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  For Rob and Megan, with much love always


  And thank you to Kathleen Ryan


  “You feel the last bit of breath leaving their body. You’re looking into their eyes.


  A person in that situation is God!”


  —Ted Bundy


  “All serial killers want to win. They choose victims they can kill successfully.”


  —Pat Brown, criminal profiler


  Prologue


  Wednesday, May 14


  The truth is the truth: my ritual never changes.


  On the days of a new and full moon, I leave my dog in the kitchen, he isn’t part of the ritual, his soul is too pure, and I enter my secret room with offerings for Diana, goddess of the hunt, the moon, and childbirth. Her statue stands against the north wall, five feet tall, carved from pale pine the same color as the moon. It clearly shows her exquisitely chiseled features, the cascade of her hair, her hunting attire, the quiver of arrows on her back, the magnificent bow gripped in her right hand. Revered in ancient Rome, she embodies both life and death. Since I first read about her when I was fifteen, she has been my goddess, and my rituals with her are as sacred as any religious sacrament.


  I set a bowl of fresh fruit on the altar in front of her, place a photo of my next target beside it, then bow in front of her. “Please bless me, Diana, as I do your will. Please protect me as I do your will. Please do not let me be tempted from your righteous path.”


  Just as I utter those last words, the photo flutters off the altar, blown by a current from the AC vent above the statue, and touches down on the floor in front of me. It’s upside down. I stare at it in horror, certain it means something. But what? That the young woman in the photo isn’t the right target? That I shouldn’t set any of this in motion?


  Pain seizes my temples and bites down, nearly blinding me.


  Suddenly, I can’t think of anything but how I will feel as I’m killing this young blonde woman, how I will be pain free for days or weeks afterward, how the sweetness of her body will be my balm, my redemption. I carefully pick up her photo, turn it right side up. There. Perfect. I caress her beautiful long hair with my thumb. Laurie is mine.


  I return the photo to the altar, then get up and fetch a piece of paper from the short bookcase under the map on the east wall. I’ve already cut out the letters I’ll need and they’re arranged alphabetically on the lowest shelf. I sit on the concrete floor and began pasting them onto the paper.


  The numbers are the numbers, the math is the math, the truth is the truth: this is my mantra.


  The pain in my head is ebbing. A good sign. It means she’s the right target. It means that when her photo fluttered upside down to the floor it was just a fluke, without any significance whatsoever.


  While the letters are drying, I address an envelope. I know where she lives, what she does for a living, who her friends are, that she’s between men right now. I know her schedule, that she’s twenty-seven years old, has never been married, and is a natural blond. I know everything about her that I need to know.


  I’ll take my dog with me to the post office when I mail the letter. While he runs and chases squirrels, I’ll bask like a turtle in the sun and dream about the night two weeks from now when she’ll be mine forever.


  When the letters are dry, I fold the paper and slip it into the envelope and put a stamp on it. I return to the altar, pick up her photo. I pluck a red-tipped straight pin from the corkboard that holds the map of the U.S., stick it through the top of the photo, and tack it to its appropriate spot on the map, just above the orange Post-it that identifies her:


  Laurie Brautigan


  Sacred lunar kill


  May 28, 2014


  Oxford, Florida


  She gazes out from a panoply of lovely faces, lovelier than all the rest because she isn’t mine yet. She will be a milestone, my twenty-fifth and the sweetest yet.


  THE TARGET


  “If you pick up a starving dog and make him prosperous, he will not


  bite you. This is the principal difference between a dog and a man.”


  —Mark Twain


  1


  Dog Whisperer


  I Am wATcHiNg yOu


  i KNoW YouR schedule


  I knOW wHIcH DOGS u WaLK and WhEN


  I know WHerE u TEacH yOUr paINtIng CLasSes


  I AM watching YOU
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  Goosebumps erupted on my arms, sped down the backs of my hands and into my fingers, and the letter fluttered to the mailroom floor. The bitter taste of fear coated the inside of my mouth. For a second, I thought I might puke. Then the AC in the mailroom kicked on, the cold draft hit the back of my neck, and the skin there went all prickly. Someone walking over my grave.


  I backed up to the wall, my eyes still fixed to the sheet of paper on the floor, my thoughts scrambling around like terrified mice. Maybe it was a joke. Sure, I could see some of my friends doing this over drinks one night. Let’s freak out Laurie. But at some point word would have gotten out and I would have heard about it, wouldn’t I?


  Maybe.


  I clung hard to that word, but the possibility collapsed when I thought about it more. My friends wouldn’t do something like this.


  I crouched, pinched the corner of the letter and turned it toward me so I could read it again. My fingertips instantly felt soiled, violated. Letters of various colors and sizes had been cut from magazines and glued to a sheet of white paper. Glued carefully. Meticulously. The backward R was blood red and slightly taller than the other letters. It was the first thing my eyes had gone to when I had unfolded the letter. It screamed, See me? You know what I am?


  I sat down on the floor, grateful I was alone in the mailroom, and forced myself to take several slow, deep breaths. Then I touched the letters. I felt little pimples of glue beneath some of them, but didn’t see any excess glue around the letters. It seemed that each letter had been glued separately, the glue carefully applied.


  My fingertips dropped to the second line—i KNoW YouR schedule. How? I wondered. HOW?! I hoped the letters would yield their secrets in the same way that objects sometimes did or like animals did when I stroked and petted them. I hoped the letters would speak to me.


  I knOW wHIcH DOGS u WaLK and WhEN


  I know WHerE u TEacH yOUr paINtIng ClasSes


  “Holy shit.”


  I AM watching YOU


  “Fuck.”
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  Bile surged up my throat and I barely swallowed it back, could hardly keep my fingers on the last line. I forced myself to trace the shape of the backward R, to move my finger over it slowly. It remained silent.


  The postmark: Oxford, Fl., May 14, 2014. Mailed yesterday from here in town. My name and address had been printed neatly on the envelope. The sender had even spelled my last name correctly—Brautigan instead of Bratigan or Bratigane.


  Could fingerprints be lifted from a sheet of paper? If so, I had probably smeared the prints when I’d removed the sheet from the envelope.


  I drew my hand back, clutched my kneecaps. I could hear Maia, my dog, whimpering out there in the hall and nearly shot to my feet and lunged for the door to let her in. I needed desperately to hug her, touch her, feel the warm softness of her tongue against my face. But dogs weren’t allowed in the mailroom and my legs weren’t quite steady yet so I just kept sitting there, my back against the wall.


  A couple of my ex-lovers had been nutcases and any of them could have mailed this to me. But why would they? It wasn’t like I’d run into any of them in the last four of the five years I’d lived here in Oxford. They weren’t my Facebook friends. I hadn’t received any text messages, email or calls from any of them since we’d parted ways. Wouldn’t I know if they still wanted revenge?


  I finally smoothed the paper out against the mailroom floor, snapped a photo of it, and texted it to my older brother with shaking fingers. Tom, can you find out if any other women have rec’d a letter like this?


  He was a fitness guru here in Oxford. He taught classes all over town, including for the local and county police departments, so he knew a lot of cops and was friends with a few of them. If any other women had received notes like this, Tom might have heard about it. And if he hadn’t, he would know whom to ask.


  Just sending it to Tom made me feel a little less freaked. After a few moments, I took the top corners and folded the letter and slipped it back into the envelope. I quickly dropped it into my bag, then rubbed my palms hard and fast against the floor, trying to get rid of the feeling of those letters.


  I pressed my feet against the floor and stood, using the wall as my brace, and shut the door of the mailbox. As I moved up the long, narrow room, a wisp-like smoke appeared at my side. It gradually took on substance, a vague form, and I stared at it, watching as its feet and face became clearer. I realized it was the ghost of a small dog, a small white poodle. His presence comforted me. He was a cute little thing, gray around the muzzle, with wide, striking blue eyes.


  His sad gaze held mine for a moment longer, then he faded away. This sort of random animal ghost appearance hadn’t happened to me since the spirit of a Chihuahua had appeared at my apartment door one morning last year. I used to walk the dog for an elderly man in apartment 813 until the Chihuahua died of old age. The owner, who had Parkinson’s, had been devastated. I realized I hadn’t seen the man around for a week or more and had gone up to the apartment to check on him. I rang the bell, pounded on the door, and finally told the concierge I was concerned that he had fallen or something. The concierge unlocked the door and, sure enough, the old man had collapsed in his bathroom and died.


  So the ghost poodle was connected to something. But what?


  I hurried out into the hall, where Maia, a black and white Border Collie/Lab mix, waited patiently. She barked when she saw me, her amber eyes gazing at me, her head cocked to one side. What took you so long, anyway?


  I wrapped my arms around her and pressed my face into her soft fur, inhaling the scent of grass and spring. I’d gotten her three years ago from a local rescue organization, when she was just a pup. She was the sweetest dog in the universe and well-behaved unless she saw a squirrel.


  “You ready to hit the pavement, girl?”


  Even as I said this, the words in that stalker note scrolled across the inner screen of my eyes. I knOW wHIcH DOGS u WaLK and WhEN. Would he be outside, across the street from my building, somewhere close to the lake, watching me through the trees? He might look like anyone—a jogger, a businessman, a tourist. He might even be masquerading as a Paint Party enthusiast at one of the classes I taught several times a week in various bars around Oxford.


  The idea with Paint Party was that even non-artistic types could paint something in a couple of hours to hang on their walls at home if they were provided with an enjoyable venue, drinks, and had fun. Let your inner muse rip.


  Most of my customers were happy with what they produced. They tipped well, gave me top ratings on surveys, and some were repeats. But yes, occasionally a rotten apple showed up in a class, some chronic complainer who demanded a lot of attention, got shitfaced, and then blamed me for the way their painting turned out. But had any of those clients been angry enough to send me a note like this?


  I was now freaking myself out and shook my head to snap back to reality. “Let’s get Randie and be on our way.”


  Maia barked and we raced each other to the elevator. Once we were inside, I waved my key FOB across the red light under the floor numbers, it turned green, and the doors whispered shut. In here, I felt safe. The only way non-residents could get into the building was if the concierge buzzed them in and only a FOB would permit you to use the elevator.


  But suppose the stalker lived in my building? He would have his own FOB.


  The Plantation on Lake Claire, smack in the middle of downtown, had two hundred units, ten floors, and several hundred residents, give or take a few dozen. They ranged in age from twentysomethings like me to the elderly, and at least fifty percent of them owned one or two dogs. Most of my twenty-five dog-walking clients lived in the building. Six of them were daily walks, five days a week. The rest were sporadic—an occasional weekend, an emergency, vacations, sleepovers. Most of the dog owners in the building knew who I was—the blonde dog walker—and any of them could have sent the letter. For that matter, one of my clients or the partner of a client could have sent it. How would I ever know?
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  “Shit, shit, shit.” Maybe when the elevator door opened, he would be standing there.


  I felt a sudden urge to punch the STOP button, to just stay in the elevator the rest of the day, inside this little box with its four walls and one way in and out. But maybe that was what the stalker wanted me to do, hide, cower, isolate myself. It would make me an easier target.


  The elevator dinged, the door opened. I glanced right and left, making sure no one was waiting for me, then let go of Maia’s leash. She tore up the hall toward Randie’s apartment, where the Golden Retriever lived with her human, Colleen Larson, my client and closest friend.


  I had the key but usually knocked first because Colleen, an architect, often worked from home. Sure enough, she answered the door, phone pressed to her ear, and motioned us inside.


  Maia bounded in and she and Randie instantly went at it, leaping up at each other, boxing like kangaroos, playing tug-of-war with Randie’s toys. I figured they’d been lovers or siblings or something in another life. Usually, whenever I watched these two, I felt happy, awed by their utter joy in each other. Now, the only thing I felt was the dead weight of that envelope in my handbag.


  I quickly stepped inside the apartment. Colleen’s place always smelled good, of lavender, spice, roses, it all depended on her mood. Today, the air in here smelled of freshly baked cookies, which were laid out on a plate on the coffee table in the living room. Colleen waved from the living room, gestured at the plate, and mouthed, Help yourself.


  “Right, right, I understand,” she was saying. “Cut off five hundred feet for a total of seventy-five hundred. And exactly where am I supposed to cut?” She rolled her eyes at me and pointed at two dog treats on the counter. I flashed her a thumbs up, swept the treats off the counter, and pocketed them for later. I also helped myself to one of the cookies, still warm from the oven.


  Chocolate chip cookies, like coffee yogurt, were among my comfort foods. But not today. The letter felt heavier by the second.


  Colleen, a tall, knockout blonde of forty, strolled back across the sunlit living room and sat down at her drawing board. I was always envious of her slender good looks, how she managed that pale, perfect skin, how her thick blonde hair looked beautiful without any apparent effort on her part. I’d known her ever since I’d moved to Oxford five years ago to begin my internship at Disney, working with dolphins. When the internship had ended, I started my dog-walking business and she was my first client. Despite the thirteen-year age difference between us, we’d become close friends.


  The picture window behind her offered a magnificent view of Old Town Oxford, spread out below like a promise. There, off to the right, shone the glimmering blue waters of Lake Claire. On a really clear day, like today, you could see all the way to Orlando, fifteen miles east. Did the stalker live in Orlando? In Oxford? Or elsewhere?


  “Oh my God,” Colleen said, disconnecting from her call. “This client is going to drive me to alcoholism.” She drew her fingers back through her lustrous hair and got to her feet. “He changes his mind every ten minutes.”


  “Sounds like Ramona Cray in nine-oh-six,” I remarked. Another client, but not a friend. “Tell me what you think about this, Colleen.” I withdrew the envelope from my purse, hating the way it felt in my hand, then removed the sheet of paper, unfolded it, and handed it to her.


  She read it slowly, and her eyes met mine. “Jesus, Lore. Take this to the police. Seriously. This is scary shit.”


  It really wasn’t what I needed to hear. I wanted her to laugh, to tell me this was probably just some sick joke perpetrated by a friend, nothing to worry about. The fact that she said otherwise terrified me. A thirteen-year age difference wasn’t much in terms of the experiences women shared, but it was a lifetime when it came to discernment, wisdom.


  “I texted it to Tom. He knows some cops. I’m hoping he’ll recommend someone who will take this seriously.”


  Colleen slipped her arm around my shoulders. “Honey, you need to take care of this now. Today.”


  Then her phone rang and she rolled her eyes. “Today,” she said again, and took her call.


  I snapped on Randie’s leash and she and Maia and I headed out the door. In the hall, I released them and they raced to the elevator, leaping at each other, playing. When Randie nipped at Maia’s legs, trying to take her down, Maia flipped over on her back, pretending that Randie had succeeded, a ruse that meant, Sure, okay, you’re the boss of me today.


  Dogs were so much nicer to each other than we humans were to each other.
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  A year ago, when Maia and I were on a walk, she spotted a squirrel and took off so fast that I lost my hold on her leash. I ran after her, shouting, but she was deaf to my shouts, to everything except the squirrel. As she darted into the street, her leash slapping the ground, an approaching car sped up and deliberately hit her. She was hurled into the air, slammed down against the concrete, and lay there, twitching. I thought she was dead. The driver who had struck her had sped away.


  I scooped her up and raced to my car and burst into the vet’s office, sobbing, shouting, “My dog was hit by a car!”


  Many tests and hours later, the verdict was that nothing was broken, she was bruised, and my bill was twelve hundred bucks. The police had called to inform me that the driver of the car, Wayne Meeks, claimed Maia had barreled into his vehicle and dented the door. The cop provided photos and wrote me a ticket for my dog being off a leash. I told him I’d seen Meeks deliberately speed up to hit her. He didn’t believe me.


  A few days later, Meeks sent me three estimates he’d gotten for the damage to his car—nearly two grand and how did I want to settle this? I told the prick that he had hit my dog, not the other way around.


  He took me to small claims court and we each laid out our respective sides of the story to the two women on the mediation committee. By then, I knew that Meeks had multiple driving infractions, including a DUI, and I brought that up when I explained I’d seen him deliberately speed up, that my dog was his target.


  Meeks looked shocked that I knew and protested that it was private information and didn’t have any bearing on this case. The mediators agreed and I was remanded to pay him $1200, a hundred a month.


  A week after the mediation, I was contacted by Judge Judy. Her people wanted me and Meeks to be on her show, one of the featured cases. Free air passage to L.A., two nights in a hotel, and the sum I owed him would be paid by the show. I was ready. On Judge Judy’s show, I would be able to bring up Meeks’s driving record and he knew it. He backed down. He knew how it would make him look: driver deliberately hits woman’s dog and takes her to small claims court for damages to his car.


  I had researched him, knew Meeks worked for his dad’s local construction company, and was tempted to ask all of my Facebook friends—more than two thousand—to leave shitty reviews about the company’s services. But that would have hurt people who hadn’t been involved in it. So I didn’t do anything. Six hundred bucks into my remanded payment, I spotted his Dodge Charger, NRA stickers plastered on the rear bumper, parked in front of a downtown restaurant. I was sorely tempted to draw the tip of my key from bumper to bumper, to gouge the driver’s side of his car. Instead, I drew a sad face with my finger on his dirty windshield.


  It was possible that Wayne Meeks had sent that stalker letter, but why? He had gotten his money. My brother had paid the last $600 of it.
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  As Maia, Randie and I started our walk around Lake Claire, I looked closely at everyone I passed. When a jogger accidentally bumped into me, I wrenched back, certain he was the one. Then I got a good look at him and realized he was running with a group of middle school kids. Even though he was tall for his age, he couldn’t be more than twelve. The stalker couldn’t be a kid, could he?


  Lake Claire was huge, home to white and black swans, egrets, wood storks. In addition to the school team of joggers, there were adult runners, pounding their miles for improved aerobic health. Bizzos in suits and ties and their female counterparts in dresses and heels hurried on to the next meeting. Then there were the homeless people snoozing on benches or on the grassy slopes of the lake.


  Some of them waved. They recognized me, the blonde chick who was constantly walking dogs around the lake and scooping up poop. And who, when I’d gotten good tips at a Paint Party venue or at one of the private events, handed out food from Publix. The Oxford mayor, Enrique Mendez, had tried to make it illegal for anyone to provide free meals or handouts to the homeless. The county commissioners—all seven of them—had overruled him. So the handouts continued and the meals arrived down here three times a week, a gigantic buffet table that consisted of food provided by local restaurants and served by volunteers. Tom and his wife, Colleen, and I volunteered with the serving when our schedules allowed it.


  As I passed the homeless benches, a skinny, bearded guy with matted dark hair trotted over to me. He wore soiled shorts, an old t-shirt, sandals. He called himself Orca. He might’ve been thirty—or fifty. No telling.


  I tensed, felt my muscles contracting, struggled against the urge to flee.


  I knew Orca and some of the homeless guys because of my volunteer work, but that didn’t mean that I had any idea about who they were. I could see how posing as a homeless guy would be advantageous for a stalker. You lived in the shadows, marginalized, just you and your grocery cart of belongings. But if he was the stalker and made any move to hurt me, Maia and Randie would tear him apart.


  “Hey, Lore. May I pet the dogs?”


  “Sure.” Did you send that letter, Orca? “How’s it going?”


  “The same.”


  Whatever that meant.


  If Orca was the stalker, then he was in a perfect situation to do it. He spent most of his time near the lake, across the street from my apartment building. He saw me walking dogs. He knew that I taught painting for Paint Party. And he had befriended my dog.


  Maia’s tail was already wagging. Orca usually had some delectable treat for her—not dog bones from a package, but maybe a real marrow bone. Today, though, he held out a piece of wilted broccoli as though it were a true, rare treasure for dogs. Maia sniffed it, then sniffed his pockets, his hands, and looked over at me.


  Don’t like broccoli, her eyes said.


  I drew my hand down her back. Don’t hurt his feelings. I sent her an image of Orca with a sad, disappointed face.


  So she took the broccoli, took it delicately as though it were the most delicious treat in the world, and Orca rocked back on his heels, fingers sliding along Maia’s sides, his smile bright enough to light up the universe. It couldn’t be him.


  “She likes it,” he breathed. “She likes broccoli. Best damn dog ever, Lore.”


  But maybe he knew a stalker? I made a leap of faith. I brought out the letter and showed it to him. “You know of anyone else who may have received a letter like this, Orca?”


  As he held the sheet of paper, I noticed that his fingernails were yellow and screamed to be clipped. The back of his speckled hand, brown and stiff as leather, spoke of an outdoor life. I knew that if I touched his arm and allowed myself to open up to him, I would see his story.


  I could usually read humans through touch, just as I could read dogs, but disliked doing so because their stories were usually darker and more complicated than animal stories. I had never asked Orca how he’d ended up out here by the lake, his few belongings in the grocery store basket behind him. I didn’t open to him now. I didn’t want to know his story. But if I did open to him and touch his arm, I would know for sure whether he was the stalker.


  So I did that as I leaned toward him, I touched his arm lightly. “Any ideas, Orca?” Since I needed to know only one thing from Orca, reading him was like skinning cream off the surface of milk. He wasn’t the stalker.


  “Damn, Laurie.” His expression was horrified. He passed the letter back to me. “This is sick.”


  “Yeah. No kidding. You heard about anything like this, Orca?”


  “Not me. But I’ll ask around.” Then he brought out a cell phone—how could Orca afford one? Maybe someone had given him the phone, a Nexus, and paid for the service. “Let me take a photo of it and text it to some people.”


  I smoothed the letter out against my thigh, held it up, and he snapped a picture. As he texted, I wondered who his contacts were. Was there a daughter or son somewhere? A cousin? Was he on disability?


  “Text me your number, Lore, and I’ll forward anything I get to you.”


  My number. I didn’t give out my number to just anyone. But I’d already shown him the letter and he was eager to help.”Thanks so much, Orca. I appreciate it.” As I texted him my number, the dogs started straining at their leashes, eager to get the walk underway. “I’d better get moving. The dogs have squirrels to chase.”


  “Stay safe,” he called after me.


  I Am wATcHiNg yOu.


  How often did the stalker watch me? 24/7? Impossible. But he watched often enough to know what I did and where I lived.


  The weather was gorgeous and almost made me forget about the letter. The sky loomed above us, a forever blue unmarred by clouds, the air was redolent with a mixture of scents—jasmine, roses, gardenias, even a whiff of rosemary someone had planted. Halfway around the lake, we stopped and sat on a grassy slope in the shade. Was it safe to stop? I glanced quickly around at the people nearby.


  We were near the black swans, but not so close to them that they felt threatened. These swans, a male and female with two babies, were a visual feast, their feathers shiny and slick from the water, their long necks swiveling this way and that as they made sure no humans or dogs got too close to their offspring. They could be quite fierce when threatened, hissing like snakes, their wings fully extended and flapping furiously. Maia had been chased by a female swan shortly after we moved into The Plantation and now she always kept a respectful distance.


  The babies were a soft gray, probably less than a month old. They were unbearably cute, curious, pecking around in the grass, and stuck fairly close to mom and dad. When they waddled toward the water, their little wings flapping, one of the parents shooed them back into the grass. Baby swans were called Cygnets, after the constellation Cygnus, derived from the Latinized Greek word for swan. A kind of full circle thing, right? As above, so below.


  In Greek mythology, Cygnus was identified with several legendary swans. Zeus disguised himself as a swan to seduce Leda, Orpheus was transformed into a swan after his murder, and King Cygnus was transformed into a swan. A touch of immortality and mystery. These facts served me well when I played trivia at one of the local bars, but were otherwise useless. So what. For me, swans were magical. The fact that they mated for life kinda blew me away.


  But there was another layer to black swans that seemed to be addressing my personal situation, the situation that had begun the instant I opened the stalker’s letter. I Am wATcHiNg yOu. i KNoW YouR schedule. A Black Swan event had three basic criteria: it typically lay outside the realm of normal expectations because nothing in the past convincingly pointed to its possibility; it had a huge impact; in spite of its outlier nature, we humans concocted explanations for its occurrence after the fact, making it explicable and perhaps even predictable.


  When I bought Nassim Nicolas Taleb’s book The Black Swan, I thought it was another take on Carl Jung’s concept of synchronicity. But I realized the two concepts were diametrically opposed. Taleb considered Black Swan events as random, some sort of weirdness in the universe that wasn’t connected to anything else. Jung considered coincidence as meaningful and believed it proved the interconnectedness of all life on the planet.


  But for me, Black Swan events were synonymous with synchronicity because they were so often wakeup calls. Mythologically, the black swan suggested that a transformative event was headed into my life or had entered it already. The stalker? Were Black Swan events always bad? Why couldn’t it signal that my soul mate was on his way into my life? What a refreshing change that would be from the jerks I’d dated who believed that gay marriage was a transgression and that a woman’s body belonged to the government. When I went to Planned Parenthood for a D&C, there were protesters out front carrying grotesque signs of aborted fetuses. Never mind that I wasn’t there for an abortion. One of the protesters got right in my face and screamed that I would rot in hell.


  Maybe some sick politician had sent the letter, some guy in local government who’d gotten his hands on the patient logbook at Planned Parenthood and was now targeting patients, a Timothy McVeigh in the making.


  U Я miNE


  Randie suddenly looked over at me, perhaps feeling what I felt right then, and rested her head on my thigh. As I drew my fingers through her soft fur, I felt her concern for Colleen.


  “What is it?” I whispered.


  Randie peered up at me with her pale blue eyes, then nudged my thigh with her head, indicating that I should stroke her behind the ears. When I combed my fingers through her fur, I was touching the surface of her most recent memories, of Colleen and her boss and lover, Paul, arguing so loudly that Randie cowered under the table.


  I knew Paul Story. Sometimes when Colleen had to work late, Paul would text me and ask if I could walk the dog. He was a thin, intense man around Colleen’s age, who was usually in a big fat hurry. I’d always gotten the impression that he wasn’t much of a dog person. Or an animal person. He wasn’t abusive to Randie, just indifferent. I’d never figured out what Colleen was doing with him except that there was probably a shortage of available men in their early forties in this town.


  A few weeks ago, I’d run into him at Relax Grille, this open air café where dogs were welcome, and he actually had hit on me. I blew him off. Even if I were attracted to him, which I definitely wasn’t, his girlfriend was my client and closest friend. He’d had a lot to drink, so I didn’t think too much about it and never mentioned it to Colleen.


  Had he sent me that stalker note?


  That little ghost poodle had been a warning about something, just like that Chihuahua.


  And suddenly, there he was, Paul, jogging around a curve in the path. So many things in my life worked like that—I would be thinking about someone and the person called or texted or appeared. Synchronicity.


  Paul waved and I waved back and kept on walking. “Hey, Laurie.” He stopped, jogging in place, the hem of his jogging pants touching the tops of his shoes, his face sheathed in sweat.


  “Hi, Paul.” The dogs and I stopped.


  Maia gave him a lukewarm greeting, probably hoping he had a treat, but Randie didn’t react at all. She just sat there, watching a bird hopping around in a nearby patch of grass.


  “Hey, Randie,” he said cheerfully.


  She finally looked up at him, tail barely moving.


  “Was Colleen at home when you picked up Randie?” he asked.


  I nodded. “And on the phone.”


  I could feel his eyes all over me. I knew I looked good with my hair pulled back, in my shorts and halter top, but I disliked the sleazy feel of his eyes behind those shades, undressing me.


  Like a stalker might do.


  If I touched his arm lightly, just as I’d done with Orca, would I be able to tell whether he was the stalker? The idea of touching Paul repulsed me, but I had to try.


  “Well, we have to get moving here,” I said, eager to get away. “I’ve got a bunch of other dogs to walk. See you around, Paul.” I touched his shoulder and immediately felt as if I’d fallen head first into a rushing sewer of darkness. I quickly jerked my hand back.


  “See you at Lime Street,” he said, and took off at a swift clip.


  The remark could mean only one thing: he’d bought a ticket to my Paint Party class next Thursday.
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  As I headed back toward The Plantation, I got a text message from Orca, a forwarded conversation he’d had with a dude who called himself Shark. Odd, that they both used names associated with the sea.


  Shark: Teacher named Donna got one of these.


  Orca: Where’re you located, dude?


  Shark: Lake Flagler.


  The next lake over. A large homeless community existed on the south side of that lake, in a tent city that had sprouted in the wake of the financial meltdown of 2007, the debacle that was the exclamation point at the end of the Bush reign.


  Orca: What was the deal with Donna? How’d u know her?


  Shark: She used to give me books. I’d see her walking her dog. Showed me the note. She was murdered couple months back. In her apartment bldg.


  Not what I wanted to know, but I texted a thank you to Orca. As the dogs and I headed back to the building, I kept looking at the people around me, wondering if one of them had sent me that note. If one of them had killed Donna the teacher.


  Shit. It really could be anyone.
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  When I dropped off Randie, Colleen was busy at her drawing board, working on the computer. “Hey, you going to Paint Party next Thursday night?” I asked as I hung up Randie’s leash.


  “Not that I know of. Why?”


  “Paul was out jogging and we ran into him. He mentioned it.”


  As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I regretted saying anything. This really wasn’t my business.


  “Paul’s going to a Paint Party?” She laughed. “That’s a first.” She tucked her hair behind her ears. “What’s the painting?”


  “It’s listed as moderate.” I brought up the image on my phone and showed it to her, a gorgeous sunset beach scene with a palm tree in the foreground and a flock of gulls winging by overhead. Corporate chose the paintings. I just taught them.


  The Paint Party corporate hub was New York, but in just five years, the corporation had spread across the U.S. and into a dozen foreign countries. The two women who’d started the company in their garage were now multi-zillionaires, and still ruled the hierarchy. Could the stalker be one of the other Paint Party artists? There were just ten of us in the Oxford area and, as far as I knew, I had good relationships with all of them.


  What about the assistants? They did most of the grunt work in setups and cleanups and got half the pay the artists did. Maybe one of the assistants had a bone to grind with me. I had a great relationship with Baker, the guy who was usually my assistant, but maybe I needed to pay closer attention to him, try to read him.


  “Wow, I like that painting,” Colleen said. “It would look great there.” She pointed at an empty space on the wall behind her couch. “Next to your dolphin painting.”


  She had commissioned the dolphin painting, a watercolor in three panels that I’d painted from one of the hundreds of underwater photos I’d taken when I interned at Disney. It looked beautiful against the pastel green wall. Maybe my stalker was the psycho dolphin trainer from Disney I’d slept with. “We work in acrylics, though, not watercolor.”


  “I don’t care if you work in chalk. Can you sign me up?”


  “Uh, sure. I’ll have to do it when I go back downstairs. I’ll email you the confirmation.”


  “How much?”


  “Twenty-five with Groupon, forty without.”


  Colleen slipped forty bucks from her wallet. “What time?”


  “Its starts at seven. We supply everything—paints, smocks, brushes.”


  “Sounds like fun.” She laughed again, as though she were relishing the thought of showing up where Paul least expected to see her.


  Considering the games we humans played, I was suddenly grateful that I wasn’t involved with anyone right now. At this point in my life, I was delighted to spend most of my time with dogs. With them, you always knew exactly where you stood.


  “I just found out that another woman received a stalker note like the one I got, Colleen. She was later murdered.”


  “Christ, Laurie,” she said softly, alarm etched into her pretty face. “That does it. We’re going over to the police station.” She stood and crossed the room, grabbed her handbag and slung it over her shoulder. “Now. We’re going now. I’ll drive.”


  My phone belted out Gotye’s, “Somebody That I Used to Know.” The text was from my brother. Meet me & a cop @ Relax Grille, 1:30. Two women who rec’d similar letters were murdered.


  The sudden urge to flee nearly overpowered me. But reality quickly kicked in. Flee to where? And with what money? I lived paycheck to paycheck. I couldn’t afford to flee.


  I was twenty-seven years old. And apparently I’d been alive long enough to make some enemies.
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  Nick Finley


  Detective Nick Finley stood in the hallway, outside the rooms where Donna O’Connor had lived, unable to bring himself to step inside the apartment. He felt he might be overwhelmed by the residual energy of what had happened here. He stared down at the spot where her body had been found nearly two months ago, her Rhodesian Ridgeback alongside her, howling, his heart broken, the dog frantically trying to rouse her as blood from her slashed throat had seeped into the carpet.


  Even though the building management had steam-cleaned the hallway carpet, he could still detect traces of blood in the fibers. It nauseated him, brought back the photos he’d seen, her body sprawled against the corridor’s beige carpet, her throat sliced so deeply it was as if the killer had intended to decapitate her. What kind of barbarian would do this? The city cops had been the first on the scene, but even when he’d arrived, neighbors were still clustered in the hall, freaked out, the wet bloodstains beet red against the carpet.


  He finally entered the apartment and moved slowly through the empty rooms, his shoes whispering against the rug, his heart aching. He had come here today in the hopes that he, who had inherited his parents’ ability to see and communicate with the dead, might glimpse her spirit, that she might appear to him in the place she’d called home. But he didn’t sense any presence at all.


  The AC clicked on and the cool air smelled faintly of whatever had been used to clean the place. The first time he’d come here, the air had smelled of peppermint. Dog toys had been scattered across the living room. Graded papers had been stacked on the dining room table. An ordinary life in which something had gone horribly wrong.


  He knew that Donna, a high school English teacher, had attended a Paint Party class the night she was killed and he believed her killer had followed her home from Coach Grille, where the class had been held. He also believed that her dog, Dusty, had witnessed her murder. But until he’d received Tom’s text earlier, the idea of a canine witness had seemed as useless as an appendix. Now that he knew Tom’s sister was an animal communicator, an undercurrent of excitement and hope coursed through him.


  Finley didn’t know how animal communicators worked, if it was even possible for her to reach into Dusty’s memories and find whatever the dog had seen. But if she could uncover something significant, it would change his investigation.


  His heart felt so weighted in here that he had to open the door to the balcony and step outside. The May warmth washed over him, a promise of a scorching hot summer ahead. From here, he could see ducks flying low over Lake Claire, headed for the island of trees where they often roosted. Closer in, he spotted white and black swans. The view soothed him, reminded him that in spite of this horror, the cycle of life did continue.


  Neighbors had told him that Dusty often had sat out here when Donna was at work, his huge snout wedged between the horizontal bars, eagerly watching for her, waiting for her to come home. Finley’s parents were now fostering the dog.


  Finley gripped the railing and wondered how often Donna had stood here, gazing out at the lake. He wished he could pick up some information from the things she had touched, from the air she had breathed. He knew mediums in the nearby Spiritualist community of Cassadaga, where nearly everyone spoke to the dead, who were adept at psychometry. But his parents, who lived there, weren’t among them. And neither was he. The talent he’d inherited had so far proven useless in this investigation. Even though the dead whispered and hummed and chattered frequently to him, neither Donna nor Amy Stiller, the other victim, had said a word.


  In spite of how strenuously he had resisted his ability over the years, the possibility that it had dried up professionally terrified him. It almost felt like losing his eyesight or his hearing and he’d never realized just how much a part of him it was, how much he had depended on it in his work. The isolation he felt was compounded by the absence of anyone special in his life. When he went home in the evenings, the silence drove him into his office, his man-cave, as his ex-wife had called it, and there he sat for hours, reviewing every detail of these murders, arranging and rearranging the pieces on the storyboard until he no longer heard the silence.


  “Nick?” Pete Lyon’s voice echoed eerily through the empty rooms.


  “Out here, Pete.”


  Lyon, his boss, strode across the living room. He fit his name, a lion of a man, six foot three, with a mane of salt-and-pepper hair. Despite his size, he moved with grace, stealth, speed. In his mid-forties, he was a decade older than Finley and had been in charge of the Orange County homicide division for the last eight years. Finley liked and respected him.


  “There’s nothing on those TV security tapes for the night Donna was killed,” Lyon said. “The manager and I went through all of them again and even looked at them for that entire week.”


  “They’ve scrimped on their cameras,” Finley said. “That’s the problem.”


  “They aren’t scrimping anymore, I can tell you that.” Lyon joined him at the porch railing. “Since this murder, they’ve got cameras on every floor, every elevator, every surface.”


  “Great. But that doesn’t help us one iota.”


  “Did you, uh, pick up anything in here?”


  Lyon invariably hesitated when he asked Finley this question. A Southern boy born and bred, he wasn’t comfortable with anything paranormal. But because Finley had proven his ability several years back by solving a cold case in which the victim had communicated with him, Lyon had become a reluctant believer.


  “No, nothing. Spooks are talking, but not about this.”


  “Why not?”


  “Beats the shit outta me, Pete. “


  “Has this ever happened before?”


  “Not since I started working in homicide five years ago.”


  “But you still see and hear spooks, right?”


  “Yeah, just not the spooks that might have answers we need.”


  Lyon nodded as though this made perfect sense, then glanced over at Finley. “Explain what that means, Nick.”


  Finley gestured eleven stories down to the street. “What do you hear right now?”


  “The constant hum of traffic.”


  “It’s like that. Background noise from the dead. That’s what I hear most of the time. But so far none of the voices are Donna or Amy. I think something has to happen before they talk to me.”


  “Like meeting with Laurie Brautigan?”


  “Maybe.”


  “She may be the most significant break we’ve gotten in this investigation, Nick. And she’s blonde, like O’Connor and Stiller, like the other two women who got those stalker letters. And hers was postmarked yesterday, a full moon. That means that if this nut follows the same pattern, he’ll make his move on the new moon, May twenty-eighth. And Laurie works for Paint Party. I’d like to have security outside her apartment at night and a cop tailing her during the day.”


  “Good place to start. And she doesn’t just work for Paint Party, Pete. She taught the class Amy Stiller attended the night she was killed and also the class that Donna O’Connor attended the night she was killed. February fourteenth and March thirtieth respectively. I rechecked the class lists.”


  Lyon’s dark eyes widened. “Synchronicity, right? Isn’t that what you call it? It could be a huge piece of this puzzle.”


  No such thing as coincidence, Finley thought. Synchronicity meant he was on the right track, even if he had no idea yet what the track was or where it might lead. “I’ll know more after I meet with her.”


  They were in the hallway now, Lyon locking up, Finley staring at the faint stain in the carpet. He suddenly crouched and ran his fingertips over it. I’m so sorry I’ve failed you. Please talk me. Help us out here. He so hoped she would fade into view, that the synchronicity meant the drought was over, that the ghosts specific to this investigation would start talking.


  Silence.


  “Do your parents have any insights on this?” Lyon asked.


  “I haven’t asked for their help.” Other than driving Dusty to their house when they’d agreed to foster the dog, Finley had been avoiding his parents. He knew they would pick up on his inability to commune with the dead who mattered to this investigation and he didn’t want to talk to them about it. Being the only son of mediums had drawbacks.


  “Well, Christ,” Lyon said irritably. “It’s time to ask. Not a single goddamn lead we’ve gotten on these murders has panned out and we’re at a dead end.”


  As they rode the elevator down, Lyon gestured at the upper-left-front corner, where a security camera had been embedded. An inchoate sadness welled up inside Finley. The camera might help someone else, but it was too late to help Donna.
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  In the five years he’d worked for the county PD, he’d investigated all sorts of homicides, most in Orlando. Domestic disputes, convenience store robberies in which the clerks were killed, gang murders, cops killing civilians, civilians killing cops. But this investigation had impacted him like no other. It was the first thing he thought of when he woke, the last thing on his mind when he went to bed, and it pursued him throughout the night, gnawing at him with the persistence of a hungry rat until it drove him out to the sidewalk for a run.


  Running helped to ease his discouragement, but didn’t banish it.


  Amy Stiller, a twenty-five-year-old graduate student, had had her entire life ahead of her. Donna had been, by all accounts, a brilliant teacher whose students had adored her. The darkness of the killer, the crimes themselves, the lives of the women that had been snuffed out: the only way he could tunnel his way through this horror, through the despair that so often wrapped around him, through the quiet panic that had become his constant companion, was to keep his sights on the end result, the apprehension of this sick fuck.


  Although no one in the department had called these murders the work of a serial killer, the pattern was now obvious. Four women, all blondes, got stalker letters sent on a new or full moon. Two women had left town, but the other two were killed two weeks after the letters, on a new or full moon, after attending a Paint Party class, their throats slit from right to left.


  The letters to all four were pretty much the same, adjusted for the woman’s schedule and job, intended to terrify:


  I Am wATcHiNg yOu


  i KNoW YouR schedule


  Tom had texted him a photo of the letter to Laurie and it fit the pattern. U Я miNE.


  “You said this Brautigan woman is psychic, like you?” Lyon asked.


  “According to her brother, yes. But her specialty is animal communication.”


  “How’s that differ from what you do?”


  “Animals don’t talk to me, Pete. Some psychics are clairsentients who tune in on feelings, emotions, physical stuff. Others are like my parents, mediums who communicate with the dead. Then there are clairvoyants, psychometrists who pick up information from objects, precogs, animal communicators …”


  “But the bottom line: all those types are psychic. Just the expression of the ability differs.”


  “Right.”


  “I understand how you came by your ability. Inheritance, early childhood environment. But what about Laurie Brautigan? Are her parents psychic? Is her brother?”


  “Why was Mozart able to compose music at the age of four? It’s a talent, Pete, just like any other.”


  Lyon looked skeptical. “C’mon, I bet you have some other explanation, too. Like, uh, past lives or something.”


  Finley laughed. “You nailed it.”


  “Okay, okay.” Lyon patted the air. “I’m not ready to go there yet. But does a medium ever become, say, an animal communicator? Or vice versa? Does a clairvoyant ever become a clairsentient?”


  “Sure. Sometimes.”


  “So could you read a traumatized dog?”


  “I’ve never tried, Pete.”


  “You think she can read a traumatized dog?”


  “I don’t know. I intend to ask her.”


  “I’m not holding my breath, though. Even animal communicators I’ve seen on TV can’t extract an animal’s memories.”


  As they passed a café, Finley caught sight of his reflection in the window. He thought he looked strange, his beard rumpled, hair windblown, mouth not quite able to smile. He had allowed this investigation to get too far under his skin, just as he had when he’d worked for the state, heading up the Animal Care & Enforcement Division.


  Yeah, he’d been the guy who’d broken up Pit Bull rings in the Everglades, arrested an owner for burying his dog alive, removed alligators from suburban lakes, captured sick possums, transferred anacondas from the Everglades to zoos, and rescued a hundred cats from some nutty old woman’s house. He’d seen a lot of ghosts in those years, spirits who gathered in his bedroom at night, followed him to animal rescue jobs, cheered him on. Toward the end of that, he’d come to believe that if all of humanity could be judged, at least by how it treated animals, then planet Earth and its seven billion inhabitants were pretty much fucked.


  He’d quit that job and gone to Costa Rica for six months. But he couldn’t quit this job, not as long as this deranged bastard was still out there.


  They hurried along toward their cars, through the shade of the giant live oaks that lined the road. As they passed one of the cafés someone shouted, “Hey, Pete, Nick.”


  Mayor Enrique Mendez shot out of his chair on the café terrace and hurried over with a newspaper in one hand. He was a tall skinny guy with stooped shoulders, meticulously cut dark hair, and an elaborate mustache that required trimming. “Have you two seen this morning’s Tribune?” He tapped the paper against the palm of his hand.


  “Nope. Not on my reading list,” Lyon replied.


  “Mine, either,” said Finley.


  Mendez unfolded the paper and held it up. Oxford’s Dexter! screamed the headline. “Any idea where this came from?”


  “Not from my department,” Lyon snapped.


  “No one in this city or county PD should be calling these murders the work of a serial killer. You know how many goddamn calls I’ve gotten this morning? Christ almighty, one major convention already cancelled that was going to bring in big bucks. We’ve got a cardiology convention scheduled next month and loads of European tourists arriving throughout the summer and fall. This is not Miami in the 80s, I don’t want Oxford in the press as murder capital of the country.”


  “We’re hardly a murder capital of anything,” Finley said. “Orlando has more murders than Oxford.”


  “Orlando has Disney, so murders there don’t scare tourists away,” Mendez shot back, and rocked onto the balls of his feet, then onto his heels. Coño, hombre. Stories like Oxford’s Dexter could kill tourism here that fast.” He snapped his fingers inches from Finley’s nose.


  Finley felt like slugging him.


  “So talk to the editor,” Lyon said.


  “I intend to. And in the meantime, one of you is going to talk to the reporter who wrote this piece of shit.” “Excuse me,” Lyon said testily. “But we’re county and we don’t take our orders from you.”


  Finley noticed the byline on the story. Julia Baynes. It figured. She probably knew he was working this case and had written the story to get back at him for ending their relationship.


  Mendez flipped his shades back onto the top of his head. His small, dark eyes squinted against the light. “Then let me rephrase it, Pete. I would deeply appreciate it if one of you would speak to the reporter.” “Okay, I’ll do it.”


  “Good. And Pete, one more thing. I would also deeply appreciate it if you issued a memo to everyone in the county department to steer clear of the term serial killer.”


  Lyon clicked his heels together and gave a mock salute. “Sure thing.”


  “But Enrique …” Finley said. “You do know that we probably are dealing with a serial killer, right?”


  Mendez just rolled his eyes, turned, and marched off. Finley wondered how the schmuck had ever been elected.


  “Asshole,” Lyon muttered.


  “You going to issue that memo?”


  “Sure. Just to keep him quiet.” They walked on toward their cars. “Didn’t you date that Baynes woman for a while, Nick?”


  “Yeah, until her dead father appeared to me one day and asked me to give her a message.” And Finley had done so even though he’d suspected it would end their relationship. It had.


  “So you can talk to her.”


  “No way.”


  “You have some weird issues, Nick.” Lyon stopped at his car. “Keep me in the loop.”


  Perhaps the actual weird issue was that most of his relationships had ended for the same reason—because he communicated with the dead. It made him as odd as his parents. But his parents had each other and lived in a Spiritualist community where their skills were considered not only normal, but an asset that drew in throngs of tourists and kept Cassadaga’s economy humming.


  At sixteen, he had begged his parents to let him finish high school in Daytona, where he could live with his mother’s stepsister and be known simply as Nick Finley, student and not as Nick Finley, son of those mutant mediums and devil worshippers in Cassadaga. He had gotten out of there as soon as he could—University of Florida on a full scholarship, major in psychology, and then law school, which he’d finished in just two years. He’d pursued a left-brain profession the way other men pursued money.


  He’d practiced as a defense attorney for a year with a huge Miami firm and hated it. Sometimes in court, a spirit would appear next to the person he was defending and that usually indicated that the person was innocent. Other times, nothing but an opaqueness would surround the client, and that meant he or she was guilty. On those cases, Finley asked to be recused. But he couldn’t reveal the reason, couldn’t confide in anyone, and by the end of his first year, knew that if he didn’t quit, he probably would be fired.


  After he’d gone to Costa Rica, he’d realized that it took more effort to ignore the ghosts and their chatter than to acknowledge them, and now he no longer resisted. Not that it had done him any good since this investigation had started. Now he didn’t see or hear the ghosts who could make a difference.


  On his way to Relax Grille, he stopped at Bodega, an Old Town landmark across the street from Lake Claire and near Relax Grille, where he was supposed to meet Tom and his sister. It served the best Cuban coffee in Oxford and since none of the employees spoke English as a first language, it gave him the opportunity to practice the Spanish he’d learned in Costa Rica. He had returned there every year since and was now so fluent that the employees here no longer treated him as just another gringo.


  Inside, the air smelled of freshly baked everything—bread, empanadas, pastries filled with queso blanco, plantains, a Cuban stew. Here, he could distance himself from everything. He ordered a cortadito—a shot of espresso, a dollop of milk, and enough sugar to send a diabetic into a coma. It transported him instantly to Costa Rica, to the Arenal Lodge near the volcano of the same name, two thousand acres of pristine countryside.


  He left with the cortadito in hand, his soul briefly refreshed, and walked on toward Relax Grille. He wished he were in Arenal now. As his storyboard of these homicides had grown more detailed, he thought more and more frequently about Costa Rica. It occurred to him—and not for the first time—that he might be nearing the end of his tenure in homicide. That unnerved him; it would be the third career in his thirty-three years that he had quit. It meant he might end up like his old man, a medium in Cassadaga whose livelihood depended on whether the unquiet dead were cooperative or not when strangers came by for readings, the very future he had hoped to escape.


  He walked faster and struggled to think about something else. The swans along the lake. The homeless people pushing their grocery carts packed with their belongings.


  I AM watching YOU


  Watching her from where? Did the killer have a job? A family? Anyone who loved him? Anyone whom he loved? Could serial killers have ordinary lives?


  “Nick,” called someone behind him.


  He glanced around and stopped to wait for Tom Brautigan to catch up. At six three, he was inches taller than Finley, had curly dark hair, and a physique out of GQ. Finley had trained with him when Tom had been hired by the Orange County PD to whip the staff into shape. He was accustomed to seeing Tom in workout clothes, but today he looked like a tourist—shorts, Hawaiian shirt, sandals.


  “Hey, Tom, good to see you. I almost didn’t recognize you.”


  He chuckled. “Even trainers take time off. I’ve actually put most of my clients and classes on hold so I can finish my book.”


  “On your fitness techniques?”


  Tom nodded and they started walking. During the time that Tom had been the police department trainer, Finley had learned to meditate and do enough yoga postures to keep his spine and muscles supple. Tom’s breathing techniques enabled Finley to maintain space between himself and the random ghosts who
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