


Chapter 1

Blaine Avery smiled at the golden retriever capering before her. “Sure you really want to go on this walk, Ashley?” she teased. The dog barked and turned in a circle, her nails tapping on the polished oak floor. “Full of beans now that you’re back home, aren’t you?” Blaine laughed, bending down to rub the dog’s ears.

Ashley growled the way she always did when she wanted a walk. “Okay, I’ll stop chattering and we’ll be on our way.” Blaine stood up. “But don’t forget, this is our first walk in the woods for a long time. I’m not up to chasing you, so don’t go wild on me.”

The dog marched to the door and shifted impatiently from side to side. Blaine drew a windbreaker over her light blue sweater, and as soon as she opened the French door, Ashley shot out into the mid-November sunshine. “I said, take it easy!” Blaine called, but the dog was already streaking across the wide terrace toward the woods a couple of hundred feet beyond, looking back and barking repeatedly as if to say, “Hurry up!”

“I guess I can’t blame her.” Blaine sighed, picking up her own pace. Six weeks ago, she had developed a serious case of pneumonia. After spending a week in the hospital, she’d moved into her sister, Caitlin’s, home in town to recuperate. She had come back to her own house yesterday morning, but a deluge of rain during the afternoon had kept her and Ashley inside. Now it felt good to be outdoors, walking across the lawn toward the woods as she had so many times with the dog and her late husband, Martin.

Martin. Blaine closed her eyes, shivering as she drew the windbreaker tighter. She was a slim five-foot-nine with long auburn hair and light gray eyes that gazed alertly from a face whose high cheekbones stood out more than usual since Martin’s death. The past several months had been hard for her, but looking up at the lemon-colored sun in a clear sky made her feel almost like her old self. Maybe the grief and the trauma of the recent past were beginning to fade, she thought.

Ashley had disappeared into the shadows of the woods, and Blaine hoped the dog wouldn’t run helter-skelter for the next two hours. She didn’t like leaving Ashley in the woods at night. Besides, Martin’s daughter, Robin, would be home from the Sunday matinee soon, and Blaine wanted to fix her something nice for dinner. Maybe baked chicken with lemon sauce, one of her favorite recipes. Of course, Robin would probably just as soon have a pizza. And she probably would not appreciate anything special Blaine fixed for her. Tension had always vibrated between the two of them, and it had grown worse since Martin’s death. The time they had spent at Caitlin’s house had helped—Robin seemed, in a cautious way, to like Cait and her family—but now that Blaine and Robin were home again, she felt the old awkwardness returning.

Blaine told herself she was letting her mind wander too much, though, which was a bad habit with her. Sometimes she would find she’d walked nearly a mile without noticing one thing around her. But she couldn’t let that happen today. She had the dog to look after.

“Ashley,” she called as she entered the woods and followed the path Martin’s father had carved out fifty years ago. Every year it was cleared to make walking in the woods easier for the occupants of the house. “Ashley!”

The dog barked nearby, then came crashing through the undergrowth toward her. “Look at you!” Blaine laughed. “Ten minutes and your beautiful hair is full of leaves and twigs. You’re a mess!”

Ashley barked again and took off, refusing to stay on the path. On hot summer days she loved to swim in the creek flowing through the property. Blaine only hoped the chill of the water would keep her out of it today. She didn’t want to have to give the dog a bath as soon as they got home.

Blaine walked slowly, savoring the atmosphere. In the top of a hickory tree a red squirrel rattled nuts. The needles of the towering hemlocks had begun to fall, and their light brown cones were maturing. Soon they would be dropping their seeds, which reminded her that she would have to refill the bird feeders Caitlin’s husband, Kirk, had made and hung in the woods two years ago, when five inches of snow had fallen and remained for weeks. She spotted one just ahead, hanging from an elm, an elegant little structure shaped like a Chinese pagoda and painted lacquer red with elaborate black-and-gold trim. “I designed these especially for you,” he’d told her proudly. “Five of them. Signature pieces. No one else will have one like them.”

“Blaine! Where are you?”

Blaine jerked at the sound of her younger sister’s voice. “Cait, I’m up here.”

In a moment Caitlin ran up to her, her short orange hair tousled, the freckles standing out on her nose. She looked seventeen instead of twenty-seven. “What are you doing here?” Blaine asked. “Checking up on me?”

Caitlin’s lovely amber eyes, naked of makeup, twinkled at her. “Of course I’m checking up on you. You promised to call me every day, and I haven’t heard a word so far today.”

“You are ten times worse than a mother.”

“Well, our mother isn’t around anymore, so I get to be what I want. Why didn’t you call me?”

“I’ve just been busy. Unpacking, reorganizing, you know.”

Caitlin nodded. “Getting adjusted to living in this house again.” She plunged her hands in the pockets of her denim jacket. “I tell you, Blaine, I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to be here. I think you should just sell the place.”

“It’s not mine to sell. Martin left it in trust to Robin, remember?”

“He left you half of Avery Manufacturing, I do remember that. You’re a millionaire. Why don’t you move?”

“Because Robin can’t live here alone, her mother is dead so she has no one else to go to, and she’s had too much upheaval in her life this past year for me to make her give up on the only home she’s ever known.” Blaine smiled reassuringly at her sister. “Don’t worry. I’ll put the ghosts to rest.”

“The ghost, you mean. Martin’s ghost. But don’t be too sure he’s going to rest easily. I can feel him every time I walk into that house.”

“Where do you come up with lines like that? Books?”

“Well, I do. Some of my friends think I’m a little bit psychic.”

“I think you have an overactive imagination.”

Caitlin sighed. “Okay. I’m sorry I brought up something painful. I’m rambling as usual, and I know I can’t budge you on this issue, although I don’t think you’re as brave about coming back to this house as you pretend.” Blaine didn’t meet her sister’s eyes because, as usual, Caitlin knew exactly what she was feeling. “What I really came out here to see,” Cait went on, “is how you feel today.”

“I’m fine.”

“All right, don’t take my head off. You look good.”

Blaine took a deep breath and forced herself to relax, wishing she hadn’t taken her discomfort at the memory of Martin out on her sister. It had been almost a year since the car accident, and six months since his death. It was time to put the past where it belonged. “I’m sorry I snapped at you.”

“That’s okay.” Cait grinned. “I deserved it for prattling on about ghosts. I talk before I think.” She peered into the trees. “I guess Ashley’s on her maiden voyage.”

“And doing great. Too great. I can’t keep up with her.”

Caitlin laughed. “She’ll wear out pretty soon. Isn’t Robin home today?”

“She’s at the movies. I’m glad—she’s been spending too much time immersed in schoolwork and her piano.”

“You were the same way. Always studying, always determined to make something of yourself in spite of all our disadvantages.”

“Yes, but Robin doesn’t have any disadvantages. She doesn’t need to be so driven to succeed.”

“Just be glad she’s motivated. A lot of kids aren’t.” They fell into step and Caitlin asked, “Seen any deer?”

“With Ashley around? Certainly not. They must sense she’s back and ready to give them a good chase.”

“Robin told me a funny story about a deer out here.” Blaine looked at her questioningly. “It seems that she was with Rosalind Van Zandt, and they were only about four. All at once there was a rustle and then this white tail flagging away from them. That’s how Robin described it. They both thought it was Bambi and went shrieking back to the house to tell Martin. He went right along with them and said Bambi was a movie star who deserved the very best, so he put out a salt lick for the deer.”

“That sounds like the Martin I fell in love with,” Blaine said, smiling. Then her smile faded. “She never tells me stories like that.”

“I’m not her beautiful young stepmother. She never felt that she was competing with me for her father’s love.”

“We weren’t competing.”

“We know that, but we’re not oversensitive teenagers. Underneath, I think she likes you.”

“She tolerates me. That’s it.”

“So why not send her to her mother’s parents?”

“Because they live in Florida and this is her senior year of high school. Besides, they’ve never asked to have her and she’s never asked to go to them.”

“That’s strange.”

“Not really. They were middle-aged when Robin’s mother was born, and they’re very old now. They live in a retirement community. They wouldn’t know what to do with a lively teenager, and Robin would feel buried alive living with them. Anyway, she’s always wanted to stay here.”

“Well, as long as the two of you manage to get along, I guess there’s no harm in your staying together, although I still think you’re making a mistake by moving back into this house.”

“Caitlin!”

“Okay. I’ve said my piece.” She winked at Blaine. “And when did you ever do anything someone told you to?”

“Dad always taught us to be independent.”

Caitlin rolled her eyes, the buoyancy leaving her voice. “Yeah, and look where it got him. Mom left, he couldn’t hold a steady job because of his drinking, and he died broke and sick in that sagging shack downtown because he wouldn’t let either one of us help him.”

“Cait, are you trying to bring up every painful memory in my life?”

“It’s true. You always romanticize him, but—”

“I don’t romanticize him,” Blaine said tightly, “but I don’t try to make a tragic figure out of him, either. He was happy with his life. And he was a good father. We had a lot of good times, Cait. You can’t deny that.”

“Yeah, we did. We just didn’t have any money, any security, any dignity—”

Footsteps pounded on the path behind them, and they both whirled to see Robin. “I saw your car in the driveway, Caitlin,” she said, panting as she slowed down. Alarm showed in her eyes. “No one was in the house and I thought maybe something was wrong. Then I realized the two of you must be out here. Nothing is wrong, is it?”

“Not a thing,” Blaine said lightly, wishing Robin would stop panicking at every variation in routine, but after Martin’s horrible death, she well understood the girl’s anxiety. She, too, fought it every day.

“We’re supposed to be taking a restful walk,” Caitlin said tartly. “Actually, we’re quarreling.”

A smile flitted across Robin’s face. During the two years of Blaine’s marriage to Martin, Robin had seemed at first bewildered and later amused by Blaine and Caitlin’s constant bickering, and Blaine had realized how strange she and Cait must sound to Robin. Having no brothers or sisters of her own, Robin seemed unaware of the frequent, harmless spats between siblings, especially two loving but equally strong-willed, outspoken sisters. “We’ll save round two for the walk back home if you’ll join us,” Blaine said.

Robin nodded, assuming a false air of nonchalance to hide her earlier alarm. “Okay. It’s a nice day for a walk.”

And you would never have come along if it were just the two of us, Blaine thought unhappily. But Robin’s coldness toward her was just one more thing she would have to learn to accept. It had been bad enough when she married Martin, but much worse during the past few months. Still, Robin was Martin’s only child, and Blaine was determined to do the best by her that she could, even if it meant enduring the girl’s poorly disguised hostility and occasional veiled insults.

“How was the movie, Robin?” Caitlin asked.

“Great. I think Kim Basinger is really beautiful. I might bleach my hair blond like hers.”

Blaine looked at Robin’s long, glossy dark brown hair. “You touch that perfect hair and you’ll regret it.” Robin’s eyes flashed at her, seeming to mistake her words for a threat. “I only meant that you have great hair. I don’t think you want to mess it up with chemicals.”

“Yeah. You might end up a carrot-top like me,” Caitlin added.

Robin relaxed and laughed. She really is lovely, Blaine thought. Slender and fawnlike, with those huge dark eyes. If only she knew how pretty she really is. But self-confidence was not one of Robin’s strong points. She was always comparing herself with her more blatantly striking friends, like Rosie Van Zandt.

As they ambled on, Blaine noticed the sugar maples, whose leaves varied from yellow to burnt orange to crimson and cranberry-red. After she graduated from high school and moved to Dallas to attend college and later to teach, she’d missed the beautiful autumns of West Virginia. When, following her father’s death four years ago, she’d returned to Sinclair, West Virginia, it had been October, and the trees had turned the hills into patchwork quilts of color. She’d told everyone she had decided to stay in Sinclair to be near her sister, but Caitlin wasn’t her only reason for remaining. The lure of the mountainous land that sloped down toward the Ohio River and where she’d grown up had been almost irresistibly strong, and she’d never regretted her decision to move back to Sinclair. Not until Martin’s death, at least.

As if the thought of death had manifested itself in symbolic reality, she looked up to see two carrion crows flying overhead. “I hate those things,” she muttered. “Miniature vultures.”

Robin glanced up absently. “They aren’t too appealing, but I guess they’re necessary.”

Abruptly Blaine became aware that it was getting darker. The points of light slicing through the leaves to shine on the moist path below were blurring. She glanced at her watch. Five-ten. A little early for the light to be fading, but it was.

“I think we’d better head home now,” she said.

“So soon?” Cait asked. “Don’t you want to walk to the end of the path as usual?”

“No. I’d like to get dinner started.”

“I hope we’re not having anything fancy,” Robin said, dashing Blaine’s visions of chicken in lemon sauce. “I’m really in the mood for a pizza.”

“I knew it! Actually, that sounds pretty good to me, too. We’ll go to Village Pizza Inn. Do you and Kirk want to join us, Cait?”

“No, thanks. I have a roast in the oven, which is probably burning to a crisp, since Kirk will never remember to check it.”

Blaine laughed. “So you might be joining us after all.” She paused, then called, “Ashley!” The woods were silent. “Ashley, come on, girl!” Again there was no sound.

Blaine whistled and was glad finally to hear an answering bark. Only it wasn’t just a bark of recognition. It was a volley of barks. Had Ashley cornered a ground hog? The three of them stood still, listening. No, there was something different about the barking. It held a note of alarm Blaine had learned to recognize after owning the dog for years. “Something’s wrong,” she said.

Robin whistled for the dog she loved almost as much as Blaine did. No response except the distant, frantic barking. She and Blaine exchanged a look, then began to run along the path with Caitlin trailing behind. “Ashley, come here!” Robin shouted.

The barking continued, but the dog did not come. She was up ahead and off to the right, Blaine decided, stopping to listen again. “She’s at the creek. Maybe she tried to swim and can’t make it back up the bank. We’ve had so much rain, it could be crumbling.”

Blaine plunged into the undergrowth, feeling her running shoes sink slightly into the dark, loamy earth still spongy from Saturday’s downpour. Usually she didn’t veer from the path, frightened she might step on a snake. Even now she imagined a sleek head rising to bury its fangs in her leg. Could a copperhead bite through jeans? she wondered, stopping once more to listen.

This time she heard Ashley tearing back and forth through the vines along the creek, barking hysterically. At least the dog wasn’t drowning, but something was terribly wrong. Blaine started off again and in her alarm screamed as a chipmunk raced across her path. She slipped on the mossy ground, colliding with a holly, and felt one of the points on its leathery leaves scratch her face. Caitlin caught her arm to keep her from falling. Then they skirted the tree and immediately spotted the dog.

Ashley had stopped running and stood at the creek’s edge beside a weeping willow whose spiny, naked yellow limbs drooped desolately into the water.

“Has she found a dead animal?” Caitlin asked barely above a whisper.

“Maybe,” Blaine said doubtfully. “Ash, come here.”

The dog looked at her but refused to come. Instead she sat down solidly on the creek bank, staring determinedly into the water. Although she had never been trained as a hunting dog, the retrieval instinct was strong in her. A dead animal was a source of curiosity for the dog, one which she usually picked up and delivered at Blaine’s feet like a gift. But she wasn’t merely curious now, and she was making no attempt to retrieve whatever it was, as she would a piece of game. A sickening sense of déjà vu filled Blaine when she remembered another time Ashley had acted this way.

Cautiously the three of them approached through the dying undergrowth dank from yesterday’s rain. A vaguely ripe, nauseating odor rose from the creek, and Blaine suddenly thought of the carrion crows they’d seen flying away from this direction. Her stomach tightened as perspiration popped out on her forehead. She wanted to turn and run away from this lonely, darkening spot. But she had to see. No matter what it was, she had to see it.

Robin reached the dog’s side first. She knelt and touched Ashley’s head, murmuring, “What is it, girl?” Then, slowly, she looked into the water. Her back went rigid as her hands dropped limply to her sides. “Blaine,” she said in a voice gone childish with fear. “There’s . . . there’s something in the water.”

Blaine’s breath turned shallow as she and Cait picked their way hesitantly to the creek bank and looked down. Something floating. Something . . . no, someone.

Blaine bent down, peering into the water. Caught in the jutting roots of the old willow was a body. “My God,” Cait murmured.

Blaine stared. Abruptly, the world seemed to grow unnaturally quiet, just like the figure dressed in blue jeans and what once must have been a white sweater, now muddy brown from the dirty water.

“Blaine?” Cait quavered.

But Blaine couldn’t take her eyes off the floating figure. A bluish right hand, wearing a large, familiar diamond-and-opal ring, was entwined by two willow limbs and stuck up in the air, as if waving to someone on the opposite shore. Extremely long black hair floated gracefully on the dark, rippling water, surrounding a startling white face torn by fish and bird bites.

“It’s a woman,” Blaine said quietly as Cait leaned over her shoulder, peering at the figure.

Caitlin screamed before slapping a hand over her mouth. Blaine glanced back at her. Cait’s face had turned so white that the freckles stood out like dots of brown ink, unnatural and garish. Strangely, her scream did not set birds squawking in the trees. All was silent, as if in reverence of death.

Robin licked dry lips. “That ring. That hair.” Blaine’s breath stopped, and sourness filled her mouth. Robin leaned forward, nearer the floating body. “Her eyes are gone,” she said in an eerie, vacant voice. She turned her head slowly, gazing at Blaine. “It’s Rosie, and her beautiful eyes are gone.” Then Robin turned her head and threw up into the dense, creeping vines along the creek bank.





Chapter 10

1

“I got another call last night,” Blaine said. Logan sat in a shaft of noonday sunlight behind his gray metal desk, regarding her solemnly. She was uncomfortably aware of Abel Stroud sitting at another desk by the beige wall, listening avidly. She wished he would leave the office and find something to do in the main room, where one other officer was doing paperwork and another was on the phone. Stroud obviously wasn’t going anywhere, though, and Blaine plowed ahead. “The call came about two-twenty, and it was related to Kathy’s death.”

“What did the caller say?” Logan asked.

“He didn’t say anything. Just like last time, he played a record. A recording of ‘I’ll Take You Home Again, Kathleen.’ ”

“I don’t know the song.”

“I do,” Stroud volunteered. “My ma used to sing it all the time. It says something about ‘I’ll take you back to where your heart will feel no pain.’ Used to make me cry when I was a little guy.” Abel immediately flushed, obviously embarrassed by this personal disclosure, and picked up a pen and started writing furiously in his notebook.

Blaine didn’t know why, but she softened slightly toward the man. “That’s right, Mr. Stroud. That’s the song.”

Logan frowned at Blaine. “And Kathy’s full name is Kathleen. How many people knew that?”

“A lot. Some people, me included, called her Kathleen sometimes, and she was always listed as Kathleen Foss in the programs they passed out at the school football games. She was the head cheerleader.”

Abel had recovered from his earlier disclosure of emotional vulnerability and now looked up at her in disbelief. “The sheriff didn’t tell me anything about you gettin’ a call after Rosalind Van Zandt’s body was found. Are you sayin’ that after each of the murders you got a call where somebody played music that had somethin’ to do with the dead girls?”

“Yes.”

He put down his pen next to a framed school picture of Arletta, her round face smiling broadly, her hair sticking straight up. “Sounds like somethin’ you saw in a movie.”

Blaine gave him a steady stare. “Well, I didn’t see it in a movie. It happened.”

Logan tapped his long fingers on the desk. She looked back at him, for the first time noticing how his badge caught the light and flashed at her, almost like a threat. “Blaine, you found Kathy’s body around a quarter to eleven and got this call about three and a half hours later. We weren’t using the radios last night—I didn’t want anyone picking up the news by listening to one of those damned police scanners. So even in a small town like this, not many people could have found out so soon. The call must have come from the person who murdered Kathy.”

“I know.” Logan stared at her, and she felt her hands fidgeting in her lap. She forced them to be still. “I’ve already talked with the phone company about having my calls traced. They told me I would need three successful traces before I could contact the police, but I thought in this case one trace would be sufficient.”

“It would be,” Logan said.

Stroud leaned back, making his vinyl-covered chair creak ominously. “Let’s say, just for the sake of argument, you really are gettin’ these weirdo calls.”

“I am getting them.”

“Yeah, okay. But there’s somethin’ you haven’t considered.”

“And what’s that?”

“These calls are prob’ly comin’ from a pay phone, so a trace wouldn’t tell you a thing.”

“The music isn’t recorded on a cassette or a compact disc,” Blaine said patiently. “During the calls I hear a needle dropping down on an old record. Now, I hardly think someone is dragging a phonograph to a pay phone.”

“No, but they could play a tape of an old recording,” Abel maintained doggedly.

“Why would they do that? Why not just play a new tape?”

Stroud shrugged. “This is your story, Mrs. Avery. You tell us.”

“Just because it’s happening to me doesn’t mean I know why or exactly how it’s being done.”

“I’m glad you arranged for Call Trace,” Logan said. “I’d need a court order to get a trace on your phone.”

“I know. But something has to be done. These calls are so frightening, Logan, I can’t tell you how much better I’d feel if we could find out who’s making them.” Blaine paused. “There’s only one drawback to finding out where they’re coming from.”

Logan raised an eyebrow. “What’s that?”

“I won’t get another one of them until someone else has been murdered.”

2

As soon as Blaine Avery walked out of the office, Abel Stroud looked at Logan. “Now tell me, Logan, why would the perp want to call this woman after every murder?”

“I have no idea.”

Stroud looked at him appraisingly. “How come you didn’t mention her sayin’ she got a call after she found the Van Zandt kid’s body?”

“I suppose I just forgot.”

Stroud laughed. “You? Forget? You’re like an elephant. You don’t forget one thing, especially if it’s got somethin’ to do with a case.”

Logan picked up his styrofoam cup of coffee and drained it. It had been poured half an hour ago and now tasted cold and bitter. “Thanks for the compliment, Stroud.”

“It wasn’t a compliment—just a simple statement of fact. I think you didn’t mention it for a reason.”

“And what would that be?”

“You don’t think she’s really gettin’ these crazy phone calls.”

Logan crumpled the cup and tossed it in a metal waste can beside his desk. “Then why would she voluntarily ask for a trace?”

“I haven’t quite figured that one out yet.” Stroud sucked loudly on his front teeth, a habit that nearly set Logan wild. “But I’ll tell you one thing,” he said finally, when Logan was just rising to leave the room. “That trace isn’t gonna show up one damn thing.”

“We’ll see.”

“Logan.” The sheriff stopped in mid-stride, struck by the serious note in Stroud’s voice. “You know I wasn’t crazy about you gettin’ elected sheriff two years ago, you bein’ so much younger than me and all. But I’m over that. I’ve seen you work. You know a lot more about investigative techniques than I do. You’ve worked on the big police forces. You’re good, damn good. But you’re lettin’ yourself get muddled this time.”

“Muddled? What have I done wrong?”

“Nothin’ big. Yet. But I can see you want to protect Blaine O’Connor.”

“Why would I want to do that?”

“Oh, come on, Logan. You used to date her.”

“In high school, for God’s sake. Nearly fifteen years ago.”

“Still, you’ve got a personal interest in this case.”

“Even if I wanted to protect Blaine, did that stop me from pursuing every lead in the death of Martin Avery?”

“No. But you’re startin’ to hold back things.” Stroud leaned forward. “Look, Logan, I’m not tryin’ to cause trouble. I’m only tellin’ you for your own good—you’d better bring the state police in now. Let them take over. Get yourself off this case. If you don’t, you may not have this job much longer.”





Chapter 11

The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.

He maketh me to lie down in green pastures . . .


Green pastures, Blaine thought. Well, right now Rosalind Van Zandt was being laid to rest in the brown, November-dead acres of Silver Maple Cemetery. A few snowflakes—the first of the season—had begun to fall from the low pewter sky. They were big, dry flakes that landed gracefully on the shoulders of the nearly fifty mourners who had traveled to the cemetery from the funeral home. People began to surreptitiously brush at their faces, but Joan didn’t seem aware of the snow clinging to her lashes and dotting her sleek black hair with white. She stared at the coffin like one entranced, her face deadly pale, her body rigid in its long-skirted black wool suit.


Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil . . .


People were beginning to shiver, and Blaine wished the minister would hurry through the verses Rosie wouldn’t have wanted. She hadn’t been a religious girl, not in any traditional sense, and Blaine thought it would have been far more appropriate for one of Rosie’s beautiful poems to have been read. More appropriate and more personal.

What would Martin think of this? Blaine wondered. He’d grown close to Rosie in those last few weeks of his life. Frequently Blaine had seen them sitting together, alone on the terrace as dusk closed in. Although she knew Rosie had been coming to the house since she was a child, Blaine had never noticed anything but quick, almost absentminded fondness for the girl in Martin’s manner. And Robin had been puzzled by their closeness, too. She’d often stood inside, watching them talking quietly on the terrace, her face expressionless. Had she felt the more beautiful Rosie was taking her father’s attention away from her? Blaine now wondered. Had she resented Rosie? Or had she been merely puzzled about the new relationship, like Blaine? If only they were closer, Blaine could ask her. But she couldn’t expect a straight answer now.

Blaine’s eyes wandered from the freshly dug grave to two other headstones nearby. One was simple gray, without ornamentation, and read “Edward Parker Peyton, b. December 5, 1913, d. June 12, 1990.” The other—cut from warm, rose-toned granite—was intricately carved with vines and flowers and stood nearly four feet tall. It read:


Charlotte Rachel Peyton Van Zandt

b. June 14, 1950 d. March 4, 1975

So dawn goes down to day,

Nothing gold can stay.


I wonder which family member chose those lines from Frost? Blaine mused. Probably Joan, although they all believed Charlotte had been gold. “The paragon,” Rosie used to call her with mild rue. “I’ll never measure up to her.”

Once, when Bernice Litchfield was nursing Blaine’s father after his accident, Blaine had asked her about Charlotte Peyton. “Sweet as sugar, that girl was,” Bernice had said fondly. “I taught her in Sunday school and took care of her when she had a tonsillectomy. She never complained about that sore throat, not once. Bore it like a little trooper. She never turned into a whiner, even though she was sick a lot and sort of accident-prone. And she wasn’t smart like Joan—in fact, she had a lot of trouble all through school.

“There was no question of her going to college. And she certainly wasn’t beautiful. Looking back, I can see that she was downright plain. But it’s true that beauty is as beauty does. It was her darling, sort of childlike personality that made her beautiful. And the whole family thought the sun rose and set on her. Joan was a little mother hen, always looking after her baby sister just like she does Rosie. What a shameful loss Charlotte’s death was! If the truth were known, it was after her death that Mrs. Peyton started acting so peculiar. Oh, it’s not all senility, let me tell you. Charlotte’s death knocked her for a loop. That’s why I’m so glad Joan was home to raise Rosie. I just don’t think Mrs. Peyton was up to the chore. But Joan’s done a beautiful job. Still, none of the Peytons will ever get over losing Charlotte.”

Nor would they get over the fact that Charlotte’s monument did not mark a grave. Everyone knew there hadn’t been enough of Charlotte’s body left after the fiery plane crash to return home. Her few remains lay beside her husband’s somewhere in Brazil, and the Peytons had been forced to memorialize an empty cemetery plot in the family section. That fact had always bothered Rosie. “I don’t feel anything when I look at that stone,” she’d told Blaine. “I guess it’s because I know my mother isn’t there—the little bit of her that was left was buried in Brazil with my father. Someday I’m going there to see the grave. I want to make sure it’s someplace pretty, well cared for. I know my grandparents and Joan never wanted to visit the real grave—I suppose it would make my mother’s death more real to them—but somebody ought to go. I guess it should be me.”

Blaine abruptly became aware of Joan moving forward to lay a pink rosebud on Rosalind’s coffin. At last tears had begun to run down her face, and she murmured, “Good-bye, little Rosie.” Blaine felt tears pressing behind her own eyes, and Robin grabbed her gloved hand, her grip tight. Blaine glanced at her to see her mouth pressed into a straight, harsh line, her lids blinking rapidly. She looked exactly the same at her father’s funeral, Blaine remembered in despair. Desolate and frantically fighting her emotions, emotions she should release. She squeezed Robin’s hand and gently pulled her away from the grave-site as the other mourners began to gather around Joan, whose eyes suddenly darted around like those of a panicked animal looking for somewhere to run. I wish I could help you, Blaine thought sadly, but I have to help my stepdaughter first.

Blaine had requested a substitute for the day, and judging from the crowd of students who had been at the funeral home, she guessed there were many absences at Sinclair High today. Although Rosie had many friends, her murder, followed only days later by the murder of Kathy Foss, had whipped the student body to a high level of curiosity and horror. Probably half the people who’d attended the funeral hardly knew Rosie. They simply wanted to come to the funerals of the murdered girls. They also wanted to study afresh the woman who had found them. All during the service Blaine had been uncomfortably aware of the fascinated glances thrown her way. And yesterday the principal had told her that three parents had called the school to say their children would not be returning until all doubts concerning Blaine Avery had been relieved. After all, hadn’t there been a scandal about her husband’s death this summer? And wasn’t it quite a coincidence that not only were Rosie and Kathy students of hers, but she’d found the bodies of both girls? Of course, they forget that I wasn’t alone when I found Rosie, Blaine thought bitterly. Nor do they consider that anyone who’d gone into the locker room after the talent show rehearsal could have found Kathy. I always happen to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Pushing her own discomfort from her mind, Blaine glanced around to see Caitlin and Kirk coming toward them. Blaine had expected to see Cait, but not Kirk, who looked remarkably handsome in a navy blue suit she hadn’t seen him wear since her wedding. “It was a lovely service,” Cait said.

Robin let out a deep sigh. “I thought it was morbid. Rosie would have hated it.”

Cait looked nonplussed, clearly not knowing how to respond to the girl. Blaine said quickly, “Do you two have time to come home with us for a while?”

Kirk shook his head regretfully. “No. At least I don’t. Dad and I have a big order to fill this afternoon, although after this, I don’t know if I’ll be able to get my mind on my work.”

“And I don’t want to leave my assistant alone with the kids for too long. After that day I spent alone with them . . .”

Blaine smiled. “It wasn’t so bad.”

“You missed all the good parts. They were winding down by the time you arrived.” She looked at Kirk. “I didn’t know you had a big order for this afternoon.”

“Honey, I told you. You just don’t listen half the time anymore. I have to finish a cedar hope chest for Mrs. Bailey’s daughter. She wants to give it to the girl tomorrow on her sixteenth birthday.”

“You didn’t tell me,” Cait said again.

Kirk shook his head in an exasperated motion and said sharply, “Caity, you haven’t listened to a word I’ve said since you opened that day-care center.”

Cait looked hurt, and Blaine was a little surprised by her brother-in-law’s tone. He was certainly tense today.

“That’s all right,” Blaine said quickly. “Maybe we can all get together another time.”

Kirk winked, as if trying to restore his usual good humor. “It’s just a bad day for everyone. The last thing you need is to have your battling relatives around.”

“Battling!” Cait said loudly. “What are you—”

“Caity, let’s not make a scene at the cemetery,” Kirk said smoothly. He took her arm, forcing a smile at Blaine. “See you later this week.”

“I want to go home now,” Robin muttered as Blaine stared after the retreating backs of Cait and Kirk.

The girl hadn’t cried at the funeral, but she looked incredibly pale and shaken. “Sure. I’ll get you there as soon as possible.”

But the car wouldn’t start. Blaine tried four times before someone tapped on the car window, and she looked up to see Tony Jarvis. She rolled down the window. “I seem to have a dead battery.”

“That’s not what it sounds like,” Tony said.

“Then what could it be?”

He smiled at her. “Mind if I look under the hood?”

“Be my guest. But try not to get dirty. You look so nice.”

“For a change.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

He grinned. “I know what you meant, Mrs. Avery. I’m just kidding. Now, pop the hood release for me.”

Robin sat huddled against the door, still shaken by the funeral, but Blaine noticed her heightened color and the way her eyes followed Tony to the front of the car. Their expression! She has a crush on him, Blaine thought in amazement. Shy, intellectual Robin has a crush on a guy who rides a motorcycle, wears an earring, and has his own rock band.

Blaine took a deep breath. What was she so surprised about? Hadn’t she told John Sanders just a couple of days ago that Tony was good-looking, sexy, and talented? And to someone as protected as Robin had always been, Tony’s scrapes with the law might seem dramatic, romantic.

“Mind if I try to start the car?”

Blaine’s mind snapped back to her present problem. She hesitated, looking again into the brown eyes that were so like those of the little boy she’d once known. Then she scooted over beside Robin. “Go ahead, Tony.”

She felt Robin’s body tense, whether from the nearness of Tony or from sheer surprise, she wasn’t sure.

He turned the key a couple of times and got the same clicking sound Blaine had earlier. “I think it’s the alternator.”

“Oh, no,” Blaine groaned. “That means I’ll have to call a garage and have it towed in. And just look at that snow.”

Tony dutifully looked at the snow, which was now falling in a thick, silent veil. Then he glanced over at Robin, who stared straight ahead, trembling with cold and nerves. “Tell you what. Why don’t I run you two home?”

“On your motorcycle?”

Tony laughed. “No, Mrs. Avery, I have a car today.”

“Aren’t you going back to school?”

“I hadn’t planned on it.”

Blaine looked out at the snow again. “Maybe I shouldn’t leave my car.”

“Just lock it and it’ll be fine. You two won’t. You know how garages are around here. Most of them don’t even have tow trucks.”

“We could get a cab.”

“In this snow? The Sinclair Taxi Company, with its mighty fleet of five, will be booked solid. You could be here for another hour.”

Blaine looked around. Almost everyone she knew had left, and Tony was right. Besides, Robin was beginning to look bad, almost as pale and depleted as she had the night of her father’s death. Blaine needed to get the girl home first and worry about the car later. And Tony? He was officially a murder suspect. But did she really think him capable of murder? No, she didn’t. That’s all there was to it.

“Okay, if you’re sure you don’t mind,” she said slowly.

“No problem. I’ve even got four-wheel drive today. My dad’s car.”

With a courtliness Blaine had never seen him display, Tony helped her and Robin from the Mercedes. When Robin slipped on the sidewalk, he took her arm, elevating her color another notch, and in spite of the awful circumstances, Blaine couldn’t help smiling. As far as she knew, Robin had never been seriously interested in a boy, and Blaine had sometimes worried that Robin’s insecurity had caused her to simply squash all yearnings for romance she thought she could never have. Now Blaine knew she had been wrong. The yearnings were obviously flourishing—Robin had just kept them well hidden.

Robin scrambled into the backseat, forcing Blaine to sit up front with Tony. They drove in complete silence for a few minutes until Tony asked, “Is rehearsal for the talent contest still on for tonight?”

“No. It was canceled out of deference to Rosie and Kathy. And, of course, the gym is still cordoned off as a crime scene.”

“I wonder if they’ll call off the whole show,” he said quickly.

“I don’t think so. It’s a school tradition. The last time I talked to the principal, he seemed determined to go on with it.”

Blaine wished Robin would join in the conversation, but the girl remained stubbornly quiet, so they fell silent again.

Only about a half inch of snow had accumulated, and they had no trouble driving the three miles out of town to the house on Prescott Road. Blaine always loved the way the house looked in snow, like something on a Christmas card with its great expanse of white-coated lawn, dormer windows, multiple-peaked roof, and fanciful cupola. When they pulled into the driveway, Blaine spotted Ashley sitting at the bay window in the living room, anxiously watching for their return.

“Told you I’d get you here in one piece,” Tony said. “I’ll stop by Pearson’s Garage on my way back and try to get them moving on your car.”

“Why don’t you come in instead?” Blaine said suddenly. She was aware of Robin tensing uncomfortably. “It’s one-thirty,” she continued easily. “I can make us something for lunch, and you can call the garage for us.”

Tony seemed as surprised as Robin and unsure of himself. “You don’t have to make me lunch, Mrs. Avery, just because I brought you home.”

“Well, if you’re not hungry . . .”

At that moment Tony’s stomach let out a resounding growl. He slapped his hand to his abdomen, looked dumbfounded, then burst into laughter along with Blaine. Even Robin couldn’t stifle a smile. “I guess that answers your question,” he said. “I didn’t eat any breakfast.”

“We all need something to eat, and certainly something to drink. Something hot. I’m freezing.” She smiled at Tony and Robin. “Come on, you two. Let’s not sit out here arguing all day.”

Martin would have had a fit, Blaine thought. This wasn’t the kind of boy he’d wanted for his daughter. But Martin hadn’t always been right, Blaine reminded herself. For all of his confidence, he hadn’t been able to see into the human heart any more than she could. All she could go on was instinct, and instinct told her that maybe Tony, whom the girl obviously admired, would be the only person who could pull her out of her shock and depression.

Blaine quickly punched in the numbers that disarmed the new alarm system, and the three of them tramped in. Ashley stood in the entrance hall. She studied Tony closely for a few moments, suspicion showing in her expressive eyes. He knelt and held out his hand to her. She stared into his face, looked at the hand, then sat down and offered her own paw in the regal way that had always made Martin laugh.

“You’ve been accepted by the queen of the household,” Blaine said. “Very few people get this treatment.”

Tony smiled, shaking the proffered paw. “She just knows I like dogs. Got one of my own. German shepherd about fifteen years old. His name’s Doc. We grew up together.”

“I remember him,” Blaine said.

“Doc?” Robin asked, the first word she’d uttered since Tony joined them.

“Yeah. Mom bought him for me when I was three and all hung up on Bugs Bunny saying, ‘What’s up, Doc?’ I thought it was the funniest thing I’d ever heard. Stupid, huh?”

Robin shook her head. “Not stupid. I’m sure he likes it. The dog, I mean.”

“He doesn’t know any better. If he did, he’d probably rather be called King or Rin-Tin-Tin or something.”

“Tony, if you’ll call Pearson’s Garage for me, I’ll fix some lunch.” Blaine shrugged out of her dark coat and shook the snow from her hair, which was beginning to curl tightly from the dampness. “Any menu requests?”

“Whatever you’ve got, Mrs. Avery.”

Blaine went into the kitchen, hearing him talking into the phone in the living room, and opened the refrigerator door. Plenty of ham. Some sliced turkey. Swiss cheese. She’d just bought a new bag of potato chips and baked a cherry pie the night before. She only baked when she was nervous and trying to take her mind off things.

“Tony called the garage,” Robin said, hovering behind Blaine at the refrigerator. “They said they’d pick up the car in about an hour.”

“Good.”

“Can I help?”

Robin never offered to help with meals, and Blaine could barely suppress a smile. “I have everything under control. Why don’t you go back out and talk to Tony?”

Robin made a strangled sound and Blaine looked at her in surprise. “What’s wrong?”

“Can’t I please help you in here?” She hung her head, her long hair falling over her face. “I can’t think of anything to say. Besides, he’s a murder suspect,” she whispered.

“So am I, Robin.” The girl blinked at her. “You don’t really think he had anything to do with Rosie’s death, do you?”

“Well, I . . . I don’t know.”

Blaine took a deep breath. “I’ve known him since he was a child, Rob. I don’t think he killed Rosie.”

“You can’t be sure.”

“You can’t be sure about a lot of things in life.” The girl gave her a long, penetrating stare. “Robin, we can’t just leave Tony out there. Talk to him about anything. School. Dogs. Music.”

Robin sighed, then straightened her shoulders and marched back to the living room as if she were headed to the guillotine. Blaine felt slightly guilty, knowing what an ordeal this was for her, but feeling that in the long run it would be good for her. After all, it wasn’t as if Robin needed time alone to vent her grief after Rosie’s funeral. If Tony left this minute, she would simply shut herself in her room and sit looking at magazines and playing her electric piano until dark, which was what she’d done for more than two weeks after her father died.

Fifteen minutes later, when Blaine carried in a tray of sandwiches and cups of hot chocolate topped with whipped cream, Robin and Tony were talking desultorily about dogs while Ashley sat gazing up into the young man’s eyes as if trying to uncover a mystery. It’s almost as if she knows he’s a murder suspect, too, Blaine mused.

“Need some help with that?” Tony asked, going toward Blaine to take the tray. “Wow! Those are the biggest sandwiches I’ve ever seen.”

Blaine smiled. “Judging by the sound your stomach made earlier, I’d say you need a big sandwich. There’s also cherry pie for later.”

“Great.”

As they ate, Blaine asked Tony about his family. “Sandra’s got another baby on the way,” he said between bites. “That makes four.”

“She’s been busy! I’ve tried to get together with her for the last couple of years, but except for a lunch at her house, she’s been too tied up and distracted.”

Tony’s look darkened. “Yeah. She worries about the whole family, too—Mom’s arthritis, which is getting pretty bad. Then Jane took off a couple of years ago to be an airline stewardess. Sandra’s sure every flight she’s on is gonna crash.”

“You can’t blame her for being concerned about her little sister.”

“I guess not. Then there’s me. Always the black sheep. And Joe.” Not Dad, Blaine thought. Joe. “She’s determined to make everything okay between us again. I don’t think it ever will be—I’ll never forgive him for dumping Mom and all us kids five years ago—but I’ve got a nice stepmother. She likes me. Joe thinks I’m worthless.”

“Oh, Tony, I’m sure he doesn’t,” Blaine said.

“Yes, he does. He only lends me his car sometimes because my stepmother makes him. She wants us to be like a regular father and son, too.”

“I’ve forgotten how long your father’s been remarried.”

“Two years. I wish Mom could have found somebody nice, but I don’t think she ever really tried. She was too wrapped up in us kids. Now she’s got this damned arthritis. I don’t think she’s gonna be able to work more than a couple more years. She just never gets any breaks.”

A look of unutterable sadness swept over Tony’s face, and Blaine abruptly changed the subject to his rock band. Before long, though, the subject turned to Rosie.

“I was a little surprised when you stormed out of my class the other day,” Blaine ventured.

Tony looked away. “It was that poem—‘Annabel Lee.’ It was Rosie’s favorite poem. She wanted me to write some music for it one time, but I said it wasn’t my style. She was pretty disappointed. When you started reading it in class that day, I thought about how easy it would have been to make Rosie happy, but I hadn’t bothered.”

Blaine noticed Robin watching him with interest. “We found Rosie’s stuff in the basement,” Robin volunteered suddenly.

Blaine looked at the girl in shock. She’s trying to get
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“Thompson weaves monstrous threats into domestic worries very effectively – and creates a nightmare likely to scare all those parents who feel they’ve let their children down.”

Kirkus Reviews



Caroline Webb knows what it means to lose the person you love most. Twenty years ago, her five-year-old daughter, Hayley, was the light of her life. Then came the terrible day when Hayley was kidnapped from her favorite swing. More than a month passed before her burned, lifeless body was found. All that remained was the silence of Caroline’s heartache, and her guilt.

Now, Caroline has started over with a new husband. She even has another precious daughter, Melinda. She thinks she has put the ghosts of her past behind her. But then Hayley’s favorite doll reappears, strange murders rock the Webbs’ small town, and Caroline even claims she has heard the voice of the little girl she lost all those years ago. Could Hayley still be out there somewhere, somehow? Now a killer waits in the wings, preparing to make Caroline live her worst nightmare yet.



“Thompson pulls no punches showcasing her high caliber writing gymnastics & leaves her imprint for those iconic writers in the suspense/thriller genre . . . BLACK FOR REMEMBRANCE is a gripping novel that is nearly flawless and the suspense level is set for high octane.”

Examiner
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