "When Billy Johnson locked his keys in his foreign car last month, Chris was the only one who could get in for him," the little woman insisted. "And she rewired the Reverend Bobby Rayford's security system so she could get in any of his doors with the garage door opener. It was most amazing."

      All that seemed to do was make the chief even more uncomfortable. "Handy, aren't you?"

      "But harmless. Can you put that thing away, please?"

      "Maybe when I see some identification."

      Chris let out another sigh as she motioned to the black jumpsuit and knit cap she wore for camouflage. "I didn't carry a purse."

      Chris thought she detected a hint of amusement. "No second-story man worth his salt goes out without some phony ID."

      "Come on," she insisted, just a little unnerved by the deadly aim of that gun. "Do I look like a burglar..." Her protestation died a little when she considered the fact that she had, in fact, made it a point to look just like a burglar.

      "It doesn't matter what you look like," he countered equably. "Some of the nastiest mopes I've met have looked like choirboys."

      She did at least manage a new grin. "Which means that you could actually be a peeping tom with a badge fetish."

      "Oh, no, dear," Eloise chimed in. "He's the police chief." Then she turned on the chief. "And she's the owner. I promise."

      "Have you ever had a victim stand up for the perp?" Chris asked.

      "All the time." Even so, the gun came up and the chief relaxed his posture. Chris figured it was about time to make those belated introductions she should have taken care of when the chief showed up in town.

      "How about if I explain the whole thing over a cup of coffee?" she asked, pocketing the picks and pulling off the knit cap. "You have at least another half hour before anybody makes it back from the basketball game."

      The chief hesitated a moment, his eyes zeroed in on hers, although Chris couldn't decide whether in judgment, consternation, or amusement. The chief seemed to keep his better emotions to himself. Finally, though, he holstered his gun and lifted his own cap to run a hand through his hair.

      "If coffee'll help things make more sense," he obliged.

      Chris nodded and held out her free hand. "Chris Jackson," she reintroduced herself. "I'd promised myself I was going to go by and warn you about Pyrite's nefarious secret right away, but I've been a little preoccupied."

      He took her hand in an uncompromising grip, and Chris was damned if she didn't see a twinkle in those eyes. "Burglary'll do that. Al MacNamara."

      "Welcome to town, Chief MacNamara." His palm was just as damp as hers, which intrigued Chris even more. Letting go, she turned toward the partitioned area behind the cash register. "Do you take anything in your coffee?"

      She assumed he'd follow. He did.

      "No, thanks."

      "Eloise?"

      Eloise waved from where she was bent back over the cash register. "I'm tallying receipts, dear. Go right ahead."

      Much better to catch the best dirt from a safe distance, Chris knew. Eloise's head was tilted so that her hearing aid could pick up the conversation like a directional mike.

      Chris fought a grin as she hefted a coffeepot that had been brewing since sometime before lunch. "Pyrite must be a change after Chicago, huh?"

      The chief hooked a thumb in his belt. "Quieter."

      Chris let go with a laugh that echoed all around the high ceilinged old building. "You," she accused, "are a master of understatement."

      He accepted his mug and a seat after Chris cleared her tax receipts and one of the attack cats off it. Chris perched on the six inches of free space on her desk. Or rather, Eloise's desk. Chris made only nominal appearances at the How Do, even when she came in by the front door.

      "You say you're an author?" MacNamara asked from behind his mug, his attention skipping restlessly around an area decorated in early wallboard and stock overrun.

      "Card-carrying. It's kind of the town's little secret. Nobody knows I live here, and I'd prefer it that way."

      "Your pseudonym Stephen King?"

      "No. C. J. Turner."

      That provoked the most interesting reaction yet. Halfway to taking another sip of coffee, the chief left his mug hanging in midair as he let his gaze settle right back in on Chris.

      "The suspense writer?"

      She nodded, still uncomfortable with the astonishment that usually met that statement.

      "I pictured you older," he admitted. "And a lot balder."

      Chris offered a bright grin. "A misconception I work hard to encourage. I find it much easier to write if I don't have to deal with any of the little complications of, um, notoriety."

      The chief took his sip of coffee, but his features didn't ease any. He didn't look away from Chris, either, which suddenly made her just a little nervous. She had a feeling she was well acquainted with other varieties of that look, and none of them had anything to do with fame or accomplishment.

      "Is there a problem?"

      He made it a point to finish his coffee before answering.

      "Pyrite isn't exactly the place you'd expect to find a name like C. J. Turner. The book covers all say he lives in Taos."

      "I drove through there once," Chris said, her voice hesitant. "I thought it would be a nice place to set an author."

      But the chief was looking around the store. "Don't you have a phone?"

      "I do here," she said, giving him his lead. "It has an answering machine I check at least once every couple of weeks whether it needs it or not."

      He nodded, almost as if coming to some conclusion as he stroked at his upper lip with two fingers, an instinctive action of concentration. Chris wondered distractedly how long it had been since he'd shaved off his mustache.

      "At least it makes sense now," he said almost to himself.

      She did her best to remain polite as the first tendrils of dread curled through her. After passing acquaintance with bad news, she'd developed an unerring instinct for it. Her tolerance for it wasn't nearly as good.

      The chief returned his attention to her. "Call came in about you today. I thought it was a mistake."

      Chris saw something she didn't like at all behind those experienced eyes.

      "A call?"

      As if it had been choreographed, his walkie-talkie sputtered to life.

      "Dispatch to the chief, come in."

      With an apologetic look at Chris, he unclipped the small mike from his shirt pocket and answered. "MacNamara here."

      Chris saw Eloise lean over a little to hear better. Eloise had a police scanner at home and watched every true crime show on television. Chris knew it was because she'd never experienced violence firsthand that the little woman found it so fascinating secondhand. For Chris's part, she could only hold onto her fraying patience as tightly as she did the cooling mug of coffee in her hand.

      "Wilson just called in, sir," Tina Elcorn's voice rasped from the receiver on the chief's belt. "He walked into a fight up at the Tip A Few."

      MacNamara only allowed a brief tightening of his features to betray his irritation. "Well, tell him to handle it."

      "There are ten of them and one of him."

      Down went the cup. "On my way. Get the sheriff to back him up."

      He reclipped the mike and turned back for the front door.

      "I thought it was going to be quiet here," he groused, raking a hand through his hair before resettling his cap as he stalked past the wide-eyed Eloise.

      Chris followed right on his heels. "You must have us confused with Utopia," she offered dryly. "It's a couple of counties over."

      MacNamara turned to her with the closest thing he seemed to have to a smile. "Mayor Sullins told me the town went weeks without anything happening."

      "He's talking about real estate, not stupidity."

      Chris lasted until MacNamara opened the front door. Maybe he was already thinking about something else, but she wasn't.

      "Chief MacNamara."

      A chilly evening breeze snaked in. MacNamara turned just shy of leaving. "Oh, yeah," he said, stopping, his body already geared up for whatever waited for him up across the tracks. "I'm sorry. The call. Seems there's a homicide detective from St. Louis looking to talk to you."

      Chris fought to hold onto the cup in her suddenly cold hands. "Homicide?" she asked, her voice carefully neutral, the dread exploding straight into panic.

      He nodded. "Name of Lawson. Seems to think somebody up there copycatted one of your books. "

      Chris wasn't sure what she'd been expecting him to say. Any number of things, actually. There was so much out there he could have brought to her. That one, though, was probably the single problem she hadn't expected. It froze her into incredulity.

      "Copycatting?" she demanded, struggling to catch up. "Like murder?"

      "Like murder. She'd appreciate a call as soon as you can so she can compare notes."

      He didn't even bother to say good-bye, just loped on down the sidewalk to where his unit was parked. Watching him go from the open doorway, Chris was left with a feeling of stunned disbelief.

      "Son of a bitch," she breathed, wedging the coffee cup against a chest that was suddenly tight with surprise. Shutting the door, she slumped against it and gave a little laugh, and was embarrassed to admit it was from relief.
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      The High School basketball team lost that evening, so Pyrite went to bed early. By eleven the only traffic consisted of an occasional parent looking for a late teen, and by one o'clock, it was just Curtis Marshall's police cruiser crisscrossing the empty streets when he wasn't parked over in the Baptist church lot dozing in between calls. Only street lamps illuminated the silent square, and even the Tip a Few was closed and darkened, the earlier contestants either home or nestled down in the county jail down behind the sheriffs office. Most everyone except the sheriffs dispatcher and the night man at the Sleep Well Motel out on Highway V was asleep. Everyone, that is, except Chris Jackson.

      By now the town was used to seeing her lights on all night long. Everybody knew that Chris wrote at night. It seemed appropriate, after all, a mystery writer keeping such odd hours. And it wasn't like you couldn't get hold of Chris during the day if you really needed to. She was usually up and around the town bright and early. Girl just never had needed sleep much, from all accounts.

      Sometimes she kept the shades up so that neighbors could tap a hello on the way by. Sometimes, like tonight, she kept them down to signify that she was preoccupied.

      She was preoccupied all right. She just wasn't writing.

      Chris was pacing. From one end of the open, hardwood floor to the other as the stereo gave forth Metallica and the seagull-and-Cessna mobile that hung from the balcony swung lazily above her head, she measured her steps as carefully as she did her thoughts.

      The sense of relief at the chiefs news hadn't lasted long. Even if he hadn't exactly hand-delivered disaster to her door, the danger was still there.

      She was going to have to call that St. Louis cop in the morning. She was going to have to call her editor, who had evidently gotten the notice about the possible murder even before Chief MacNamara, and had been leaving frantic messages on the machine for the last twenty-four hours.

      Trey Peterson didn't handle that kind of surprise well. Come to think of it, Trey didn't handle any kind of surprise well, which was why his voice had sounded so panicked on the answering machine. If he'd been thinking, he'd have realized that from a purely mercenary standpoint, if someone really had decided to act out one of Chris's books, it would do nothing but boost Chris's sales. The public relations department at Helm Carlson Publications would express public dismay, and then party when the doors were closed. Trey would be interviewed as a stand-in for his reclusive author, and the world would never question the distress in the handsome young editor's eyes. And within ten minutes the order would go out to reprint every one of Chris's back titles, with particular attention paid to the lucky winner of the atrocity look-alike contest.

      And Chris, her privacy so religiously protected through five surprise best-sellers, could very well find her anonymity a quaint footnote in history. The press that had so long wondered about the mysterious author would have a great excuse to camp out at the St. Louis police headquarters, looking for leaks, casting about for C. J. Turner like diviners in search of water. Research departments would chug into high gear digging up every bit of trivia they could find about the mysterious recluse to go with the unfolding story. Eventually somebody would find his way to Pyrite.

      To her.

      Damn it, anyway.

      Chris took a turn through to her kitchen to pop a can of soda, and then headed back out into the living room to raise the sound level just a little on the CD player. She was overreacting, she knew it. It was just one call. One possible murder. One detective with maybe an overactive imagination.

      After all, Chris couldn't think of any reason someone would want to pull a stunt like that. She wasn't exactly Elvis, with impersonators showing up at nightclubs everywhere. The press usually relegated her to the eccentrics and oddballs file, and her readers had never struck her as the type to be quite so slavishly devoted they'd flatter her with imitation—at least, she didn't think so.

      The vast majority of letters she got from readers were sane, mostly polite, and often enough complimentary. Not one, even the ones from state penitentiaries, had ever expressed a desire to emulate her work. A few wanted to have her baby, and one particular man had expressed a desire to smell her shoes, but that wasn't exactly a class A felony. At least in most states.

      All right, so some of the people in her life weren't exactly running on all eight cylinders, but that didn't put them into the psychopathic pool either.

      The morning was going to come, and she was going to call that detective up in St. Louis to find out it was all a big, stupid mistake. Not oleander poisoning at all, she'd say with a hearty laugh. It wasn't even the right author. The person she'd meant to get hold of was this Christie character. Know where she lives?

      Chris looked at the great-grandfather clock that dominated the front foyer, a grotesque old thing from Germany with sonorous chimes and carved around the face the contorted visages of gnomes that bore a striking resemblance to the CEO of Helm Carlson. If only it were already morning. She was sane in the daylight, reasonable. She could laugh at Trey's distress and defuse the enthusiasm of the detective. She could at least enjoy the absurdity of the situation.

      But it was the night, and Chris didn't survive the night well.

      Abruptly she whirled around and cranked up the volume on Metallica again so that the crash of frantic music could flood out the stale itch of fear that had taken root in her chest.

      It was going to be all right. She'd worked too damn hard for her peace of mind to offer it up because one gung-ho cop had an overactive imagination. She'd achieved a hell of a lot on simple guts and elbow grease. It was going to take more than one lousy phone call to sabotage it.

      Chris even managed a smile at that, tilting her head back to drain the last of her soda as James Hetfield shrieked over her head about love and madness. Yeah, she thought, it should be easy. It should if the sun would just come up a little early. If she could just ignore that bubble of anxiety in her chest that had been stealthily growing the past few weeks and months. If she could know for sure that the nightmares were only beginning to resurface because she was tired.

      The first time the doorbell rang, Chris didn't even notice. She was standing in the center of the bright, white room, her head back, letting the avalanche of drums and guitar bury her. Heavy metal wasn't music, it was pulverization, and that was just what she needed right now.

      The second time, the sound was more insistent. Chris looked over at the grandfather clock.

      Who could be stopping by at this hour? Pyrite wasn't exactly the place for all-night socials, and besides, everybody knew better than to bother her when the shades were down. It was the corollary to the rule that if the town kept her secrets, she'd keep theirs.

      "Chris, please," the high-pitched young voice hissed.

      Chris took another instinctive look at the clock, and her mood fell even farther. Damn, this could only mean one thing, and she wasn't sure she was up to dealing with it tonight. Well, at least it would take her mind off phone calls.

      She opened the door to find a wan, dishwater-blond in jeans and an oversized leather jacket standing out on the sidewalk. At first sight, the girl just looked skittish, the way any fifteen year old might, caught out after curfew. Instinct directed Chris's attention to the new bruise along the girl's jaw.

      "Come on in, honey," she said, and ushered her inside. She didn't mention the discoloration. That would have pushed the girl right back out into the night.

      "I know your shades are down..."

      "You caught me in the middle of a break. Come on in and have a Coke."

      As she guided Shelly over to one of the overstuffed couches that bracketed the freestanding Franklin stove, Chris took a second to regroup. Like a mental exercise, a deliberate realignment. Shove her problem back into the shadows where it belonged right now, shuffle Shelly's forward. Mental doors opened and shut, Metallica off, Debussy on, and Chris settled down to business.

      "Did you go to the game tonight?" she asked as she walked on through to rummage in her depleted refrigerator for another soda and grab a half-opened bag of chips from the counter.

      "It was a bust," Shelly answered in that tight little voice that betrayed so much.

      Chris wondered who had hit her this time. Tossing the bag of chips onto the brass-and-glass coffee table, she handed off the soda and took her own seat in the black leather-and-chrome rocker by the couch. It wouldn't do any good to bring it up. All Chris could do was offer asylum and hope for the best. Again. She knew the game plan much too well by now to either expect more or settle for less.

      She waited. It was what was needed with Shelly. Patience and circumspection. Silence. Chris's house was the DMZ in Shelly's life. The compromise between what Chris should have been able to do for the girl and what she'd managed. There was just no lesson like the one about what could happen to a person who accused the judge who controlled most of the county of hitting his little girl. And if there was one thing Chris prided herself on, it was the fact that she only had to learn her lessons once. So she balanced her soda can on her knee and waited for the rest.

      "Bobby Lee was supposed to be high scorer, ya know," Shelly finally offered, watery blue eyes focused on her hands where they clutched her own soda can in her lap. Her nails were bitten so badly that her fingers bled. "He was printed up in the Dispatch and everything."

      The grandfather clock ticked its way toward the conclusion Chris had already reached. Bobby Lee was Shelly's current boyfriend, an impatient, immature headbanger who was looking to take his place on the next turn on the never-ending cycle of violence in Shelly's life.

      "I... I guess he just had a bad night."

      He'd had a bad night all over Shelly. Chris fought the urge to shake the girl until she rattled, the same urge she checked every time the girl made the same mistakes, got herself into the same trouble and then whined her way to a rationalization that would keep her right where she was.

      Chris knew all about it. She knew just how the cycle worked, how it fed on itself, and finally fed on the women born and raised in it. It didn't ease her frustration in the face of it. It did keep her from venting it. Instead she focused her own attention on the balcony fifteen feet over Shelly's head where a chorus line of oversized stuffed bears sat with their legs sticking out into the air between mahogany spindles.

      "You don't want the judge seeing you tonight," was the most she could say, thinking of those bears. Of the comfort of stuffed animals that never demanded, never hurt, never disappointed. Wishing she could at least offer Shelly that, and knowing it would never be enough anymore.

      Shelly let loose with a harsh bark of laughter that seemed almost obscene on such a frail, hesitant girl. "The judge could care less. Except that he can't stand the idea of me havin' a say about anything I do."

      Her jaw was clenched now. Her fingers dug at the aluminum until there were a series of dents along the side of the half-full can. Shelly, the once-shy, caregiving younger daughter, the child her mother had always dressed for church and sent along with suppers for sick neighbors. Shelly, raised to be a victim to yet another man who'd beat her. Shelly was going to blow like a pressure cooker one of these days. Chris knew. She just hoped she could be handy to diffuse some of that deadly anger once it let loose.

      Finally, Shelly looked over, and Chris was privileged to the silent tears no one else in town saw. It was a burden she sorely wished she could have escaped.

      "Why can't I have a nice family like other people?" the girl whispered. "Amy's family looks wonderful. And Krystal's. And you're so normal and everything, ya know?"

      Chris could only offer her a sad smile. "Nothing's the way it seems, honey. Just because somebody acts happy doesn't mean they're any less miserable than you. Don't envy anybody."

      "Would you mind if I stayed?" the girl asked, sounding so much like a child it should break a person's heart.

      Her heart particularly susceptible, Chris gave Shelly her best smile. "I'd mind if you didn't. As long as the lights being on all night doesn't bother you."

      Shelly was already getting to her feet so she could make up one of the couches. "Never does."

      Chris got the linen.

      "Hear you got some interesting news tonight," Shelly said over her shoulder as she unfolded the couch into a bed.

      Her hands full of sheets, Chris came to a stop. She guessed she shouldn't be surprised anymore. The grapevine in this town put CNN to shame. Two years ago Thelma Potter over at the EasyLube had known that Chris's second book had made The New York Times best-seller list before Chris did. Last year when her house had been broken into, she'd been tracked down way out on an isolated promontory on Preacher's Mountain within forty minutes to get her home.

      Even so, she demurred a while longer. "All I know is that I have to call the police department up in St. Louis," she said, shaking out the sheet. "Probably a parking ticket they're trying to get me for from the last time I was up there."

      Now that she'd found haven, Shelly decided to thoroughly enjoy the salacious news. "I heard there's a serial killer after you," she informed Chris, her plain face lighting with almost unholy glee. "And that the new police chief—have you seen him—offered protection."

      "You're going to have to stop seeing those slasher movies, Shel. It's not healthy."

      Chris was surprised to see Shelly go still, the pillow she'd brought in clutched tight in white-knuckled hands. "Nobody's gonna hurt you, Chris," the girl said, her eyes glittering oddly. "Nobody. I'd never let them."

      For just the briefest of moments, Chris couldn't quite pull together a snappy retort. There they were, alone in her house, the clocks echoing in gentle syncopation beneath the high tin roof that had once covered a general store, the bears looking down with smiling, friendly faces, the setting comfortable and familiar. She shouldn't have felt so suddenly unsettled.

      "Honey," she insisted, her voice as soft as Shelly's, just as serious. "Nobody's trying to hurt me."

      Shelly's face twisted, just a little. "If you weren't who you are," she said, her voice in deadly earnest, "the judge would have had you by the throat two years ago."

      All Chris could do was give her an unconcerned smile. "Well," she retorted as easily as she could, knowing just how true what Shelly said was, "that's why I am who I am. Now, let's get you to bed."

      They didn't get the chance. Just as Shelly was heading into the bathroom with an oversized T-shirt Chris kept as a spare nightgown, the doorbell rang again. And again, Chris looked over at the grandfather clock.

      "Is there an Open sign on the front door?" she demanded, soda can back in hand as she walked toward the noise.

      "Maybe it's Bobby Lee," Shelly whispered, frozen in place.

      "If it is, I'll just tell him to go home."

      Again, that harsh, too-knowing laugh.

      "If you're worried," Chris suggested, hand already on the door, "then wait in the bathroom."

      Shelly straightened to attention right where she was. Chris fought a sigh. It was too typical, showing bravery in a no-lose situation. The next time Shelly was alone with Bobby Lee, she'd let him pay her back, just like her father had always done, and nothing would be different.

      "What if it's the killer?" Shelly asked now.

      "I'll tell him to go home, too."

      It wasn't Bobby Lee. It wasn't, as far as Chris knew, the killer. It was the new police chief. She was so surprised to see him standing out in the puddle of light on the sidewalk that Chris found herself caught flat-footed, her hand still on the door. The brisk night air swirled through the screen and raised goose-bumps on her bare legs.

      He didn't actually smile. "Tina said you stayed up late."

      Chris lifted her hand in an ineffectual wave at convention. "Can I, uh, do something for you?" Then her natural curiosity got the better of her. "What are you still doing up?"

      He was still in his uniform, too, the white shirt as crisp and creased as if he'd walked right off a recruitment poster. His predecessor, old L. J. Watson, had always carried at least three of his last meals on his uniform shirt, and had blotted reports with his tie.

      "I wanted to spend a little time with all three shifts," he said, not quite standing square on his feet, as if balanced to react. Tensed, even in the middle of the night in Pyrite. "And since Tina said you probably wouldn't mind, I thought I'd give you the note about that situation in St. Louis on my way home. So you can get in touch with them."

      He was doing his best to keep his attention on her face but, like everybody who came to Chris's house for the first time, it seemed he couldn't help letting his gaze stray over her shoulder. Chris couldn't exactly blame him. She never had opted for the conventional, and now that she could afford it, she was able to satisfy all her whims. And appease her phobias.

      "Come on in," she invited, pushing open the screen door.

      He didn't hesitate. When he reached her entryway, his head went right back to take in the stamped ceiling some thirty feet over his head, and he laughed. "Well, they told me."

      Chris looked after him, knowing that what she saw was different than what he did. He probably saw the huge rectangular room that had once comprised Pyrite's General Mercantile and now held her living and dining area, the balcony fifteen feet up that edged all four walls with workspace and bedroom, the mahogany cases that had once sported dry goods, and the new two-story greenhouse out the back that served as kitchen and extra dose of sunlight while she worked. Now the addition was shaded like all the other windows, and the track lighting ruled.

      "What's your electric bill like?" he asked, eyes following the high white walls back down to glossy hardwood floors.

      Chris smiled, hands on hips, seeing every corner in her big, bright house. Seeing the shadows evicted. It still didn't always help, but it was better than anything she'd had before. "Not all mystery writers yearn to live in gothic towers," she said. "I happen to like bright, open spaces."

      "It's really excellent," Shelly spoke up from where she stood at the bathroom door. Clad only in the oversized T-shirt that brushed the tops of her thighs, she presented a totally different picture than the waif who'd landed on Chris's doorstep.

      Chris went right into action. If there was one thing she could depend on from Shelly, it was inappropriate behavior. Chris was halfway across the floor before either Shelly or the Chief could comment.

      "Back inside," she commanded. "The front door's still open."

      "But I want to say hello." Shelly pouted, suddenly looking older than her fifteen years, her attention on Chris's latest guest.

      A confused adolescent was a dangerous beast. Especially one who'd been abused. Shelly had no idea how to act around men, which was why she ended up with dates like Bobby Lee.

      "Say hello," Chris instructed, standing foursquare in front of her and blocking her view of MacNamara and vice versa, "and then get your little butt back in that bathroom or the deal's off."

      For just the briefest of moments, Chris was exposed to the anger, the blind, flashing fury that bubbled beneath the surface of that troubled, painfully uncertain child. Fear, shame, hurt, all chased quickly across Shelly's expressive features before she capitulated with no more than a shrug. "Hello, Chief. I'm Shelly Axminster. Chris says I can't stay to visit." Then she leaned around Chris and flashed the chief her best smile. "Maybe later."

      To his credit, MacNamara refused the bait. "Hello, Shelly. If you don't mind, I need to talk to Chris for a minute."

      "Oh, about that mad killer thing," Shelly gushed, eyes wide, leaning farther around Chris, her expression avid. "Is he headed this way? Are you staying tonight to protect us?"

      Chris grabbed the girl by the shoulders and swung her back toward the bathroom. "There's plenty of stuff to read in there. Take a bath if you want. If you come out before I come in to get you, you've lost your visitation rights here. Understood?"

      That almost pretty face teetered on the edge of rebellion for just a second before crumbling into submission. "Tyrant."

      Chris stood before the door until she heard the click of the lock. Then she turned back to the chief with a rueful smile. "I can offer diet soda or regular soda. Anything else has to wait until my next run to the store."

      He waved a dismissal. "No, thanks. I just wanted to give you a name and phone number anyway." His voice dropped just a little. "Judge Axminster's daughter?"

      Chris walked on past him to close the front door. "Sometimes when a kid doesn't get along with her parents, it's nice for them to know she has a safe place to go."

      She stopped alongside the chief long enough to get a careful reaction. "Diplomatically stated," was all he would allow, which meant he had learned a lot during his first day on the job.

      Chris shrugged. "Words are my life."

      In her own house, Chris had no problem setting the pace. It didn't bother her that MacNamara needed a few minutes to acclimate to her atmosphere, or that he'd dropped in unexpectedly at two in the morning. As long as he didn't expect her to venture out at this time of night. As long as he didn't demand any explanations she couldn't give.

      Unbuttoning his breast pocket, he pulled out a piece of paper. "Sgt. Elise Lawson," he said. "And not the St. Louis Police. It's St. Louis County. The way she talked, I take it there's a big difference."

      Chris nodded, already distracted, the sense of impending doom growing again. "The city's independent of the county. It's two separate government systems completely." As he handed over the paper, she filled in the rest for the chief, who had obviously never partaken of C. J. Turner. If he had, he would have already been familiar with St. Louis politics. "My suspenses have all been set in St. Louis County. They feature a psychic English professor, Dr. Livvy Beckworth, and a county detective, Sgt. Frank Stephens."

      "St. Louis doesn't really strike me as a film noir kind of town."

      Chris tried to smile as she accepted the folded paper and turned toward the furniture grouping in the center of the floor. "You'd be amazed what goes on up there. Did Lawson say why she thought there was a copycat?" she asked, settling instinctively into the rocker, pushing off with her feet.

      The chief followed her, but didn't take up a place on the couch. "She mentioned Hell Hath No Fury." He was reaching into another pocket when his hand stilled and he looked around.

      "Ashtray's on the top of the jukebox," Chris said, her attention on the paper in her hand. "That's the book?" It didn't make any sense. It still didn't make her feel any better.

      Instead of going for the ashtray, he settled on the arm of the couch, his fingers straying back to his upper lip. "It's the only one she mentioned."

      Chris looked up. "I wouldn't have an ashtray in the house if I minded smoke," she prodded gently.

      His scowl was rueful. It made him look more human than his smiles had so far. "I try not to smoke on the job anymore."

      "I'm trying to lay off caffeine," Chris countered dryly. "I'm having about as much luck."

      "Chris!" came the plaintive cry from the bathroom.

      "Read chapter two!" she retorted.

      The response was unladylike and imaginative enough to make Chris chuckle. "She really is a good kid," she said. "She wants to be a juvenile social worker. I'm trying to talk her into business school."

      "You don't like social workers?"

      "I don't think there's any future in it. Lousy pay, worse hours, impossible caseload. It's like being a cop, except you can't shoot back. Unfortunately people who grow up with problems think they can solve them by helping somebody else, and it doesn't work." For just a minute, Chris looked over to the closed bathroom door and thought of the weight of perception. Then she turned back to the chief. "Don't take her advances seriously, and never take them alone."

      He seemed surprised, whether by the opinion or the warning Chris wasn't sure. Even so, he thanked her for the advice. In return she thanked him for the information.

      "You'll let me know?" he asked. "When you talk to Lawson. I'd be happy to help."

      Chris gave in to a small grin. "Already too quiet for you?" she asked.

      He was gentleman enough to smile back. "It will never be too quiet here for me."

      "Mind my asking a question?"

      He didn't move. Didn't so much as stiffen. Even so, Chris saw the sudden retreat. Minute contractions of the muscles around his mouth, an eerie stillness to his eyes that betrayed his reaction even before she asked the question that was meant to follow.

      She immediately wanted to apologize, to ask him to forget she'd spoken, because, of course, he knew. He knew that she'd want more from him than anyone else who would ask about that scar that puckered the side of his face. Other people would be curious about simple logistics. What, where, when, how, why. But Chris was different. She'd want to know implication, impact. She'd mine the darkness beneath that careful wince to know what that scar had to do with his running from Chicago for a place like Pyrite. What the cost had been to his courage, his self-image, his pride. And Chris wouldn't need words for her answer.

      It was a place Chris had no right to invade. It was the secret to her writing that she could so easily see in when others couldn't. She sometimes forgot that it was an intrusion.

      She'd already raised her hand, ready to rescind her request, when the doorbell rang. Again.

      Again Chris checked the grandfather clock. This time Chief MacNamara did it with her.

      "Well, hell," Chris groused, climbing to her feet. "That's probably Sergeant Lawson now."

      "If that's Bobby Lee," Shelly called, her voice echoing faintly. "I'm not here."

      "If it's Bobby Lee," Chris reminded her, "the police chiefs here. You won't have to worry about a thing."

      The police chief grimaced. "I'm off duty."

      Chris waved off his objection. "If you were off duty, you'd be smoking."

      It still wasn't Bobby Lee. This time it was Victor and Lester, Chris's next door neighbor. Neighbors.

      "Are you all right?" Lester demanded in his high, childish lisp.

      Chris battled back a delighted chuckle. This was beginning to look like a conspiracy to keep her mind off her problems.

      "I'm fine," she reassured with a sincere smile, but for Victor, whose big brown eyes were wide with worry. "What are you doing out this late, Victor?"

      "And Lester," the dummy insisted.

      Chris gave in and looked at the dummy nestled in the crook of Victor's left arm. "And Lester."

      "We saw the police chief here," Victor finally spoke, his own voice a softer, kinder version of the dummy's. "We wanted to make sure you were OK."

      Chris pushed open the screen door. Well, if MacNamara wanted to find out about the town he'd inherited with that gold badge, he couldn't have visited on a better night. "Come on in and ask him yourself."

      By the time Chris turned to make introductions, MacNamara was back on his feet. In fact, he was over by the jukebox retrieving that ashtray. She didn't blame him.

      "Police Chief MacNamara, I'd like to introduce you to my neighbor... s. Victor Marshall and the incomparable Lester."

      MacNamara looked hard-pressed for tact. Chris could read every one of the reactions crossing his mind, every instinctive crack and comment he battled as he studied the frail, serious young man who stood before him holding the red-haired, freckle-faced dummy. All the chief allowed, though, was a fairly controlled, "Nice to meet you."

      Chris allowed herself to relax.

      "We heard about you," Lester announced, his round hand-painted head bobbing as if in examination.

      Chief MacNamara kept an admirably straight face. "Did you?"

      This time Victor nodded. "We've always wanted to go to Chicago. Do some of the clubs there. We're up in St. Louis all the time, but it's so provincial there, they just didn't understand our humor. You know what I mean?"

      The chief seemed reduced to nodding. Chris did her best to keep a straight face. He was really getting it with both barrels tonight, and he hadn't even met Miss Harmonia Mae Switzer yet.

      "Victor has been studying ventriloquism since he was ten," Chris said, wishing, as she did every time she saw Victor, that she could sneak him into one of her books. Considering the fact that he could quote each one chapter and verse better than the Reverend Mister Bobby Rayford could the Bible, it would have been like sneaking Russian words into The Star Spangled Banner. "He's been trying to find an agent who'll handle him... and Lester."

      "I think it's because Lester looks so much like Ron Howard," Victor said quickly, as he always did. "I was actually trying to make him look like Holden Caulfield, because, of course, he is the quintessential young man. I'm afraid, though, he ended up looking like Opie Taylor. A more identifiable social figure, I suppose. But I think agents object to the similarities. Like he might get mad. But he wouldn't. I've written him about it on numerous occasions. And, of course, I've consulted with my good friend Chris." Both of them looked over to her. Only Victor smiled. "Because, of course, she's famous, too—"

      "You asshole!" Lester immediately protested, the voice scathing. "That's a secret!"

      Victor swung those liquid eyes Chris's way.

      "The chief knows," she assured them gently.

      It actually looked as if both of them sighed in relief. "Well, that's good," Victor said with a bright smile for Chief MacNamara. "That means you can help us all keep her identity safe. It's quite a job sometimes, you know."

      The chief was already taking his first drag off an unfiltered cigarette. "I'll bet."

      "She's most ingenious," Victor enthused, now warming to his subject. "Would you care to read her reviews some time? I have them in my home next door."

      The chief was going to demur. Lester didn't let him. "My home?" he shrieked. "My home? Listen, you dickhead, who's the one who pays the bills?"

      Victor damn near crumbled into a little pile. Another of Chris's legacies. Lester saved all the interesting stuff for her.

      "Excuse him," Victor begged. "He's had a bad day."

      "Can't I even say hi to Lester?" Shelly demanded.

      Chris was beginning to get a headache. "He can hear you fine from there."

      Greetings were summarily exchanged, and Victor eased himself and Lester back outside. Just to be sure, before she shut the door again Chris took a quick glance up and down the sidewalk. No more company from the looks of it. The only porchlight on was hers, and the police cruiser was darkened and still over on the church parking lot. She wondered if Curtis's chief knew.

      "I should probably be going as well," he said from behind her.

      Chris didn't close the door after all. "You're sure? Give me five minutes and I can probably scare up the town librarian and a couple of Hell's Angels."

      "Not for my benefit, thanks." He stubbed out the half-smoked cigarette in the ashtray, a lumpish green remnant from the ceramics class Eloise had taken after seeing Ghost. "Is this the way your nights all go?"

      Leaning against the open door, Chris took a contemplative look out toward the silent, darkened street. "Usually I'm the only vampire in town. But Lester worries about me."

      The chief stopped alongside her, his own gaze following hers pretty closely. "Lester?"

      "And Victor."

      That brought him to a bit of headshaking. "He's... uh..."

      "Always been like that," Chris said. "Nobody's seen those two apart for the last ten years. But since Victor's mama left him about half a million dollars, it doesn't seem to matter much."

      The chief leveled a slightly bemused look at her. "A lot of material in this town for a book, huh?"

      Chris chuckled. "Yeah, but I'd have to wait until they're all dead to publish it."

      Still standing there, the chilly night air carrying in the last taste of winter, the two of them went on considering the town outside. The chief finally gave his head one last shake.

      "Well, it's unique, I'll give you that."

      "And you haven't even seen the Mobile Home Hall of Fame yet, have you?"

      There didn't seem to be any appropriate response to that, so the chief just pushed open the screen door. It creaked egregiously, startling somebody's dog down the street.

      "I appreciate your stopping by," Chris said. "I'll call Sergeant Lawson tomorrow and let you know what she says."

      MacNamara made it almost all the way out before he stopped. "You could do me one favor."

      "If you want to book Victor and Lester, you'll have to call them yourself. They do a great Good Cop-Bad Cop routine."

      Another scowl, this one a beauty. "I was wondering if you had a copy of Hell Hath No Fury I could borrow."

      "Chris!"

      "Chapter three!" Chris yelled over her shoulder, then turned back to her guest. "You don't want me to just tell you who did it? I happen to be in a good position to know."

      Maybe she was the only one who tended toward manic humor along about three in the morning. The chief was just looking tired. Chris noticed his hand stray not to his lip, but his temple to worry at the scar.

      "I've never read C. J. Turner," he admitted. "I thought I should at least be conversant with the subject."

      "You probably read nonfiction," Chris said. "And occupational magazines."

      "Nope."

      Chris waited a second for elaboration, but she just wasn't going to get it. Not one for self-exposure, the chief. "Well, I'm crushed that you've missed out on such a wonderful experience," she said, "but I'd be happy to rectify the omission. Hang on."

      C. J. Turner lived in the far corner of the balcony with volumes on forensics research, penal codes, first aid and toxicology, and a giant jar of jelly beans. Chris trotted up to C.J.'s corner and unearthed a box of books in the bottom cabinet.

      "Hell Hath No Fury," she announced, returning to hand it off to the still bemused policeman. "The story of what finally happens when a long-suffering wife is pushed too far. I'm really sorry if this is the murder they're talking about. It wasn't one of my neater ones."

      The chief looked down at the stylized dust jacket, a geometric pattern in fuscia, blue, and black. "I'll let you know how I like it," he said, lifting it a bit in final salutation.

      Chris finally managed to get him outside. The house was fifteen degrees cooler, and she was in shorts. And God only knew who else was waiting out there to knock on her door in search of some kind of help.

      Injured puppies, she thought suddenly. I collect bruised people like some people pick up injured puppies. A gift. A curse. One of these nights, she just wasn't going to answer the door.

      "Good night, Chief."

      He nodded one last time as he climbed into his cruiser. "Good night, Miss Jackson."

      Out of long habit, Chris waited until he got his car started before turning away. Once she
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