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{ PROLOGUE }




Sipping a cup of freshly brewed Colombian blend, Peter Winter sat on the couch in his spacious family room, inserted the DVD into his computer, and then waited for the slide show to appear on his fifty-two-inch flat-screen TV. He kept the before photos in a group by themselves, and he flicked through those first. The before showed five slender blondes, each smiling sweetly into the camerainto his camera. Rita Winter, Candace Miller, Melanie Tyler, Debra Longworth, and Morgan Forester. The five of them looked enough alike that they could have been sisters. Their faces were remarkably similar, with wide-set blue eyes, delicate features, and flawless complexions. They all had straight white teeth and carbon-copy smilessuperior smiles, knowing smiles, cheating smiles.

In addition to their beauty-pageant good looks, that was another thing the five women had in commonthey were all cheaters. Second, all of them were greedy, always wanting morealways requiring morethan they had been given. Finally, of course, there was the dead part. That showed up in the aftersin those, the women werent alike at all, except that they were dead and looked it; well, four of them did anyway. The first photo was a grainy copy of a news photo with the body already covered by a tarp. Peter had missed the opportunity to take his own portrait, but since then he had corrected that oversight.

The photos showed Peters handiwork in brutal detail. The women, all of them naked and bloodied, lay either where they had fallen or where he had placed them. Posed them, as the profilers liked to say. Most people would have been repulsed by the photos. He found them exciting. Invigorating. Especially when he had reached this pointthe time when he was about to add one more to his collection.

He hadnt expected it would come to this with Morgan. He had figured hed use her and lose her. That was the way he liked to operate, and it was a philosophy that had worked fairly well over the years, with a few notable exceptions. But some dumb blondes were smarter than they looked. It had come as a rude awakening when that pretty little piece of tail had turned on him and tried tracking him down at work. That had been the end of it. Or at least it had signaled the end of it. It had taken him some timeweeks, in factto get all the pieces in place, but today was the day. Let us rejoice and be glad in it.

Whistling that familiar Sunday-school tune, he switched off the DVD player and the TV set, removed the DVD, and stashed it in the safe in the back of his closet. At the same time, he removed his precious good-luck charmthe heart-shaped Tiffany key chain Carol had given him. It was loaded now with something far more powerful than keys, and on days like thisdays when he was primed for actionhe wanted the key ring with him. As long as he had that talisman in his pocket, he felt safe.


After pouring a second cup of coffee, Peter set about gathering and packing his equipment. He didnt need to carry much. He brought along a fully loaded syringe, a set of scrubs, a pair of surgical gloves, and a pair of paper surgical booties. Blood spatter on scrubs was easily explained and easily gotten rid of. Surgical booties left no traceable footprints at the crime scene, and when they went into the hospital incinerator, they left behind no traceable forensic evidence, either.

Gloves were another matter. More than one dumb killer had been taken down when damning fingerprints were found inside gloves worn while committing a crime. But working in a hospital made disposing of surgical gloves pretty much foolproof. As long as they and his used hypodermics went into the proper containers in the proper examination rooms, he could be relatively sure theyd never be seen againand never examined for incriminating forensic evidence.

He added a pair of leather driving gloves. Those were a necessity. They were the only way to ensure that he didnt leave behind a damning fingerprint or two in the rental car. They also kept him from running the risk of being seen driving while wearing surgical gloves; that certainly would have raised eyebrows. With driving gloves, you had to be careful not to drop one at a crime scene. Watching O.J.s long-ago murder trial had taught Peter all about that. When he needed to unload a pair that had reached the end of the road, he dropped them off in a Goodwill donation box.

The next thing he loaded into the briefcase was that days weapon of choice. In this case, he planned to use an ordinary household hammer, and not one hed picked up from his neighborhood Ace hardware. Those might very well have some distinguishing markings on them. No, he chose to use one hed bought at a garage sale in North Phoenix. The woman, a relatively new widow, had been selling her husbands tools in preparation for moving into an assisted-living facility. Initially, Peter hadnt wanted the whole lot, but shed offered the entire kit at such a bargain-basement price that he had taken all of it, rolling tool box included.

So far hed used only one of the tools hed purchased that Sunday afternoonthe hacksawon the nosy little bitch in Greeley, Colorado, who had asked way too many questions. Getting rid of her had been an especially gratifying experience, but it had also been very messy. Exceedingly messy, as the after photo clearly showed. Hed had a lot of trouble getting himself cleaned up afterward and had worried about leaving something behind that might be traced back to him.

He expected that using the hammer would be simpler. If he did it right, thered be far less blood to deal with, and what there was would be easier to control. Having blood evidence lying around was actually quite helpful. It gave the cops something to focus on, and that was the whole secret to getting away with murder. You had to give the cops plenty of blood evidence and make sure they found it where they expected to find it. And if you could muddy the water enough by having two prime suspects rather than one, that was even better.

Last but not least, he picked up his digital camera. Before he put it into the briefcase, he replaced the batteries. These shots were important to him. He didnt want to miss a thing.

After closing his briefcase he snapped the locks. Stopping by the kitchen sink, he rinsed his coffee cup and put it in the dishwasher. At the front door, he paused long enough to look around. There was nothing out of place, nothing at all, and that was the way he liked it.


Squaring his shoulders and whistling A-Hunting We Will Go, he set out to do just that.

* * *

Matthew Morrison left home that Monday morning a little past five-thirty. Knowing hed be heading out early on Monday, he had checked a Taurus out of the motor pool late Friday afternoon. By a quarter to six, he was on the 101 and driving south, heading to Red Rock, heading to Susan.

The last thing he had done before he left the house was turn on Jennys coffee. He hoped she wouldnt notice that the coffee would be a whole hour older than it usually was, but he doubted shed pay any attention to the clock on the pot. As far as coffee was concerned, the important thing for Jenny was that she didnt have to make it herself when she finally scrambled out of bed around seven-thirty. When she deigned to appear in the kitchen, she wanted her coffee there and at the ready.

Matts customary departure time of six-thirty meant that his drive to the state government campus in downtown Phoenix usually involved dealing with rush-hour traffic. This morning and this early, there was barely any traffic at all. Anxious and excited, Matt kept reminding himself to slow down. Today of all days, it wouldnt do for him to get a speeding ticket.

During the last week, ever since Susan had suggested they should meet at last, Matt had done his best to maintain an even keel. Last night, though, he had almost given the game away when Jenny caught him whistling as he loaded the dishwasher. What the hell are you so happy about? she had demanded.

Eighteen years ago, when they first married, Jenny had been a reasonably good-looking woman. That was no longer true. Her constant negativity had turned the corners of her mouth into a perpetual sneer. Frown lines marred her forehead, but her lack of beauty was much more than skin-deep.

Matt, who prided himself on keeping a positive mental attitude no matter what, had done what he could to change her. Predictably, that hadnt worked. Now, it turned out, he was changing himself and doing something for Matt for a change. He was going to get lucky. He had stopped at Walgreens on Sunday afternoonnot his neighborhood store, of courseand bought a package of Trojans. Just in case, hed also brought along the sample of little blue pills that hed ordered over the Internet.

Better to be prepared, he told himself. This might be his one chance, and he didnt want to mess it up.

* * *

As the after-school bus rattled toward the end of its route on the Verde Valley School Road, only three children remainedthe Forester twins, Lindsey and Lacy, and little Tommy Breznik. Tommy, far in the back, was engrossed in a handheld video game and oblivious to everything around him. As she did every day, Lacy sat silent and apart, with her face pressed to the window while her sister, Lindsey, chattered away with Mr. Rojo, the bus driver.

Miss Farber said well be taking a field trip down to Phoenix just before Christmas, Lindsey was saying. Do you think youll be our driver?

Conrad Rojo liked kids, but he especially liked Lindsey, a bright child who talked a blue streak. Her sister, on the other hand, never said a word. It was strange to think that the two second-graders who looked so much alike could be so different.

That depends, Conrad Rojo told her. Somebody else sets up the scheduling.


I hope itll be you, Lindsey said. Of all the bus drivers, I think youre the best.

Even though there was no traffic visible in either direction, Conrad turned on the flashers as he approached the turnoff to the Foresters place. He was surprised not to see Mrs. Foresters white Hyundai Tucson parked at the end of the half-mile-long drive. For three yearsas long as Lindsey and Lacy had attended Big Park Community School in the Village of Oak CreekMorgan Forester had been waiting for her daughters at the end of the lane when the bus dropped them off. Conrad, who took the safety of his charges very seriously, was reluctant to leave the girls alone.

Your moms not here yet, he said.

Maybe shes running late, Lindsey said brightly. Maybe she got busy and forgot what time it was.

Tell you what, Conrad said. Why dont you stay on the bus until I drop Tommy off at Rainbow Lane. If your mothers running late, thatll give her a few minutes to catch up.

He glanced in the girls direction. Lindsey clapped her hands in delight. You mean we can ride all the way to the turnaround? And then we can be on the bus all by ourselves?

Yes, Conrad said. Once Tommy gets off, itll be just the two of you and nobody else.

Lindsey turned to her sister. Wont that be fun?

Lacy shook her head and said nothing.

Once again Conrad was struck by how different the two girls were. Last year, on another field trip, he had overheard two of the first-grade teachers talking about them. Well, Lacys certainly not retarded, Mrs. Dryer, Lacys first-grade teacher, had said. She can do all the work. She just wont participate in class.


Conrad had wondered at that. He didnt think teachers should be talking about kids being retarded. Werent they supposed to use nicer words than that? Besides, the situation with Lindsey and Lacy reminded him of his two sons, Johnny and Miguel. Johnny was two years older, and he had been the one who had done all the talking. There wasnt any need for Miguel to find his own voice, as long as his older brother was close at hand. Miguel hadnt actually started speaking on his own until halfway through first grade, when he skipped the baby-talk stage completely and cut loose with fully formed sentences. And he hasnt shut up since, Conrad thought with a chuckle. It seemed possible that some of Miguels teachers used to say the same thing about him. Now, though, his younger son was an honors communications major at the University of Arizona, so go figure.

Once Conrad had dropped Tommy off, made the turn, and come back to the Foresters long driveway, there was still no sign of the Hyundai. Conrad pulled over, stopped the bus, and reached for his cell phone. He wasnt surprised to find that he didnt have a signal way out here in the boonies. Putting away the useless phone, he sat and wondered what to do. It was against the rules to take the bus onto a private road, especially since there was a good chance he might run into a spot where it would be impossible to turn around. If there was any kind of problem, hed be late getting back to school to pick up his next load of kids.

Its okay, Lindsey said. You can let us out here. We can walk home. We know the way. Its not that far.

No, Lacy said.

Conrad was surprised to hear Lacy state her opinion. In the three years the girls had been riding his bus, this was the first time she had uttered a single word in his hearing.


Come on, Lace, Lindsey wheedled. Walking wont kill us. If you want, Ill even help carry your stuff. Lacy Forester came to school every day with a backpack that seemed half as big as she was.

Maybe I should take you back to school so the principal can call your mom, Conrad offered.

No, Lindsey said. I dont want to go back there. Im hungry. I want to go home and have a snack. Come on, Lace. We can do it.

For a moment Lacy Forester resumed her stony silence. She seemed close to tears, but finally, faced with her sisters force-of-nature determination, she sighed, stood, and shouldered her backpack.

Youre sure youll be all right? Conrad asked as he opened the door.

Well be fine, Lindsey declared. Youll see.

The two girls clambered out of the bus. Conrad watched them trudge side by side down the dusty red dirt track with the clear November sun at their backs until they disappeared from sight over a slight rise. Then he put the bus in gear and headed back to school. If he didnt get going right then, he would be late for the last bell.

I shouldnt have done that, he told the other drivers over coffee later that week. I never should have let them go home alone.











CHAPTER 1




For the hundredth time that day, Ali Reynolds asked herself why shed ever let her agent, Jacky Jackson, talk her into being a part of MCMR, short for Mid-Century-Modern Renovations, a program aimed at the Home & Garden TV viewer, documenting restoration projects designed to bring back venerable old twentieth-century American houses that otherwise would have fallen victim to the wrecking ball.

Months earlier Ali had come into possession of one of those precious fixer-uppers when she had purchased Arabella Ashcrofts crumbling hilltop mansion at the top of Sedonas Manzanita Hills Road. She had been intrigued when Jacky contacted her about filming the entire project. According to Jacky, MCMR would be the next great thing. Mid-Century-Modern Renovations was due to air on Home & Garden TV sometime in the not too distant future, but there was always a chance it would follow the lead of some of the Food Networks cooking shows and make the jump over to one of the major networks.

Jacky had begged and pleaded until Ali finally agreed. At first her contractor had been thrilled at the prospect, and his crew had enjoyed mugging for the two cameramen, Raymond and Robert. Now, though, with construction seriously behind schedule, the workers were becoming surly at having the cameras forever in the way, and so was Ali. It was bad enough when things were going well. But then there were days like today, when Bryan Forester, her general contractor, had gone ballistic after Yvonne Kirkpatrick, the city of Sedonas queen-bee building inspector, had decreed that the placement of some of Bryans electrical outlets in both the bathrooms and the kitchen were out of compliance.

The cameras had been there filming the entire epic battle as Bryan and the fiery-haired Yvonne had gone at it nose-to-nose over the issue. Later, they had been missing in action when Yvonne, who had returned to her office to check the rules and regs, had called back with the embarrassing admission that Bryan had been right and she had been wrong. From her days as a television newscaster, Ali Reynolds knew the drill. After all, confrontations make for great TV. Reconciliations dont. Compared to war, peace is B-O-R-I-N-G. And even though Yvonne had admitted her mistake, she had yet to come back and sign off on the permit. The drywall guys couldnt start hanging wallboard until she did.

Ali had hoped to have the place ready for a grand Thanksgiving dinner unveiling for friends and family. Right now her house had no running water or electricity, and the interior walls were nothing but bare studs. This latest delay made a turkey-day gathering in her remodeled home even more unlikely. Disheartened, she had retreated to the wisteria-lined flagstone patio where they had erected a canvas canopy over the worn redwood picnic table that served as a lunchroom for workers and film crew alike. Before Ali could summon a really serious funk, though, Leland Brooks appeared, bearing a silver tray set for tea.


Tea? he asked. You look as though you could use a cuppa.

Yes, please, Ali said gratefully, shivering in the late-afternoon chill. That would be wonderful.

Ali had taken on restoring Arabella Ashcrofts dilapidated home as her personal rehabilitation project, and Brooks, Arabellas former butler, had made fixing Ali Reynolds his. Months earlier and already dealing with the end of both her newscasting career and the end of her marriage, Ali had abandoned California and returned to her roots in Sedona, Arizona, looking for respite and a little peace and quiet. That hadnt worked very well. Instead of achieving idyllic serenity, she had been propelled into life-and-death struggles with not one but two murderous nutcases.

Afterward Ali had been drifting aimlessly into a sea of depression when Leland Brooks came to her rescue, determined to find a way to help her help herself. Refusing to take no for an answer, he had set before her the daunting challenge of buying and re-creating Arabella Ashcrofts mothers house. In the ensuing months, every time the resulting complications had threatened to overwhelm Ali, Leland had been at her side. He still referred to himself as her butler, but she saw him as her property manager and also as her trusted aide-de-camp. He had taken up residence in a fifth-wheel trailer set up in the driveway, where he could make sure tools and supplies stayed put when the workmen left the site.

Ali waited while Leland dosed her tea with two cubes of sugar and a wedge of lemon.

I see that building inspector was here again, he said.

Yes, Ali returned. She rode in on her broom, out on same, and fouled up the wallboard guys for at least another day. Im pretty sure Thanksgiving is a lost cause.


Leland handed over a cup and saucer. Mr. Forester is a good man, he said thoughtfully. Surely hell be able to find a way to carry us over the finish line.

Ali took a sip of her tea. It was perfect. Mr. Brooks, she said, has anyone ever told you that youre an incurable optimist?

Leland frowned. I dont suppose thats a compliment, is it? he returned.

Ali laughed aloud. No matter how bad things got, Leland always seemed to cheer her up. Just then a car came winding up the driveway, threading its way between lines of workers vehicles. As it parked behind Alis Porsche Cayenne SUV, she recognized Detective Dave Holmans sheriffs department sedan.

Dave, a fellow graduate of Cottonwoods Mingus Union High, was a longtime friend and recently a sometime beau. Several months earlier, he had been granted primary custody of his two daughters, nine-year-old Cassie and thirteen-year-old Crystal. Since then Dave had thrown himself wholeheartedly into his unexpected second chance at fatherhood. His newly assumed parenting responsibilities combined with a realization that both Dave and Ali were in full rebound mode had led to a mutual decision to back off for a while. As a result, he and Ali had been spending far less time together of late. On this occasion, though, Ali was delighted to see himuntil she caught sight of the grim set of his jaw. Clearly, this was some other kind of visit.

At another time in her life, Ali Reynolds might not have thought the worst, but after months of dealing with one disaster after another, her heart went to her throat. Had the brakes failed in her fathers doddering antique Bronco, or had her mothers Alero been T-boned making a left-hand turn across traffic into the Sugarloaf Cafs parking lot? Or was it Christopher? Had something happened to her son? Holding her breath, she gestured Dave onto the patio.

Hey, Dave, she croaked. It was a lame attempt at pretending she wasnt terrified. Good to see you. Care for some tea?

Dave shook his head. No, thanks. He glanced toward the house. Im looking for Bryan Forester. Is he here?

Relieved, Ali let out her breath. In the far bathroom, she answered. Would you go find him, please? she said to Leland.

Leland nodded. Certainly, he said and marched away.

Is something wrong? Ali asked.

Im afraid so, Dave answered. Morgan Foresters been murdered. Their two girls came home from school a little while ago and found their mother dead in the front yard. Has Bryan been here all day?

Even though all of Bryans worker bees had shown up on time, Bryan himself hadnt appeared until later in the morning. Given that he had several different jobs going, his late arrival wasnt so unusual. Ali had noticed, however, that the generally even-tempered Bryan had seemed out of sorts. Even before his confrontation with the building inspector, Bryan had been barking at his people and growling at the guys wielding their cameras.

He wasnt here all day, she said. But he was here most of it. Why?

Before Dave could ask anything more, Leland returned, bringing Bryan Forester with him. Whats up? Bryan asked, looking questioningly from Ali to Dave.

Ali knew from personal experience what it meant to be given that kind of devastating news. Not wanting to witness Bryan Foresters heartbreak, Ali thought of taking Brooks and disappearing into the house. Before she could rise from the bench, however, Dave cut off that avenue of retreat by speaking immediately.


Its about your wife, he said. Im afraid I have some very bad news.

Bad news about Morgan? Bryan asked. What about her? What kind of bad news. Has she been in a wreck or something?

Im sorry to have to tell you this. Your wife has been murdered, Dave said. Your daughters found her this afternoon when they came home from school.

Ali felt a momentary flash of anger at Dave Holman. Couldnt he have found a gentler way of delivering such awful news? Couldnt he have couched it in less blunt terms?

Bryans face contorted in grief and astonishment as the brutal blow landed. He staggered over to the picnic table and sank down onto the redwood bench across the table from Ali. No, he said, shaking his head from side to side in absolute denial. That cant be. Its impossible. Morgan was fine when I left for work. This is wrong. You must be mistaken.

Im afraid theres no mistake, Dave replied. If you dont mind, Mr. Forester, Ill need you to come with me. Once the body has been transported, well need you to identify

At first Ali thought he had softened slightly, but then she noticed the odd shift from Bryan to Mr. Forester. Ali was a year younger than Dave, and Bryan Forester was over ten years younger than Ali. Daves turn to formality struck her as ominous.

Bryan, on the other hand, seemed oblivious. He surged to his feet. No, he interrupted. Where are Lindsey and Lacy? What have you done with my daughters? Ive got to see them, be with them.

The girls are fine, Dave said reassuringly. I called in Deputy Meecham, the DARE officer from their school. She knows your kids, and they know her. I asked her to take them to the sheriffs office. The girls are probably already there.

Lets go, then, Bryan said impatiently, changing his mind about going to the house. Why are we standing around here jawing? He took two long strides toward Daves car, then stopped and turned back to Ali. Tell the guys for me, please, he said. They should probably plan on taking the rest of the week off. Until I He broke off, unable to continue.

Of course, Ali said reassuringly. Im so sorry about this, Bryan. You do what you need to do. Well be fine.

She watched as Dave took Bryan Forester by the arm and escorted him to the waiting patrol car. Dave opened the doorthe door to the backseat, Ali noted, to let Bryan inside. Ali had to concede that was probably necessary, since there would likely be weapons and equipment in the front seat, but still, was it really necessary for Bryan to be locked in the back of the vehicle like a common criminallike he was under arrest or something? But then Ali remembered that when her almostex husband, Paul Grayson, had been run over by a speeding freight in southern California, the investigating officers had driven her to Riverside in the back of a patrol car as well. Perhaps this was the same protocol and it meant nothing. Maybe Ali was simply reading too much into it.

If youd like me to, madam, Leland Brooks said quietly, Id be happy to track down the work crew and relay the bad news.

Ali knew that in the past, Leland had dealt with Arabella Ashcrofts periodic flights from sanity by retreating into that very proper butler mode. Daves uncharacteristic detour into formality had disturbed her, but as Leland switched gears, Ali felt herself comforted.

Thank you, Ali said. That would be greatly appreciated.


Ali sat staring into the depths of her teacup and thought about two little girls coming home to the shock of finding their mother murdered. It appalled Ali to think about them being thrust into this awful turmoil and then being carted off to the sheriffs office by some stranger to await the arrival of their father.

Alis cell phone rang. Glad to be jolted out of her grim contemplations, she hurried to answer, but it didnt do her much good.

Have you heard about Morgan Forester? Edie Larson asked. Its positively dreadful! I still cant believe it.

Ali Reynolds had always marveled at her mothers uncanny ability to know everything that was going on in Sedona, Arizona, before almost anyone else did. Since Edies sources were quick and nearly always accurate, Ali didnt bother questioning them now. Obviously, whoever had delivered the news knew what was going on.

Just did, Ali admitted. Dave was here a few minutes ago and told Bryan what had happened.

Those poor sweet little girls, Edie went on. Can you imagine coming home from school and finding something like that? The one is already such an odd little duck, I doubt shell ever recover.

Odd? Ali asked.

Theyre twins, you know, Edie said. Theyve come to the Sugarloaf on occasion, usually with their daddy. The Sugarloaf Caf was the family-owned diner Alis parents had run for years.

The two of them are the cutest little things. They look just alike, but the oneI dont know which is whichtalks nonstop. She chatters on and on like a little magpie, while the other one never says a word. The one eats everything in sight and cleans her plate without the least bit of fuss. The other one has to have everything on a separate plateone plate for the eggs, another for the hash browns, another for the bacon, and still another for her toast or sweet roll. God forbid if one crumb of food should touch another. Its always a problem when they come in, because theres not enough room on our four-tops for one person to use four separate plates. Edie paused and then added, I guess youve never waited on them.

Periodically, Ali pitched in as a substitute waitress. She knew of several adult customers with similar phobias, but she didnt remember ever waiting on Bryan Foresters little girls. I guess not, she agreed.

Im baking one of my tuna casseroles right now. Your dad will deliver it to their house a little later. I understand Bryans folks moved down to Sun City a few years ago. His dad has arthritis, and the winters up here were too cold, but Im sure theyre on their way. I dont know about Morgans folks. It seems to me theyre not from around here.

Ali didnt know anything about Morgan Foresters family. Wherever her parents lived, once they learned the news, their hearts, too, would be broken, but Ali suspected that no one from either side of the family would be very interested in Edie Larsons excellent tuna casserole.

If the house is a crime scene, itll be empty, Ali said quietly. No one will be allowed to be there.

Youre right, of course, Edie said after a pause. Well, then, Ill talk to one of the neighbors and find out where your father should deliver the food once I have it ready. Now, what about Thanksgiving?

Her seamless segue from tuna casserole to turkey and dressing left Ali momentarily confounded.


I know you had your heart set on having everyone over to your new place, Edie continued. But we have to be realistic. That just isnt going to happen. We need a new plan.

If Edie Larson had a sentimental bone in her body, her daughter had never seen it. After spending her entire lifetime either working in or running a restaurant and being in the day-to-day business of food, Edie looked at lifes ups and downs through a framework of what needed to be cooked, where, and when. Yes, Morgan Foresters murder was a terrible thing, but after taking care of that required tuna casserole, Edie was ready to move on to the next piece of critical culinary businessThanksgiving dinner. Meanwhile, Ali had been so shocked by what had happened that she had yet to consider how the terrible disruptions in Bryan Foresters life might also impact her own situation.

Dont worry about it, Mom, Ali said. Im sure well be fine.

Ali was hanging up when Leland emerged from the house and began gathering up the tea things. She passed him her cup, cold now but still half full.

You told them? she asked.

Leland nodded somberly. I talked to Billy, Mr. Foresters second in command. He said that if its all the same to you, theyd like to come on the job tomorrow anyway. If he can get the building inspector to come out and sign off on the permits, he said theyll be able to go ahead with the wallboarding with or without Mr. Forester. But only if you dont mind.

The fact that Bryans crew was ready and willing to move forward without him seemed commendable. Its fine with me, Ali said.

Leland nodded. Very good, madam, he said. I told them Id let them know if you had any objections.


As if on cue, the workmen emerged from the building. Carrying tool belts, tool cases, and lunch boxes, they headed first to the Mini-Mobile, the metal storage unit where they stowed tools and supplies. Leland locked it each evening after the workmen left the job site and opened it every morning before they arrived. Minutes after the workmen left, the camera crew decamped as well, but they took their load of expensive equipment along with them. Leland picked up the tray, but before he could head back to his cozy fifth wheel, Ali stopped him.

Detective Holman asked me if Mr. Forester had been here all day, she said casually.

Dave had come to notify Bryan Forester of his wifes death, but Ali had no doubt the man had been in Daves sights as a possible perpetrator from the moment Morgans homicide had been reported, and Dave had already started the process of tracing Bryans movements.

Leland returned the heavy tray to the table. I seem to recall he did arrive a little later than usual, he said thoughtfully. Most of the time hes here early enough to park at the top of the driveway. Today I noticed that his truck was down near the bottom of the hill.

Ali nodded. Did he seem upset to you? she asked.

Leland frowned. Now that you mention it, he said, I believe Mr. Forester did appear to be slightly out of sorts. He spent a good part of the day talking on his phone.

Did he happen to mention any kind of difficulty at home? Ali asked.

Leland gave her a wry smile. Thats not the kind of thing one would mention to the hired help, he said quietly. Its just not done. Its getting quite cool out here, he added. Would you like me to light the heater?


They had stationed a propane-fueled outdoor heater near the picnic table so the guys could have their morning coffee without freezing their butts off.

Thats all right, Ali said. I think Ill head home.

By the way, he reminded her, it is Monday. Your evening to cook, I believe. Would you like me to come by and throw something together for you?

Ali looked at this remarkably caring man.

Thanks for keeping me on track, Ali said. Youve done more than enough for today. Ill handle dinner.

Very well, Leland said. Will we see you in the morning?

If the work crew is coming, Im coming, Ali told him.

But as Ali pulled out of the driveway, she wasnt thinking about getting her job done. She was thinking about two little girls, Morgan Foresters daughters, who would have to grow up without their mother.

Poor babies, Ali said to herself. Those poor babies.











CHAPTER 2




Peter Winter left the car parked along the road half a mile away from the house and walked the rest of the way, knowing that his surgical booties would leave behind no discernible prints. Concealed behind Bryan Foresters workshop, he watched as Morgan loaded the girls into the car to take them to catch the bus. There was a chance that she might not come straight back, but he knew that Monday mornings were when she usually caught up on paperwork.

Walking up onto the porch, he settled into the swing to wait for Morgan to return. He didnt have to wait long. Ten minutes later, she was back. She caught sight of him sitting there as soon as she got out of the car and greeted him with a radiant smile.

James! she exclaimed. What a wonderful surprise. I didnt expect to see you until Wednesday. Why didnt you tell me you were stopping by today?

It astonished Peter to think that Morgan was actually glad to see him. Naturally, he hadnt said a word to her about what shed done wrongthat shed crossed some invisible line and signed her own death warrant in the process. She came toward him with a pathetically happy smile, seemingly without noticing his out-of-place scrubs. Or the fully loaded syringe he had slipped into his pocket. Smiling back, he stepped off the porch and went to meet her.

James OConner was the name Morgan Forester knew Peter Winter by, and that was the name she had asked for when she had called in to the work number she had managed to lift from his cell phone. Of course, no one in the ER knew anyone named James OConner. In actual fact, James OConner didnt exist. Had never existed.

Somebody wanted to trade at the last minute, Peter told her. So here I am.

She fell into his arms willingly, happily, and was still kissing him when he retrieved the syringe from his pocket and plunged the needle into the flesh at the base of her neck.

What was that? she demanded, struggling and trying to push away from him as the painful needle point pierced her skin. What are you doing? Whats going on?

Once the syringe was empty, he dropped it. She was still trying to escape him, but he grabbed her with both arms and held her fast. Dont worry, he said. Its okay.

But it wasnt okay at all. The Versed did its work well. When she sagged helpless in his arms, he half carried and half dragged her limp body up onto the porch and settled it in the swing. Then he went back and retrieved his syringe. He couldnt afford to leave that behind. Syringes came with identifiable serial numbers that could all too easily lead back to him.

He didnt bother undressing Morgan, as he had his other kills. He knew the cops would be examining every aspect of the crime scene. Mixing up the details would make it more difficult for investigating officers to match this incident with any of his others. From a practical standpoint, if he wanted the cops to focus on Morgans husband, he needed to downplay any sexual connections. Anger had to be paramount.

Physics had never been Peters strong suit. Using the hammer with Morgan already in the swing didnt work all that wellnot as well as hed wanted. Each blow to her head sent both the swing and his target flying away from him, blunting the killing power. As a consequence, it took longer than he had expected. Once it was over, he did three things. He carefully set the bloodied hammer aside; he wanted to preserve as much blood evidence as possible. He dropped a little blood onto his hanky and put that in a baggy to keep it moist. That was what he hoped would seal Bryan Foresters fate. Next he removed Morgans showy wedding band and the accompanying engagement ring with its three-carat rock. He slipped the wedding set onto his key ring along with all the others. Finally, he took his photo montage.

Once the scene was set, he made his way back to the rental car. Still in the underbrush, he slipped off the booties and then walked up to the rental car, which was sitting undisturbed where hed left it. He had planned to put the bloodied hammer on some newspapers hed left in the trunk for that purpose. Hearing a rapidly approaching vehicle, however, he was forced to ditch the hammer in a hurry, putting it down on the passenger-side floorboard before dashing around to the drivers side. He managed to start the car and drive away before the approaching utility truck caught up with him.

After that, it took a while to track down Bryan Foresters pickup truck. Peter had the addresses of Foresters several construction sites, and he found the Dodge Ram pickup at the one on Manzanita Hills Road. The problem was there were several ongoing construction projects in the neighborhood, which resulted in far more street and foot traffic than Peter had anticipated. He made several futile trips past the truck. In the early afternoon, he got a clear shot at the bed of Bryan Foresters pickup. The hammer needed to be visible but not obvious. He put it in the corner beside the riders door, a spot Bryan was unlikely to look at as he got in and out of his truck. And then, for good measure, he left a smear of blood from the hanky there as well.

Peter was hungry by then, but he didnt dare stop to eat. He didnt want to do anything that would call attention to his face in the wrong place at the wrong time. Instead, he headed back to Phoenix. To his dismay, he found that there had been a serious rollover semi accident on I-17 on one of the steep downgrades between Cordes Junction and Black Canyon City. DPS had been forced to shut down the highway completely for over an hour while they cleared the roadway of debris, which included several tons of rolled roofing and countless scattered bundles of shingles. By the time he managed to drop off the car and retrieve his own from the short-term lot, he was almost late for his shift at work. He would have been late if he hadnt called his friend Brad Whitman who had been willing to punch in for him.

Peter had hoped to stop by the house long enough to upload the photos and clear his cameras memory stick, but he had to stay focused. He was well aware that groggy doctors make mistakes, so he swilled coffee and tried to keep his mind on the job. Tomorrow, after hed gotten some sleep, he would have plenty of time to treat himself to a victory lap on another job well done. Morgan Forester was dead, and her asshole of a husband would go to prison for it. What could be better than that?


* * *

The blue Ford 500 pulled into Bobby Salazars lane at the car return facility ten minutes before his shift was due to end. Bobby knew he needed to leave right on timeat four. Otherwise, depending on traffic, he might late for his five P.M. biology class at Phoenix Community College. There was a big exam scheduled for that night. Chasing after an A in the class, he couldnt afford to be late.

With that in mind and hoping this rental return wouldnt be a problem, he approached the vehicle, handheld card scanner in hand.

Hows it going? Bobby asked.

The driver was a middle-aged Anglo wearing mirrored sunglasses, a Diamondback baseball cap, running shoes, an ASU tracksuit, and a pair of leather driving gloves. Over time Bobby had come to have a very low opinion of people who wore driving gloves. They were usually arrogant and unpleasant, and this one fit that bill to a T. He didnt bother acknowledging Bobbys greeting. Wordlessly, he handed over his rental agreement and then got out and opened the back door, where he extracted a briefcase.

Used to being treated as a nonentity, Bobby leaned into the drivers seat to verify both the odometer reading and amount of gas left in the tank. By the time Bobby popped the trunk, the driver was already moving away, walking briskly toward the shuttle buses that would return him to the terminal.

Dont you want a receipt? Bobby called after him.

Shaking his head, the man didnt reply. He just kept on walking. The scanner printed out the unwanted receipt automatically, and Bobby stuffed it into his pocket.


Have a nice day, Mr. Morrison, Bobby called. No matter how rude the customers might be, company training dictated that they should always be addressed by name. If Morrison heard him, there was no response.

Screw you, too, Bobby muttered under his breath. He turned back to the car and checked the trunk, certain that Mr. Morrison had forgotten to collect his luggage. Except for an array of day-old newspapers, the trunk was completely empty. That struck Bobby as odd. Briefcase-only guys usually wore the other kind of suits. Most of the time guys in sweats or running suits came complete with mountains of luggage and mounds of golf clubs, to say nothing of short-tempered wives and screaming kids.

Shrugging, Bobby returned to open first the drivers door and then the passenger door, continuing the routine check to be sure nothing had been inadvertently left behind. He found sand and gravel on the drivers-side floorboard. On the passenger-side floorboard carpet, he found a small rust-colored stain, smudged in a fashion that made it look as though some attempt had been made to clean it up.

Of all the attendants on the lot that afternoon, Bobby Salazar was uniquely qualified to recognize the ill-concealed stain for what it wasblood. He had seen bloody carpet before, and he had tried to clean it up with a similar lack of success.

One of his ex-roommates, Kiki Rodriguez, had been home alone when he had gotten bombed out of his gourd on Ever-clear. Nobody ever knew, because Kiki couldnt remember and couldnt tell them exactly how he had broken the glass that cut his hand so badly. What was clear was that he had wandered aimlessly around the apartment, bleeding like a stuck pig and leaving a trail of blood everywhere, before he finally passed out on the couch. Bobby had been the one who came home and found him there. He had called 911. The EMTs had taken Kiki off to the ER, leaving Bobby to deal with both the cops and the bloody carpet. He wasnt sure which had taken longer, answering the cops questions or trying to get the damned blood out of the carpet. He had tried everything, including calling in a professional carpet cleaner, but when he had moved out of the apartment two months later, the stains had still been visible enough that Bobby had lost his security deposit.

Concerned, Bobby got out of the car and gave the rest of the front seat a thorough examination. There was no visible blood anywhere elsenot on the seat or the steering wheel or the door handle. The stains were on the floorboard and nowhere else. The guy had obviously walked in it. What if he hit something? Bobby wondered. A deer, maybe. Or a dog. Please, God, not a person!

Bobby walked to the front of the vehicle and studied the bumper, looking for damage. He was relieved when he found nothingno dents, no dings, no sign of a collision with anything, living or dead.

Two more renters had pulled into Bobbys lane. Their luggage was already unloaded, and they were waiting impatiently for him to come check them in as well. He knew if he mentioned the presence of blood in the vehicle to one of his supervisors, there would be hell to pay. Questions would be asked. Forms would need to be filled out and filed. More than likely, Bobby would be late for class. Not only that, if he took that long with one vehicle, the guys who tracked productivity would no doubt give Bobby a black mark for slowing down the return process. You were supposed to check in so many customers per houror else.

Waving to one of the drivers, Bobby sent the Ford off to be washed, then turned and approached the next waiting customer. Hows it going? he said. Hope you had a good trip.


* * *

Late in the afternoon, Ali drove back to the Andante Drive mobile home, which had been left to her by her mothers twin sister, Evie. Permanently set on a concrete footing that had been carved into the steep hillside, the place boasted a very unmobile-homelike basement that included Christophers studio and Alis late second husbands extensive wine collection.

Ali had lived there for the better part of a year and a half, most of that time with her son as her roommate. She hoped that by the time she finished the remodel and moved on to Arabellas house, Chris would have married his steady girlfriend, Athena, and Ali would be able to pass the mobile home along to them. Both Chris and Athena were public high school teachers whose low salaries wouldnt stretch very far in Sedonas stratospheric real estate market. Not having to buy a home of their own would give them a big leg up in starting married life together. Ali liked the idea that Aunt Evies legacy to her would stay in the family.

Ali had never been a particularly capable cook, and she knew that what she brought home from Bashas deli section wouldnt be nearly as delectable as whatever Leland Brooks might have thrown together. She had suggested hosting the Thanksgiving festivities primarily because she knew she would have him there to backstop her. For this Monday-evening dinner, she had raided Bashas deli counter for some enchilada casserole and a selection of salads and veggies.

When Ali walked in the door, Sam, her impossibly ugly sixteen-pound, one-eared, one-eyed tabby cat, trotted to the door to greet her, complaining at the top of her lungs that she was starving. Since Chriss Prius was already parked outside, Ali knew the cat was lying. For a time, her adopted kittys weight had mysteriously edged up. It was only when the vet complained about the weight gain that Ali discovered that Sam had routinely cadged two evening meals by pretending she hadnt been fed. Once Ali and Chris had realized they were being suckered, they hatched the plan that whoever came home first fed Sam, no matter what the cat said to the contrary.

Liar, liar, pants on fire, Ali told the noisy animal. Knowing full well the kitchen counter wasnt Sam-proof, she stowed the casserole in the microwave and deposited the evenings salads in the fridge. Then she headed into her room to shower and change clothes.

When she came out half an hour later, she was surprised to see that Chris had set the tablefor three rather than two. The table was decked out in his mothers good china, complete with crystal wineglasses. He had also heated the casserole and opened a bottle of Paul Graysons high-end winea Corton-Charlemagne from Cte dBeaune.

Whats the occasion? Ali asked.

Chris shrugged. I invited Athena to come to dinner, he said. Hope you dont mind.

When Ali had first heard about Athena Carlson, she had been a little dismayed. Athena was several years older than Chris and divorced. She was also a double amputee, having lost part of her right arm and most of her right leg, compliments of an exploding IED during a Minnesota National Guard deployment to Iraq.

Ali had always hoped her son would find the perfect girl. Initially Athena hadnt quite squared with Alis idea of perfection. Over the months, though, Ali had come to see Athena really was perfect. Her midwestern small-town roots and rock-solid values provided just the right counterpoint to Chriss artistic temperament and occasionally unrealistic enthusiasm. And Ali had nothing but respect for the way Athena focused on what she could do rather than on what she couldnt. One of the things that fell in the could column was her ability to play a mean game of one-handed basketball.

You should have called me, Ali said. If I had known we were having company, I would have picked up something a little nicer than enchilada casserole.

Thats all right, Chris said. Athenas not picky.

Ali knew that to be true, and as far as she was concerned, it was another mark in Athenas favor.

The doorbell rang, and Chris hurried to answer it. Athena stepped into the house. Underneath a pair of slacks, her high-tech prosthetic leg was all but invisible. The complicated device on her right hand was more apparent. Smiling and laughing, she entered the room and kissed Chris hello. When the two of them turned to face Ali, Athenas face was awash in happiness. Without a word, she held up her left hand, showing off a respectably sized diamond ring.

He gave it to me last night, Athena said as Ali stepped forward to admire it. I didnt wear it to school today. We wanted you to be the first to know.

Congratulations! Ali exclaimed, giving first Athena and then her son a hug.

Youre sort of the first to know, Chris admitted. Its actually Aunt Evies diamond. Grandma gave it to me so I could have it reset. But Grandma and Grandpa havent seen it this way yet, and they dont know Ive given it to her. You really are the first.

Ali couldnt help feeling slightly provoked that her parents knew more about her son than she did. Some of the irritation must have shown on her face.

Youre not upset about that, are you, Ali? Athena asked warily.


Ali pulled herself together and laughed it off. Not at all, she managed. My mother always seems to know exactly whats going to happen long before anyone else does. Im thrilled for you both.

Chris and Athena exchanged relieved looks. Obviously, they had been concerned about how Ali might react.

Ali moved over to the table, picked up the wine bottle, and began to pour. How about a toast to the newly engaged couple? she said enthusiastically. I think you both deserve it.

Dinner was a lighthearted, fun affair. Athena, more radiant than Ali had ever seen her, was full of plans for the future. No, they hadnt set a date yet. Most likely, theyd get married after school got out at the end of May, possibly early in June.

A small wedding, Athena said. Maybe outside, with red rocks in the background and just family and a few friends in attendance. I already had the whole full-meal-deal church wedding with a white dress, half a dozen attendants, and a reception that cost my dad a bundle. Unfortunately, we all know how that one turned out.

For the first time that evening, a shadow crossed Athenas smiling face. Her husband had ditched her while she was in Walter Reed, recovering from her injuries. And since he and his second wife were now living in what had once been Athenas hometown, Ali understood completely why Athena had no desire to go back home for a second wedding.

Ali thought
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