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This book is for my dad, Peter Jaffe,
from whom I learned everything important I know.
With gratitude, respect, admiration, and love.
7×7=49 (see, I was paying attention)






 


Honest love, which is the kind belonging to noble men—that is, to men with a good and virtuous spirit whether they are rich or poor—does not come from desire, but from the mind, and has as its only aim the transformation of the lover and the beloved, so that ultimately the two merge and become one.

—Tullia D’Aragona
On the Infinity of Love, Venice 1547
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CHAPTER 1

“I hope you’re better with zippers.” The girl giggled into his shoulder as he fumbled with the lock.

“I am,” he said, humorless. Sometimes he still had trouble with how to talk to girls. It wasn’t hard to get them to come home with him, just to talk.

He focused on how the thick beige paint was scarred around the knob where generations of undergraduates had made drunken attempts to get their keys in. He was not drunk, but his fingers were trembling.

Finally he did it right and the door groaned open. He shoved against it, kissing her hard to push her inside. He was better when he wasn’t talking, with his eyes closed. They didn’t bother with the light but stripped off their clothes right there. He backed her toward the water bed and finally had the warm, reassuring feel of a female body under his.

“Ohhh, this is nice,” she murmured, wrapping her legs around him and pulling his chest over hers.

Newton’s third law: For every action there is an equal but opposite reaction.

She ground her hips up to meet his and he slid inside of her. She was warm and soft and nice-smelling, baby-powder deodorant and red wine. The numbers floated through his head as his hands moved over her skin.

A car sets out for its destination at 5:45 A.M. It travels five miles at 45 mph to a stop sign. It does not stop completely, but slows, before accelerating to 60 mph for four minutes.

He pictured the car’s headlights speeding over the hunkered-down forms of the frozen trees along the straightaway, silhouetting them against the hard-packed snow, as his body moved against hers.

“Harder.” She moaned, biting his shoulder. “Do it to me harder.”

Newton’s second law: Force is equivalent to the product of the mass of an object and the speed at which it is traveling.

He leveraged all his weight and pounded into her.

For six minutes the car’s speed fluctuates irregularly between 35 and 75 mph.

He could imagine the driver rolling a Tic Tac around in his mouth to cover the bitter taste of reheated coffee and leaning forward with a squint as if the extra inches could improve his vision through the thick morning fog.

“Oh, angel, that is good,” the girl said into his shoulder as his lips, his teeth scratched over her neck.

If the car continues to accelerate—

“Oh yes, just like that.”

—and the road begins to slope downward—

“Oh God, am I close.”

—the arrival time of the passengers at their final destination—“Right there, oh yes yes—”

The ringing phone cut through her cries.

He gripped her to his chest to still her and reached out for the receiver.

“Hello?”

“I am so glad I reached you. Oh God, it’s terrible, terrible. There has been an accident. The car missed a curve and—” On the other end of the line he heard someone take a deep breath. “Your father is dead.”

He felt the girl tightening around him. He asked only, “When?”

The voice on the other end of the phone paused. “I beg your pardon?”

“I said, when did it happen?”

“I see. Ah, they are giving the time of death as six-oh-four.”

“Six-oh-four,” he repeated. “Thank you, Nelson.”

“Was that important?” the girl asked, pouting slightly as he hung up.

“Nope. Sorry, babe. Now, where were we?”

“I don’t think I want—”

He cut her off and, gripping her bottom to him with adrenaline-strong hands, picked up where he had stopped.

If the road begins to slope downward—

Her eyes lit up and she sighed, “Oh yesssss.”

—and the car’s brakes give out—

“Right there!”

—the arrival time of the passengers at their final destination—

“Oh angel, yes, yes, YES!”

—would be 6:04 A.M.

“My God, you are a force of nature,” she whispered to him later when he was inside her again.

Newton’s first law: an object in motion will stay in motion unless acted on by an unbalanced force.

He smiled to himself and said, “I sure am.”

He smiled to himself again, years later, as he sat at his desk and let his fingertips run along the edges of the fragile paper that recorded his triumph that day. There had been several obituaries, but this one from the local paper was the one he liked best. Beloved father, survived by only son, it read, the words like poetry to him. He had been the one to survive. He had won that round.

Let the games begin.

Just like he would win this one.

Gently he closed the album and rested his fingers on the words deeply embossed in the rich leather, letting the shapes of the letters, F-A-M-I-L-Y-R-E-M-E-M-B-R-A-N-C-E-S, seep through his fingertips. For five minutes he sat soaking up their feel and message like a divine incantation.

Then he put away his scissors and glue, slid his newest creation into an envelope, clicked off his desk light, and locked up. It was time to go.

Ready or not, here I come!


CHAPTER 2

Mayo Clinic Hospice, Rochester, Minnesota

The long corridor was silent, the bleached pine floor gleaming softly under the new coat of wax the cleaning crew laid down at 10:30. It wasn’t really pine, Imogen Page knew, just a veneer over plastic, peeling up near one corner in front of the door marked Exit. Real wood would make too much noise, and noise was not allowed here. This was a place for quiet. Everything about it was quiet, the pastel walls, the nubbly cotton upholstery. Quiet plants, nothing fancy and tropical, hung in the rooms. Blinds let in only diffused light, telephones hummed rather than rang, doors closed slowly, gently on special hinges, never slamming. Everything was muted, quiet, expectant. Waiting for death.

The place was so wrong for Sam. Sam had never been quiet in his life. Sam who bubbled with life, with vitality, Sam who yelled rather than talked, guffawed rather than laughed. Sam could fill a room with himself. Big Sam, strong Sam, Sam who had protected her and cared about her. Her brother Sam.

He could not be dying.

Imogen turned from the window and looked at the man in the bed surrounded by plants and balloons and silly marker drawings. Hardly a man anymore, just the elements of a man, skin and bones. Like some Renaissance painting of a death’s head. God, he was small. He must have lost fifty pounds in the last three weeks.

He might live as much as two months, the doctor had said. But there is really nothing we can do for him.

But he was healthy and strong and alive last month, her mind shouted. Last month in Hawaii they had played in the waves outside the little house they were sharing, like the carefree teenagers they never had been, jumping up and down, chasing sand crabs, watching the palm trees wave at night. They had drinks in pineapples with happy faces attached to the outside by toothpicks, had tucked paper umbrellas behind their ears. One night they had walked so long on the beach—Sam telling stupid jokes, her laughing at them in a way she never laughed with anyone else—that they were too tired to make dinner and they had not even cared.

She had wanted to pound her fist on the doctor’s desk as he sat there smoothly weighing his words. Dr. Stephen Gold. He was her age, maybe a little older, and looked rich and well fed. He had the forearms of a tennis player, slightly tanned, and Imogen found herself wondering if he’d taken his wife (wedding band on his left hand) or his mistress (no tan line from the wedding band) with him to his most recent medical conference in the tropics. He had not gotten that tan in Minnesota, and she could taste the remnants of his infidelity on the air around him. He was smug, the way someone can be who deals in the great mysteries, in Life and Death, capitalized. Life and death were her business too, but not like this. Not uppercase proper nouns. Not Sam. Not her brother.

What do you mean nothing? she had wanted to holler at the tanned philandering tennis-playing doctor. Don’t you understand this is impossible? Don’t you understand that while you may leave here with your mistress for a quick fuck, when I leave I have nothing, no one besides Sam? Don’t you understand that he can’t die? He is Sam, strong, the strong, athletic one. The Olympian. I am the one who should die, me, the smart one, the useless one; leave Sam. Please, she had wanted to plead, this is a mistake. Please, she had wanted to scream, this cannot be happening.

“I see,” she had said quietly.

“The best thing you can do,” Dr. Stephen Gold continued, looking not at but over her, “would be to get him into a hospice. He needs more care than you can give at home, but he’ll be more comfortable there than in an intensive-care ward. And there is nothing we can do for him here at the Mayo Clinic.”

“I understand,” she had said. And for the first time in her life, it was a lie.

Imogen Page was absurdly good at understanding things. It was her job to understand, to make sense of things no one else could explain, interpret inconsequential patterns—codes, riddles, chess patterns, stab wounds—into meaning. But suddenly, listening to the doctor, it had all broken down. From that moment on, she did not understand anything. Every day she understood less and less. Every day from that day she recognized less and less of Sam in the body lying on the bed in front of her.

Every day he went away a little more, and now there was almost nothing left.

Moving slowly to remain quiet, she left the hospice room. She did not know why she bothered to tiptoe, why she still bothered to leave when she had to cry. Sam had not opened his eyes in two days. He couldn’t hear them, the nurses assured her as they talked about his condition with her in front of him. He was no longer sentient, the doctors said. But she did not, could not believe them. She turned her steps into the veneer corridor.

As soon as she got that plastic wood under her feet, she began to run. Gulping for air, she made it to the women’s room and locked the door behind her. Imogen Page would not let anyone see her cry, turned away from the mirror so she wouldn’t have to watch it herself. She backed up against the door, pressed her shoulders to it, and sobbed. Arms crossed over her chest like an ancient pharaoh’s mummy, she leaned her head against the cold mint green tiles of the walls and screamed with rage, tiny screams that only she could hear in her head. Despair and anger flooded over her in waves and she felt buffeted by them, hurtled against the sides of her empty, lonely being. Just as suddenly as it came, the storm hovered, and disappeared. She found herself huddled in the corner of the tiled room, her hands gripping her thighs, her eyes squeezed shut.

She cleaned her face with the rough paper towels in the hospice bathroom and that pink powdered soap they used to have in the elementary school locker room the year they lived in Oregon, the year before—

When she had scrubbed away the signs of her tears, she returned to Sam’s room.

He was just as she’d left him, but the room tasted different to her. Faintly peppery. She looked around and saw that his hand had moved. She reached out to replace it over his stomach, over the other one, in the proper handshake of death, and his eyes opened.

“Gigi.” He did not say the word, just mouthed it, but she knew what it was, knew he was saying her name, his name for her. He pinned her with his gaze and lifted his arms slowly, slightly, into the air.

“Do you want me to prop you up?” she asked, rushing to his side, pushing the button that bent the bed forward.

She looked at him expectantly. He shook his head and, grasping one of his thin wrists with the other—those gold medal–winning wrists that had been so supple—raised both arms in the air in a circle.

“The bed is up as high as it will go, love,” she whispered, moving close to him.

A tear of frustration leaked from his eye. His mouth, lips cracked and dry, was open partway. He smelled like plastic bedclothes and decay. He lifted his joined arms again.

A circle. Like a glass. Imogen grabbed the cup of ice shards that stood ready on the table beside the bed. He must be thirsty. “They like to suck on the ice when they can’t eat anymore,” the nurse had said. Imogen held a small piece of ice tenderly to his lips.

Sam jerked his head away, lifted his arms again.

She was trembling with inadequacy now. “I don’t know what you want, Sammie,” she said, pleading. “I don’t know how to give you what you want. I don’t understand.”

He looked at her again, right at her, with his eyes clear in a way she hadn’t seen in weeks. They were the eyes she knew again, pure blue eyes like hers, trying to tell her something. There was a plea there, a message. A question she couldn’t read.

Her eyes stung and there was a lump in her throat. She would never swallow again, she thought.

She turned the light on over him, adjusted his pillows, tried again with the ice, almost manic now, trying anything, brushing tears out of her eyes before he could see them, but he just kept looking at her, a little sad. Finally he raised his arms in a circle again and mouthed a word.

Brother and sister stared at each other, for the first time unable to communicate. There was love in his gaze at her, so much love, and fear, but there was something else too, and she could not fathom what it was.

At last Sam leaned back into the pillows she had arranged, his arms fell down, and his eyes closed. Resting. She listened as he took a breath, shallow, peaceful, and another one. Another. There was a horrible rattling sound, a sound Imogen would dream of forever. It was the sound of death, the last sound, the last breath.

He was gone.

In desperation she wrapped her arms around him, cradling the wispy-haired head against her shoulder, holding on to him, holding the life inside him, hugging it in with her body, but it was too late.

There was no more life. There were no more breaths left. Sam was gone.

Gone. It was then that Imogen understood. At that moment she understood, that too-late moment, understood what the linked arms had meant. She understood with a crashing clarity. And the understanding, when it came, was worse than death and worse than sadness.

Too late.

She sat and held Sam’s hand in her own, rocking back and forth, crying silently, holding on until the fingers were stiff and cold. Then she placed them on his chest and summoned the nurse. That night she walked out of the hospice for the first time in two weeks. She did not notice the weather or the size-twelve footprints outside her brother’s window or the fact that someone had plowed her car out for her. She did not feel sad or angry or any of the things she expected to feel. She tasted, for the first time in her life, nothing.

The obituary reported that Samuel Page died at 4:54 A.M. on Saturday, of a blood infection. The Olympic gold medalist in fencing, it went on to say, was survived by his sister, Imogen Page, the FBI agent who had solved the Connoisseur killings.

The obituary was wrong.

Imogen did not know that yet, would not know it for a long time. But the man reading it in the airport lounge did.

When he was done with it, he carefully folded the paper and slipped it under the arm of his hand-tailored overcoat. The camel cashmere fabric was great with his tan complexion, and several women turned to look at him as he strolled by. He could feel their gazes on his back. He wore aviator sunglasses so his eyes weren’t visible, but at six foot four he was hard to ignore.

He played a game in his head, guessing what people were saying about him as he passed. “Isn’t that …?” he guessed the brunette in the tight red sweater sitting at the bar asked the bartender. The bartender would nod. “Sure is. Like to be in his shoes, I tell you.”

“I’d like to be in his pants,” the brunette would say. “Playing with his you know what.”

The man in the camel coat worked to keep back a smile. People always said things like that about him. He knew how he looked: rich, powerful, successful, well groomed. A man without a care in the world. And he knew it was true. Or almost.

Because, as it happened, he was very care-ful. Full of care. Very careful indeed. A bright, boyish chuckle at the pun erupted in his throat, and evaporated as quickly as it had come. No time for that right now, he chastised himself. He was that other man now, the man who did not laugh. And there was still so much to do. So much to see to.

So many people to take care of.


CHAPTER 3

Las Vegas, Nevada. Four days later.

Benton Walsingham Arbor knew something was wrong the minute he stepped out of the cockpit of his plane. Absent from the tarmac was the light blue 1966 Thunderbird convertible that should have been waiting for him to slide into the driver’s seat; present instead was a brand-new black Arbor Motors X37 with J. D. Eastly behind the wheel. That told the whole story.

“What happened to Sadie?” Benton asked as he closed the distance at a run. “Which hospital is she in, how bad is it, has someone seen to Eros, and who is flying in from Mass General?”

J.D. glanced at Benton through the tobacco-colored sunglasses he always wore and said, “Good to see you too, Benton.”

There was no love between the two men at the best of times, and this wasn’t one of them. He and J.D. usually limited their communication to long, tense silences. Benton said, “Tell me what the hell is going on.”

“Nothing has happened to your grandmother.”

“Then why the hell are you driving?” Benton asked, ready to get out of the car. He hated not being in the driver’s seat and J.D. knew it, even knew why. But the man wasn’t budging.

He said, “Something else has happened,” maneuvering around the plane and out of the airport, turning onto Tropicana. “Something bad.”

As a veteran cop, Det. Sgt. John Dillinger Eastly had delivered a lot of bad news in his time, but Benton could tell that this time he was struggling. J.D. said, “Rosalind is missing, Benton. Presumed kidnapped.”

Benton forced himself to breathe. Think. Said, “Ransom demand?”

“Not yet. We don’t know how long she’s been gone, but the last time anyone spoke to her was yesterday morning. We just found out at eight-thirty this morning, when the spa called because she failed to show up for her massage appointment.”

“Police?”

“Everyone’s on the case. This should fall under my jurisdiction, since I’m overseeing the Violent Crimes Task Force while the boss is in Texas—”

“What is she doing there?” Benton asked, thinking maybe he could get her back for this.

“She’s working on the twelve bodies of those women they found when they were tracking the space shuttle debris. Active serial killer case.”

Or maybe not.

J.D. went on, “I called the FBI and told them we at Vegas Metro would prefer it if they let us handle Rosalind’s disappearance ourselves, and I also notified the CIA. Given what she’s been working on it seemed wise.”

Rosalind Carnow was one of America’s foremost nuclear physicists. She was also Benton’s closest friend and, according to the tabloids, his paramour. That was pressing the truth, but it was true that they had known each other since college and had served as each other’s dates for every important occasion for the past seventeen years, from debutante balls to banquets at the White House. In the past, Benton had asked her to marry him a dozen times at least, and each time she had said no. Each time, he respected her more for it.

Rosalind had come to Las Vegas a week before Benton to meet with some scientists from the University of Nevada, and have a few days of pampering before the craziness of the Las Vegas Invitational began. After the invitational came a party celebrating Benton’s grandmother Sadie’s recent wedding to Eros, the godlike Greek half her age with whom she had been living (“in sin, glorious, glorious sin,” as she told everyone) for the past three years and whom she had quietly married the week before. Rosalind was supposed to be spending the next few days wrapped in mud and seaweed and covered in hot rocks and cool towels at the hotel spa, while Benton disappeared into the mountains for four days of solo rock climbing. After that, he was supposed to show what the new line of Arbor Motors cars could do on the track at the invitational, and Rosalind was supposed to watch, and make faces at him and chastise him for still racing when he was much too old. And they were supposed to go to dinner and gamble a little and laugh a lot and not dance because Rosalind hated to dance. It was supposed to be a really super ten days.

Everyone knew things always went the way they were supposed to. At least when Benton planned them.

“Damn it,” Benton said, pounding a fist into the beryl-wood dashboard. “Damn, damn, damn. I should have thought of this. I should have been here. I should not have let her come by herself.”

J.D. said, “Are you done?”

“What? Showing emotion? Does it bother you?”

The dark glasses flashed in his direction. “Actually, I meant trying to find some way to make this your fault.”

“It is.”

J.D. gripped the steering wheel harder, and to Benton it was a toss-up: was the man trying to keep from laughing at him or ripping into him. Except that J. D. Eastly didn’t laugh. When he finally opened his mouth it was to say, “If someone wanted to take Rosalind, they would find a way to do it even if you were lying in bed next to her.”

“You know what?” Benton said, barely waiting for him to finish. “I don’t want to talk about it right now.” Letting “with you” hang. “I want to think some things through.”

J.D. shrugged and kept his eyes on the traffic in front of them.

Benton stared down at his clenched hands, opened them, and smoothed his palms over nonexistent wrinkles in his faded jeans. Despite the sun pouring through the sunroof of the sports car, it was cold inside his sweater. The rust-colored cashmere one, the one Ros had given him for Christmas that year. He’d worn it and his jeans because that was how she liked him best, and he loved to make her happy. “You almost look relaxed when you’re dressed like that,” she teased him, running her hand through his hair. “Of course, I know better.”

She did. She knew him better than almost anyone, and what he felt for her went deeper than for anyone else. She depended on him, had been depending on him for more than twenty years. They argued constantly about everything from quantum mechanics to the merits of silk umbrellas, but only once in the nearly two decades of their friendship had they ever really fought.

“Jason,” Benton said aloud without realizing it.

J.D. nodded. “I wanted to wait for you to get here before we called. I thought you should be the one to tell him.”

Jason Carnow, Rosalind’s sixteen-year-old son, was the product of her brief and tempestuous affair with Walter North, her adviser during her first year of college. In love with Rosalind himself, Benton had been furious when he learned of the affair, and the two of them had not spoken for a year. Not until the winter night Rosalind showed up at his dorm room without a coat but with a baby in her arms. Benton had paid off the waiting taxi, taken them in, and from that day on been the closest thing to a father Jason had ever really known.

At sixteen, it was clear to everyone that Jason Carnow had inherited not only his mother’s classic good looks, but also her genius.

He had finished high school two years early, and instead of going on to college, he’d taken a job helping catalog lizard species in Costa Rica. The only thing he cared about more than lizards was his mother, and he was every bit as protective of her as Benton.

“There’s no reliable way to reach him,” Benton said finally. “He’s camped somewhere deep inside the rain forest. I haven’t even gotten an e-mail from him in three weeks. And it’s probably better. At least until we know more facts. He would not take it well. He’d go out of his mind worrying about her.”

J.D. said, “Yeah, better for you to be the only one doing that.” And then, “If you’re done thinking, let me tell you about our progress.”

The way he drove it took them less than five minutes to get the rest of the way from the airport to the hotel, but that was plenty of time for his report.

“So you—the police—have nothing,” Benton summed up as they pulled into the hotel driveway.

J.D. heard the correction as they got out of the car, Benton blaming him but pretending not to be, typical, not saying what he really meant. Diplomatic was how he was sure Benton would describe it. He decided to ignore it. “Nothing yet. But the CIA has already got agents on the ground, and it’s getting Metro’s—and my—full attention.”

J.D. broke off as a swarm of reporters descended on them. The clicks of a dozen shutters going off were drowned out by the shouted questions of the press.

“Do you know who has her?”

“What have they asked for?”

“Is it true you were going to leave her for the Countess of Lille?”

“Is there any evidence that terrorists are behind the disappearance?”

Channel Four, all the networks, even Newsweek, J.D. noticed, scanning the crowd and ignoring their questions. Pretty good turnout. He watched Benton handle it all smoothly, answer the questions, smile for the cameras, and wondered how he could do it without hating himself. Did he not care? Or was he just so used to being the center of the show?

The crowd surged like a tide and ebbed to one side at the insistence of the Bellagio security guards, and a woman in a well-tailored taupe suite with a clipboard appeared in front of them. She said to Benton, “I’m so sorry about that, Mr. Arbor. We tried to get rid of them before you got here but …” Her voice dropped and she looked warily at the reporters. “You are in your regular suite on the third floor, villa three-oh-three. The police finished half an hour ago and we sent housekeeping up, so everything should be in order. We are all very concerned about Dr. Carnow.”

Benton took the key and gave her in exchange one of his famous smiles, but J.D. saw it vanish as soon as they were past the press. Don’t waste that good stuff on peons, he was thinking as Benton said, “You sent over a forensics team. That means you think she was taken from the room.”

“It was the last place anyone saw her.” They walked by the elevators and toward the door of the service stairs that led up the two flights to the VIP villas. Stepping inside, they nearly collided with a bellboy who was struggling to keep hold of a hairless rat terrier wearing a Burberry sweater.

The bellboy stopped and stared at them, surprised to see guests in the stairwell, but his attention was immediately diverted when the dog turned around and bared its teeth at his neck. “Calm down, Lancelot,” he said, quickly taking the last flight of stairs down to the kitchens and the dog dining room. “Please, Lancelot, it’s just me, your friend, Cyril.”

Benton nodded in the direction of the disappearing dog and said, “I see my cousin Julia is here.”

“She and Cal arrived a few days ago. Second honeymoon. Or third. I lose count.”

J.D. kept his tone neutral, and he knew Benton wouldn’t press him. Julia was one of the reasons for the tense silences between the two of them. At least, that was what Benton thought.

“You said the suite was the last place anyone saw Rosalind,” Benton reminded him as they stepped from the flecked linoleum of the service corridor onto the plush carpet of the third-floor hallway. “Who was the last person to see her?”

“Chambermaid. Her name is Selina Cortez. She came to make up the room Friday around ten-thirty in the morning and Rosalind asked her to stop back in later. Selina got the impression that there was someone with her.”

Benton frowned. “Someone with her? The kidnapper?”

“If it was, then the kidnapper is someone Rosalind knew. Selina thought there was someone in the bedroom. A man.”

“The chambermaid saw a man with Rosalind?”

“She didn’t see him. She just had the impression that there was someone else there.” The shadow of relief in Benton’s expression gave J.D. an unwanted flash of sympathy for him. He knew for a fact that there had been a man sharing the bedroom with Rosalind. He’d keep that to himself, he decided, as well as whatever his forensics team turned up from the sheets and towels he had sent over, although he was positive it wouldn’t be much. At least not much conclusive. J.D. knew what the tabloids did not, that Benton and Rosalind’s relationship had for years been more of a friendship than a love affair, but he also knew how Benton reacted whenever he thought Rosalind was seeing someone else.

“I’ll want to see that forensics report,” Benton said. “I am sure you weren’t thinking about withholding it from me.”

“Of course not, Mr. Arbor.”

Benton picked up his pace and J.D. let him go, sauntering behind and only catching up with him as he reached suite 303. Before either of them could ring the bell, the door was opened by a distinguished-looking man in a tuxedo and white tie who bowed to them both.

“Good afternoon, gentlemen,” he pronounced with a deep British accent. “I am the butler.”

J.D. looked at the man’s hotel-issued plastic name tag. Pete Greer. San Antonio, TX. He wondered in which part of Texas he had picked up his accent.

Benton said, “Good afternoon, Pete. Could you—”

Whatever else Benton might have said was cut off by a voice from beyond the foyer, exclaiming, “Oh, Benton, thank God you are here.”

Seven words that J.D. knew Benton had heard a thousand times and never tired of. He saw Benton turn the smile on again and followed him into the living room beyond the entry hall. Benton’s grandmother was there, flanked by his cousin Julia and her husband, Cal, on one side, and Eros on the other. Behind them, on the terrace, two uniformed police officers were conversing with a guard from Bellagio security. Next to them was the taupe velvet chaise longue that Rosalind always claimed, her favorite scarf still draped over the side.

A romance novel in Spanish was lying open on it, part of her attempt to teach herself the language before she went to visit Jason in Costa Rica. An orchid plant and a glass with a smudge of purplish-black fingerprint powder stood on the round table alongside it. To J.D. it looked like a memorial to a life interrupted.

It must have looked that way to Benton too, because he seemed to snap into action. He jammed the piece of Juicy Fruit gum into his mouth, leaned toward J.D., and said, “I want the security tapes, all of them, from the hotel starting from the two days before Rosalind disappeared and going until right now. I want her phone records, both here at the hotel and her cell phone. And I want to be deputized by you so I can partake in the investigation.”

J.D., speaking slowly on purpose to piss Benton off, said, “Partake? Don’t you mean take over?”

“Very funny.” Benton now faced the butler. “I would like a large pot of coffee, very strong, and a gallon of orange juice, no pulp.”

“That has already been taken care of, sir,” the butler said. “Detective Eastly sent over orders this morning.”

Benton turned to J.D., looking, for the first time, genuine. And surprised. “You didn’t—”

J.D. put up a hand. “Look, whatever there is between you and me, it has no place here. Only Rosalind matters.” He thought it came out sounding like he meant it.

Apparently Benton did too. He held out a hand to shake and said, “Thanks.” Then he crossed into the living room, bent to kiss his grandmother on both cheeks, and said, “Don’t worry, Sadie. I’ll take care of Rosalind. I’ve got the situation under control.”

Under control—under control—under control, Benton repeated over and over again, bending forward and standing up mechanically like a marionette, as the man sitting in front of the television set rewound and replayed the end of that scene on the security tape later that night. The screen flickered spasmodically in the dark room, carving frightening shadows in his features. He was sitting much too close to it, he knew, but no one was going to yell at him about it. No one ever did.

Stop. Start. Stop. Start. Under control. Under control.

“Liar, liar, pants on fire,” he taunted the television as Benton endlessly repeated his jerky bow. “I’m the one with the control. Remote control,” he added, waving the black box in his hand. “Get it, Ros? Remote control?” He turned toward the woman in the La-Z-Boy recliner next to his. She was sitting straight up, and the way he’d spread the blanket, you couldn’t even tell she was bound into the chair. Even where the clear fishing line was visible, it was hard to see in the dark room. All in all it was such a cozy scene, the two of them at home watching TV. He smiled at her. “Pretty funny, huh?”

Rosalind did not say anything, just kept staring at the screen with eyes still blank from shock and the sedative he’d given her. They were always like this at the beginning, he knew, but he was still disappointed. He liked it when his friends laughed at his jokes. And Rosalind had such a nice laugh.

Oh well, there was always tomorrow. And the day after that. And the day after that. He’d take care of Rosalind. He had everything under control.


CHAPTER 4

Minneapolis, Minnesota

Imogen watched a red-parkaed child skate Spirograph figures over the surface of the frozen lake as Irwin Bright slowed to take the corner of Sam’s street.

“Kathleen and I would be delighted to have you stay with us,” he repeated for the fourth time, and for the fourth time Imogen shook her head.

“No. I want to stay at Sam’s. Plus, I have to take care of Rex.”

“Rex?”

“His goldfish. I promised.”

Irwin nodded. Drove. Finally broke the silence, saying, “It was a lovely service. Sam would have liked it.”

Irwin Bright was famous among his colleagues in the department of cognitive science at the University of Chicago for being honest to the point of brutality, which made his delivery, when he did try to lie, abominable.

Imogen could not keep herself from smiling at his effort, though. “Sam would have hated it, you mean. The church, the flowers. Aunt Caroline insisted.”

“That part, yes. But the number of people who came. And those who spoke. That would have made Sam happy. And the gospel choir.”

She had to agree with him there. The gospel choir that had arrived at the end, all in purple robes, and broken into song would have earned an ear-to-ear grin from Sam, and not only because of how much it upset Aunt Caroline.

“What are those people doing here?” she had leaned over to Imogen to hiss, but for once Imogen was not concerned with her disapproval. Marcy Tate, the leader of the choir and the assistant principal of Anwating Junior High, winked at Imogen as she led her group on in song after song until the entire church was singing.

Everyone but Aunt Caroline, who had seized her son Nathaniel’s arm and dragged him from the nave.

“That was horrible, devil’s work,” she told Imogen in clipped syllables on the icy front steps of the church afterward. “I can’t believe you allowed that.”

“Those were Sam’s friends,” Imogen explained. “He sang with that choir.”

Caroline slashed a hand through Imogen’s words. “It was a disgrace. You’ve disgraced our family. Again. Nathaniel and I are leaving. We have a long drive ahead of us back to Madison. I lost an entire day of work for this, and now I don’t even know why we came.”

I do, Imogen thought as she watched her tall, silent cousin hold the door of this year’s Camry open for her aunt. You came so you could have an excuse to see Father Donald tomorrow and get whatever weird thrill you get from saying, “I have sinned, I was angry at my niece because she was not devout enough,” and let him praise you. She tasted burned leaves and lime, the way she always did when she was with her aunt, regrets, remorse, and disgust warring together. Most of the disgust was directed at herself for not being over this by now. The lime was the real taste, the burned leaves the remembered one of the air in the attic of the perfect house, like all the other perfect houses on the street, that she was locked in whenever her sinning mouth got her in trouble. It took a lot of time alone in the dark to get the sin out of a girl as wicked as Imogen was. Especially once Sam had smuggled all those How Things Work books and a flashlight and some of those icing-covered animal cookies up there for her.

Thinking about Sam brought the heart-clutching sense of loneliness back, and Imogen forced herself to look at Irwin Bright. She owed it to Irwin not to burst into tears right there in his car. In fact, she owed him everything.

Only in college, while taking a seminar with him, did she learn that what she did was called synesthesia, that it was a rare condition that made her senses overlap. While most people smelled scents, saw sights, and heard sounds, sights, smells, and sounds were translated by Imogen’s brain into flavors. The school she and Sam had gone to in Oregon embraced the idea that any expression was a valid expression, so she’d never realized she was different. But after their parents’ death, when they were moved to a suburb of Madison, Wisconsin, with perfectly groomed lawns and perfectly normal children, Imogen quickly learned that it was not acceptable to make statements like, “The Battle of Gettysburg was slightly minty at the beginning, then became very sugary.” At least not if you didn’t want people taunting you at lunch, asking, “What does this taste like, Page?” and giving you a kick. Or, in junior high school, pulling down their pants and demanding you to tell them what flavor they were.

She heard Sam’s voice in her head now, saying, “Put that little Popsicle away, Albert, before you lose it.”

Sam who taught her how to stand up for herself, Sam coming to her rescue, always there, Sam making her laugh and keeping her safe. Sam gone. Oh God, Sam, how can you be gone?

Imogen dug her nails into her palms to keep from crying.

It was Irwin who had explained how the mingling of her senses made her acutely aware of patterns, and also unusually—perhaps uncomfortably—empathic. Who explained that some people considered what she did a gift.

She wondered if she could give it back to them.

When she had finished her graduate work, it was Irwin who submitted her name to his friend at the FBI as a candidate for their new Cognitive Science Unit, and encouraged her to take the position they offered her. They were doing great things, he said, combining psychology, neurology, biology, philosophy, to try to understand the patterns that motivated people—from the politicians who governed America’s enemies to serial killers. It was a perfect match, a perfect opportunity for his best student to shine as she deserved to rather than having her talents smothered in the petty day-to-day wrangling of academia. Imogen shrugged off his praise and figured that he could tell she wouldn’t last three years trying to make it in the academy. But when she had resigned from the FBI a week before, she felt like she was betraying him more than anyone else, and it still made her sorry.

“Have you given any thought to what you are going to do next?” Irwin asked, trying to sound nonchalant.

“The Tom Thumb minimart on the corner is hiring,” she said.

“I’m serious, Imogen.”

“Me too. I’d get an employee discount on fish food.” She was dodging, but “What next?” was a question she dreaded. Dreaded the feeling that if one of the Pages had to die, it should have been her, not Sam. No one would have wondered what Sam was going to do. Sam attacked every part of life as if it were his favorite pizza. Sam who, with his grades and Harvard diploma, could have been anything and decided to be a sixth-grade teacher in a public school because it was his sixth-grade teacher who had encouraged him to learn to fence. Sam loved everything he did, and everyone loved Sam. Imogen remembered the phone call she’d received the night before from a nervous eleven-year-old boy, asking if it would be all right if he brought Épée, the class hamster, to the funeral, because he had been Sam’s special friend. Hell, even hamsters loved Sam.

“Our place in Hawaii is always at your disposal,” Irwin went on. “Yours and, ah, Rex’s. But there is also a visiting professorship open at the university for next semester. When I mentioned you might be available Dickinson went nuts. Begged me to do whatever I could to get you to take it. You would not want me to disappoint the chair of my department, would you?”

The idea of Irwin worrying about the opinion of anyone in the field was comic. Imogen said, “I’ll think about it.”

“I know I couldn’t teach you much, but I thought I’d at least taught you not to lie.”

“I will, Irwin,” she said. “I really will think about it. I’ll ask Rex what he thinks.” They were at the end of Sam’s block, nearly at his house. Neatly plowed driveways with trucks and the occasional Big Wheel cut off the street like spines on a fish’s skeleton. The neighbors across the street from Sam still had their Christmas lights up, Imogen noticed, and someone had built a snowman in their yard.

Irwin pulled to a stop near the curb in front of Sam’s house, and Imogen almost began to cry when she saw that the neighbors had shoveled the front walk for her. Not for her, she reminded herself. For Sam.

Irwin turned off the motor and reached over to unhook his seat belt, but Imogen stopped him.

“Thank you for the ride, Irwin. Give Kathleen my love.”

“She’d never forgive me if I let you go in there alone.”

“I want to be alone. You know that you and Kathleen are the closest thing to family I have besides Sam, and if I wanted to be with anyone right now it would be you two, but I think I really need some time by myself. Please? I’ll call you tomorrow.”

Irwin did not like it, she could tell, but he nodded. He sat in the car and watched her step carefully up the path toward the front door. She turned around and waved and stood, hands on her hips, staring at him until he started the motor and drove away.

Irwin was already halfway down the street when the man came quietly around the corner of the porch behind Imogen and reached to grab her.


CHAPTER 5

“Gigi,” the man said, holding his arms out to her. “I am so sorry.”

Imogen stopped at the sound of his voice and turned slowly toward him. “You know I don’t like it when you call me that, Lex.”

Lex’s face tightened slightly and his arms dropped. The gesture reminded Imogen of Sam, and she had to squeeze her eyes against the tears.

“Imogen,” Lex said, not noticing. “Let’s go inside.”

“No.” She crossed her arms over her chest and glared up at him. “Why are you here, Lex?”

“Look, it’s freezing. We can talk better inside.”

“I don’t want you inside. I don’t want you outside. Go home. Go back to D.C. Sorry you wasted a trip.”

Lex hesitated for a moment, his face growing grave. “He’s back, Imogen.”

Imogen put her hands over her ears. “I am not listening.” Her mittens muffled the sound of her own voice inside her head. She started humming the theme song to WKRP in Cincinnati, Sam’s favorite show, to block out what he was saying. When he still wouldn’t stop she said, “I quit, remember? I can’t hear a word you say. I don’t know what you are talking about.”

“He’s done—”

“NO!” This time it was a yell. Her mittens came off her ears. “No more. I don’t do this anymore.”

Lex shook his head. “You went on leave because your brother was ill. What are you going to do now that he is gone? Run away back to Hawaii? You are only thirty-two years old. Are you going to spend the rest of your life sitting around and feeling sorry for yourself?”

“You bastard.” The words drifted by Lex in frozen syllables as she passed him and went up the front steps of Sam’s house. Her house now. No one’s house.

Lex, uninvited, followed her in. “Look, Imogen, you’re the only one who has ever been able to figure this out.”

“I don’t work for you anymore,” she told him pointedly.

Her jaw clenched and she felt her cheeks get hot. The same way they had the night she came home early and found Lex bare-assed, being spanked by his secretary on their two-week-old couch. It was a hell of a way to learn that your fiancé was into S&M, Lex had agreed, but couldn’t she try to see things from his point of view instead of standing there laughing?

No. She’d left, never giving him the chance to explain. Never even trying to forgive him.

What Lex would never understand was that it was because she was not forgiving herself. Would not understand it was because she knew she had been lying to herself, pretending that things with him were great, ignoring the red-wine taste of falsehood every time they kissed.

Imogen considered not forgiving herself one of her primary talents. Which was probably why, despite the subtle warning taste of licorice in her mouth, she did not really throw Lex out. By not throwing him out, she knew she was probably going to go back to work. And going back to work was something she could never forgive herself for.

As she slammed cabinets and drawers looking for the fish food, she was only dimly aware of the buzz of Lex speaking, only barely letting herself listen to what he was saying, that the man they were calling the Hide-and-Seek Killer had struck again.

“We got another one of his collages,” Lex said, holding a glossy photo out to Imogen. She would not look. She intently measured out Rex’s food and sprinkled it into his bowl.

“It’s the sixth one. It’s just like the others.”

Imogen knew that meant it was a photo of a carefully staged, elaborately detailed crime scene, a crime scene that did not exist. Yet. That yet was the hook, the temptation the killer used to lure her and all of them in. Because buried within the collage would be clues and riddles that, when solved, would tell them the identity of the victim and the location of the body. The crime scenes themselves were not like the collages, they were much more bare, but one thing was constant: the center of the collage was always taken up with the chalk outline of a body. A body in a tortured posture. The body at the actual crime scene would be found that way too.

On the top of this photo, as on the top of the previous five, there would be a date. It had taken the FBI team assigned to the Hide-and-Seek Killer three victims to realize that the date was the date of death. It was usually sixteen days from the date the FBI received the picture, giving them two and a half weeks to find the crime scene and figure out the clues. Or, as in the past, two and a half weeks to fail.

Imogen had been brought onto the case a week after the Bureau received the fourth collage. She had made a name for herself and the fledgling Cognitive Science Unit of which she was a member two years earlier with the Connoisseur serial murder case. The case had been passed to the Cognitive Science Unit—or Cosy, as it was called, at that point still deridingly—when Behavioral Sciences failed to turn up any leads.

Cosy was different from other profiling units because its agents were authorized to act in the field, not simply consult with local law enforcement, and because they used a broader variety of techniques to identify suspects. It was becoming clear that the media attention lavished on serial killers was changing the way those killers behaved, helping them alter their behavior to fool or thwart the FBI. The Behavioral Sciences model of the white, male serial killer between the ages of twenty-four and thirty-five was increasingly out-of-date, as the Connoisseur case proved. It had been the big test for Cosy, and Imogen knew that many people had expected—even hoped—that she would fail. In retrospect, she almost wished she had.

She still had the light scar near one eyebrow that the last battle with Professor Martina Kidd, the Connoisseur, had left, and there were more scars inside. The case had cost her—time, sanity, happiness. Sleep. And confidence. She still sometimes woke up to the sound of Martina saying, “I see so much of myself in you, dear. So much to admire.”

Imogen’s boss, Elgin, landed a promotion, and Imogen herself became a bit of a celebrity, but it was only later, when she alone among all the operatives and computers of the FBI had been able to decipher the meaning of the Hide-and-Seek Killer’s fourth collage, that she really attained star status. In fact, the FBI agents got to the crime scene only two hours after the girl had died, rather than three days, which had been their previous best record.

Lex unknotted his scarf, making himself at home. “You know Elgin as well as I do. He wouldn’t have wasted a cent of his budget to send me out here if he did not think it was important.”

Elgin was the head of Cosy, and Lex was his right-hand man. Or rather, his left-hand man. Literally, since Elgin had lost his left arm as a private in World War II. They had joked about that, once.

“You’re the best Cosy’s got—hell, the best the Bureau’s got—and we need your help,” Lex insisted against her stubborn silence. He had no trouble with social lies. His fingers moved to the buttons on his coat, and Imogen’s eyes followed them, frowning so hard that he let his hand drop.

“You don’t have me. I don’t work for you. You know, I took up boxing when we broke up.”

“Needed a way to get rid of all that pent-up sexual energy,” Lex said, thinking he was joking.

Imogen clenched her hands. “Get out of here.”

“Look, it doesn’t matter what you think of me. I’m not even sure you know yourself. What matters is that he’s taken another one. A woman.”

“Stop it.” Imogen’s voice was low and she had her hand up, palm facing him. “Do not make this my responsibility.”

“Why not? You know you are just being stubborn because Elgin did not listen to your recommendation after you deciphered the fifth collage. Because instead of sending a team to Boston like you told them to, he sent a team to Chicago on Winston’s recommendation.”

“Stubborn,” Imogen repeated, shaking her head. She looked at Lex. “And?”

“And I lied to you about it. But once you’d sorted out the collage we wanted you out of it. We wanted you to concentrate on that document for the NSA. And we knew you would react too strongly if you got too close to the vic.”

“Louisa Greenway.”

“What?”

“Don’t call her ‘the vic.’ Call her by her name. Louisa Greenway. Sixteen years old, gymnast, liked to baby-sit, favorite band ’NSync, favorite color purple. Remember, I even gave you her name?”

“Right. You are that good. You even gave us the name.” Lex shook his head and gazed at her with his hangdog eyes. She knew that he knew the effect the look had on her.

She turned away.

“Look, Gigi, I’m sorry. The Bureau is sorry. We made a mistake. We should have listened to you. An organization like the FBI makes decisions all the time, and some of them—remarkably few—end up as mistakes. That’s just the way it is, and if you would stop to think about it instead of acting like a spoiled toddler who didn’t get her way you’d see it too.”

Imogen swung back toward him, and her cheeks were blazing now. “Didn’t get my way? Is that what you think this is about? That I am sore because you listened to someone else? How do you sleep at night, Lex? How do you sleep knowing that we could have saved Louisa Greenway if you had just listened to me? I would like to know, because I can’t sleep at all. I keep seeing her body. Seeing her—” She turned her face away and closed her eyes. “Gigi—”

She shook her head once, sharply, to silence Lex’s voice. She could still picture the crime scene. What the Hide-and-Seek Killer did to his victims was unspeakable. It was as though he could not decide whether he loved or hated them. It was unclear whether death, once it came, was a curse or a blessing.

Imogen had untangled the riddle of the Hide-and-Seek Killer’s last collage with time to spare. But another agent, whose father was something multistarred in the Pentagon, had come up with a different analysis, a different city. Too cheap to send out two teams, Elgin had gone with the better-connected agent’s analysis, raiding a strip club in Chicago and leaving Louisa Greenway to die in Boston. When Imogen learned this, she knew she was finished at the FBI. She could not be a member of an organization that wrote off lost lives on a financial ledger as easily as it wrote off overpriced desk sets.

At least, that was what her letter of resignation said, and in those terms. It sounded good. It was an easy reason to give, but it wasn’t the real reason and Imogen knew it, even if she didn’t want to admit it.

Every time Elgin called her into his office to pop the cork on a bottle of cheap champagne as a celebration of her success, she’d been thrilled at the approbation. She basked in his avuncular approval, wallowed in Lex’s protestations of love, grinned at their compliments, lapped up their promotions. Felt like she belonged somewhere.

Until she realized what it really meant to be good at her job. That thinking like a killer meant viewing all people through a lens that pinpointed their weaknesses, their secrets, their darkest fears. The horrible things they could be capable of. Trusting no one, being suspicious of everything. And worst of all: that despite the new feeling of having to be always on your guard, having to come into your apartment every night with a gun in your hand and check all the closets and behind the bathtub curtain and under the bed before you could relax (whatever that was); despite never using a tablecloth because someone could use it for concealment or to throw over your head or to strangle you with; despite coming to see every item in your kitchen as a potential weapon and every hardware store as a killer’s paradise; despite having to sleep with a night-light again even though you were in your thirties; despite the way it warped you; despite all that, sometimes innocent people like Louisa Greenway would die.

That was when she realized she’d sold her soul for a case of Asti Spumanti.

Since then, the price had gone up. Up way beyond what the FBI could afford.

At first she had only taken a family leave to care for Sam. But she had sent in her resignation the day he died. Sent it and faxed it, to be sure it got through. It was the only thing she did that day.

“Elgin says you’ll have his unconditional support,” Lex was telling her when she came out of her thoughts.

Imogen said, “I want you to leave now.”

Lex went on. “You’ll be the head of the team. On-site. Whatever you say, goes. The collar will be yours too.” He lowered his voice. “Gigi, he’s escalating. You are the only person who can save the next one.”

Elgin, through Lex, was offering Imogen all the plums she could pick. It was the offer of a lifetime, a career-making offer. Her case. Her team. Her criminal.

“I quit,” she said again.

“I’ll just leave the file in the kitchen,” Lex replied. On his way out, he stopped and wrapped his arms around her and kissed the top of her head. She stood ramrod straight in his embrace, willing it to be over.

“How’s Carol?” she asked when he finally moved to the door.

Lex turned around. “We broke up,” he said, paused, gave her the hangdog look. “You know, if you wanted, I could stay tonight, or for a few days, and we could—”

Imogen shook her head violently. It was not only herself she was good at not forgiving.

For the next four hours she did everything she could to avoid going into the kitchen. She put on Sam’s flannel pajamas with the flying toasters on them and ordered the spiciest takeout she could find and ate from the container with the plastic utensils that came in the bag. She drank a bottle of red wine she found in the dining room from the porcelain cup in Sam’s bathroom that had held his toothbrush. She flipped through the Grieving for Not-So-Dummies book Irwin Bright had given her.

You’re the only person who can save the next one.

At nine Imogen opened the file. At three A.M. she called Elgin’s home number in Arlington, Virginia. When her flight touched down in Las Vegas it would be 8:15 A.M. local time.
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