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THE CHRISTMAS PRESENT

66

ow long has she been missing?”

Stout Lon Sellitto—his diet shot because of the holiday sea-
son—shrugged. “That’s sort of the problem.”

“Goon.”

“It’s sort of—"

“You said that already,” Lincoln Rhyme felt obliged to point
out to the NYPD detective.

“About four hours. Close to it.”

Rhyme didn’t even bother to comment. An adult was not
even considered missing until at least twenty-four hours had
passed.

“But there’re circumstances, “ Sellitto added. “You have to
know who we're talking about.”

They were in an impromptu crime scene laboratory—the liv-
ing room of Rhyme’s Central Park West town house in Manhat-
tan—but it had been impromptu for years and had more
equipment and supplies than most small-town police depart-
ments.

A tasteful evergreen garland had been draped around the
windows, and tinsel hung from the scanning electron micro-
scope. Benjamin Britten’s Cereniony of Carols played brightly on
the stereo. It was Christmas Eve.

“It’s just, she’s a sweet kid. Carly is, I mean. And here her
mother knows she’s coming over but doesn’t call her and tell her

she’s leaving or leave a note or anything. Which she always does.
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Her mom—Susan Thompson’s her name—is totally buttoned up.
Very weird for her just to vanish.”

“She’s getting the girl a Christmas present,” Rhyme said.
“Didn’t want to give away the surprise.”

“But her car’s still in the garage.” Sellitto nodded out the
window at the fat confetti of snow that had been falling for sev-
eral hours. “She’s not going to be walking anywhere in this
weather, Linc. And she’s not at any of the neighbors’. Carly
checked.”

Had Rhyme had the use of his body—other than his left ring
finger, shoulders and head—he would have given Detective Sel-
litto an impatient gesture, perhaps a circling of the hand, or two
palms skyward. As it was, he relied solely on words. “And how did
this not-so-missing-person case all come about, Lon? I detect
you've been playing Samaritan. You know what they say about
good deeds, don’t you? They never go unpunished. ... Not to
mention, it seems to sort of be falling on my shoulders, now,
doesn’t it?”

Sellitto helped himself to another homemade Christmas
cookie. Tt was in the shape of Santa, but the icing face was
grotesque. “These’re pretty good. You want one?”

“No,” Rhyme grumbled. Then his eye strayed to a shelf. “But
I'd be more inclined to listen agreeably to your sales pitch with a
bit of Christmas cheer.”

“Of ... ? Oh. Sure.” He walked across the lab, found the bot-
tle of Macallan and poured a heathy dose into a tumbler. The de-
tective inserted a straw and mounted the cup in the holder on
Rhyme’s chair.

Rhyme sipped the liquor. Ah, heaven . .. His aide, Thom,
and the criminalist’s partner, Amelia Sachs, were out shopping; if
they'd been here Rhyme’s beverage might have been tasty but,

given the hour, would undoubtedly have been nonalcoholic.
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“All right. Here’s the story. Rachel’s a friend of Susan and her
daughter.”

So it was a friend-of-the-family good deed. Rachel was Sel-
litto’s girlfriend. Rhyme said, “The daughter being Carly. See, 1
was listening, Lon. Go on.”

“Carly—"

“Who’s how old?”

“Nineteen. Student at NYU. Business major. She’s going
with this guy from Garden City—"

“Is any of this relevant, other than her age? Which I'm not
even sure is relevant.”

“Tell me, Linc: You always in this good a mood during the
holidays?”

Another sip of the liquor. “Keep going.”

“Susan’s divorced, works for a PR firm downtown. Lives in
the burbs, Nassau County—"

“Nassau? Nassau? Hmm, would they sort of be the right con-
stabulary to handle the matter? You understand how that works,
right? That course on jurisdiction at the Academy?”

Sellitto had worked with Lincoln Rhyme for years and was
quite talented at deflecting the criminalist’s feistiness. He ignored
the comment and continued. “She takes a couple days off to get
the house ready for the holidays. Rachel tells me she and her
daughter have a teenage thing—you know, going through a rough
time, the two of them. But Susan’s trying. She wants to make
everything nice for the girl, throw a big party on Christmas Day.
Anyway, Carly’s living in an apartment in the Village near her
school. Last night she tells her mom she’ll come by this morning,
drop off some things and then’s going to her boyfriend’s. Susan
says good, they'll have coffee, yadda yadda . . . Only when Carly
gets there, Susan’s gone. And her—"

“Car’s still in the garage.”
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“Exactly. So Carly waits for a while. Susan doesn’t come
back. She calls the local boys but they're not going to do anything
for twenty-four hours, at least. So, Carly thinks of me—I'm the
only cop she knows—and calls Rachel.”

“We can’t do good deeds for everybody. Just because tis the
season.”

“Let’s give the kid a Christmas present, Linc. Ask a few ques-
tions, look around the house.”

Rhyme’s expression was scowly but in fact he was intrigued.
How he hated boredom. . . . And, yes, he was often in a bad mood
during the holidays—because there was invariably a lull in the
stimulating cases that the NYPD or the FBI would hire him to
consult on as a forensic scientist, or “criminalist” as the jargon
termed it.

“So ... Carly’s upset. You understand.”

Rhyme shrugged, one of the few gestures allowed to him
after the accident at a crime scene some years ago had left him a
quadriplegic. Rhyme moved his one working finger on the touch
pad and maneuvered the chair to face Sellitto. “Her mother’s
probably home by now. But, if you really want, let’s call the girl.
I'll get a few facts, see what I think. What can it hurt?”

“That’s great, Linc. Hold on.” The large detective walked to
the door and opened it.

What was this?

In walked a teenage girl, looking around shyly.

“Oh, Mr. Rhyme, hi. I'm Carly Thompson. Thanks so much
for seeing me.”

“Ah, you've been waiting outside,” Rhyme said and offered
the detective an acerbic glance. “If my friend Lon here had shared
that fact with me, I'd’ve invited you in for a cup of tea.”

“Oh, that’s okay. Nothing for me.”

Sellitto lifted a cheerful eyebrow and found a chair for the
girl.
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She had long, blonde hair and an athletic figure and her
round face bore little makeup. She was dressed in MTV chic—
flared jeans and a black jacket, chunky boots. To Rhyme the most
remarkable thing about her, though, was her expression: Carly
gave no reaction whatsoever to his disability. Some people grew
tongue-tied, some chatted mindlessly, some locked their eyes on
to his and grew frantic—as if a glance at his body would be the
faux pas of the century. Each of those reactions pissed him off in
its own way.

She smiled. “I like the decoration.”

“I'm sorry?” Rhyme asked.

“The garland on the back of your chair.”

The criminalist swiveled but couldn’t see anything.

“There’s a garland there?” he asked Sellitto.

“Yeah, you didn’t know? And a red ribbon.”

“That must have been courtesy of my aide,” Rhyme grum-
bled. “Soon to be ex, he tries that again.”

Carly said, “I wouldn’t've bothered Mr. Sellitto or you. .. .1
wouldn’t have bothered anyone but it’s just so weird, Mom disap-
pearing like this. She’s never done that before.”

Rhyme said, “Ninety-nine percent of the time there’s just
been a mix-up of some kind. No crime at all . .. And only four
hours?” Another glance at Sellitto. “That’s nothing.”

“Except, with Mom, whatever else, she’s dependable.”

“When did you talk to her last?”

“It was about eight last night, T guess. She’s having this party
tomorrow and we were making plans for it. I was going to come
over this morning and she was going to give me a shopping list
and some money and Jake—that’s my boyfriend—and T were
going to go shopping and hang out.”

“Maybe she couldn’t get through on your cell,” Rhyme sug-
gested. “Where was your friend? Could she have left a message at

his place?”
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“Jake’s? No, I just talked to him on my way here.” Carly gave
a rueful smile. “She likes Jake okay, you know.” She played ner-
vously with her long hair, twining it around her fingers. “But
they're not the best of friends. He’s . . .” The girl decided not to go
into the details of the disapproval. “Anyway, she wouldn'’t call his
house. His dad’s . . . difficult.”

“And she took today off from work?”

“That’s right.”

The door opened and Rhyme heard Amelia Sachs and Thom
enter, the crinkle of paper from the shopping bags.

The tall woman, dressed in jeans and a bomber jacket,
stepped into the doorway. Her red hair and shoulders were
dusted with snow. She smiled at Rhyme and Sellitto. “Merry
Christmas and all that.”

Thom headed down the hall with the bags.

“Ah, Sachs, come on in here. It seems Detective Sellitto has
volunteered our services. Amelia Sachs, Carly Thompson.”

The women shook hands.

Sellitto asked, “You want a cookie?”

Carly demurred. Sachs too shook her head. “I decorated 'em,
Lon—yeah, Santa looks like Boris Karloff, I know. If I never see
another cookie again it'll be too soon.”

Thom appeared in the door, introduced himself to Carly and
then walked toward the kitchen, from which Rhyme knew re-
freshments were about to appear. Unlike Rhyme, his aide loved
the holidays, largely because they gave him the chance to play
host nearly every day.

As Sachs pulled off her jacket and hung it up, Rhyme
explained the situation and what the girl had told them
so far.

The policewoman nodded, taking it in. She reiterated that a
person’s missing for such a short time was no cause for alarm.
But they’d be happy to help a friend of Lon’s and Rachel’s.
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“Indeed we will,” Rhyme said with an irony that everyone
except Sachs missed.

No good deed goes unpunished. . . .

Carly continued. “T got there about eight-thirty this morn-
ing. She wasn’t home. The car was in the garage. I checked all the
neighbors’. She wasn’t there and nobody’s seen her.”

“Could she have left the night before?” Sellitto asked.

“No. She’d made coffee this morning. The pot was still
warm.”

Rhyme said, “Maybe something came up at work and she
didn’t want to drive to the station, so she took a cab.”

Carly shrugged. “Could be. I didn’t think about that. She’s in
public relations and’s been working real hard lately. For one of
those big Internet companies that went bankrupt. It’s been totally
tense. . .. But I don’t know. We didn’t talk very much about her
job.”

Sellitto had a young detective downtown call all the cab
companies in and around Glen Hollow; no taxis had been dis-
patched to the house that morning. They also called Susan’s com-
pany to see if she’d come in, but no one had seen her and her
office was locked.

Just then, as Rhyme had predicted, his slim aide, wearing a
white shirt and a Jerry Garcia Christmas tie, carted in a large tray
of coffee and tea and a huge plate of pastries and cookies. He
poured drinks for everyone.

“No figgy pudding?” Rhyme asked acerbically.

Sachs asked Carly, “Has your mom been sad or moody?”

Thinking for a minute, she said, “Well, my grandfather—her
dad—died last February. Grandpa was a great guy and she was to-
tally bummed for a while. But by the summer, she’d come out
of it. She bought this really cool house and had a lot of fun fixing
itup.”

“How about other people in her life, friends, boyfriends?”
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“She’s got some good friends, sure.”

“Names, phone numbers?”

Again the girl fell quiet. “I know some of their names. Not ex-
actly where they live. I don’t have any numbers.”

“Anybody she was seeing romantically?”

“She broke up with somebody about a month ago.”

Sellitto asked, “Was this guy a problem, you think? A
stalker? Upset about the breakup?”

The girl replied, “No, I think it was his idea. Anyway, he lived
in L.A. or Seattle or some place out west. So it wasn’t, you know,
real serious. She just started seeing this new guy. About two
weeks ago.” Carly looked from Sachs to the floor. “The thing is, I
love Mom and everything. But we're not real close. My folks were
divorced seven, eight years ago, and that kind of changed a lot of
things. . . . Sorry I don’t know more about her.”

Ah, the wonderful family unit, thought Rhyme cynically. It
was what made Park Avenue shrinks millionaires and kept police
departments around the world busy answering calls at all hours
of the day and night.

“You're doing fine,” Sachs encouraged. “Where’s your fa-
ther?”

“He lives in the city. Downtown.”

“Do he and your mother see each other much?”

“Not anymore. He wanted to get back together but Mom was
lukewarm and I think he gave up.”

“Do you see him much?”

“I do, yeah. But he travels a lot. His company imports stuff,
and he goes overseas to meet his suppliers.”

“Is he in town now?”

“Yep. I'm going to see him on Christmas, after Mom’s party.”

“We should call him. See if he’s heard from her,” Sachs

said.
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Rhyme nodded and Carly gave them the man’s number.
Rhyme said, “Tll get in touch with him. ... Okay, get going,
Sachs. Over to Susan’s house. Carly, you go with her. Move fast.”

“Sure, Rhyme. But what’s the hurry?”

He glanced out the window, as if the answer were hovering
there in plain view.

Sachs shook her head, perplexed. Rhyme was often piqued
that people didn’t tumble to things as quickly as he did. “Because
the snow might tell us something about what happened there this
morning.” And, as he often liked to do, he added a dramatic coda:
“But if it keeps coming down like this, there won'’t be any story
left to read.”

A half hour later Amelia Sachs pulled up on a quiet, tree-lined
street in Glen Hollow, Long Island, parking the bright red Ca-
maro three doors from Susan Thompson’s house.

“No, it’s up there,” Carly pointed out.

“Here’s better,” Sachs said. Rhyme had drummed into her
that access routes to and from the site of the crime could be crime
scenes in their own right and could yield valuable information.
She was ever-mindful about contaminating scenes.

Carly grimaced when she noticed that the car was still in the
garage.

“I'd hoped . . .”

Sachs looked at the girl’s face and saw raw concern. The po-
licewoman understood: Mother and daughter had a tough rela-
tionship, that was obvious. But you never cut parental ties
altogether—can’t be done—and there’s nothing like a missing
mother to set off primal alarms.

“We'll find her,” Sachs whispered.
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Carly gave a faint smile and pulled her jacket tighter around
her. It was stylish and obviously expensive but useless against the
cold. Sachs had been a fashion model for a time but when not on
the runway or at a shoot she’d dressed like a real person, to hell
with what was in vogue.

Sachs looked over the house, a new, rambling two-story
Colonial on a small but well-groomed lot, and called Rhyme. On a
real case she’d be patched through to him on her Motorola. Since
this wasn'’t official business, though, she simply used her hands-
free cord and cell phone, which was clipped to her belt a few
inches away from her Glock automatic pistol.

“I'm at the house,” she told him. “What’s that music?”

After a moment “Hark, the Herald Angels Sing” went silent.

“Sorry. Thom insists on being in the spirit. What do you see,
Sachs?”

She explained where she was and the layout of the place.
“The snow’s not too bad here but you're right: in another hour it’ll
cover up any prints.”

“Stay off the walks and check out if there’s been any surveil-
lance.”

“Got it.”

Sachs asked Carly what prints were hers. The girl explained
that she had parked in front of the garage—Sachs could see the
tread marks in the snow—and then had gone through the kitchen
door.

Carly behind her, Sachs made a circuit of the property.

“Nothing in the back or side yard, except for Carly’s foot-
prints,” she told Rhyme.

“There are no visible prints, you mean,” he corrected. “That’s
not necessarily ‘nothing.””

“Okay, Rhyme. That’s what I meant. Damn, it’s cold.”

They circled to the front of the house. Sachs found footsteps
in the snow on the path between the street and the house. A car
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had stopped at the curb. There was one set of prints walking to-
ward the house and two walking back, suggesting the driver had
picked Susan up. She told Rhyme this. He asked, “Can you tell
anything from the shoes? Size, sole prints, weight distribution?”

“Nothing’s clear.” She winced as she bent down; her arthritic
joints ached in the cold and damp. “But one thing’s odd—they're
real close together.”

“As if one of them had an arm around the other person.”

“Right.”

“Could be affection. Could be coercion. We'll assume—
hope—the second set is Susan’s, and that, whatever happened, at
least she’s alive. Or was a few hours ago.”

Then Sachs noticed a curious indentation in the snow, next
to one of the front windows. It was as if somebody had stepped off
the sidewalk and knelt on the ground. In this spot you could see
clearly into the living room and kitchen beyond. She sent Carly to
open the front door and then whispered into the microphone,
“May have a problem, Rhyme ... It looks like somebody was
kneeling down, looking through the window.”

“Any other evidence there, Sachs? Discernible prints, ciga-
rette butts, other impressions, trace?”

“Nothing.”

“Check the house, Sachs. And, just for the fun of it, pretend
it's hot.”

“But how could a perp be inside?”

“Humor me.”

The policewoman stepped to the front door, unzipping her
leather jacket to give her fast access to her weapon. She found the
girl in the entryway, looking around the house. It was still, except
for the tapping and whirs of household machinery. The lights
were on—though Sachs found this more troubling than if it'd
been dark; it suggested that Susan had left in a hurry. You don't
shut out the lights when you're being abducted.
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Sachs told the girl to stay close and she started through the
place, praying she wouldn’t find a body. But, no; they looked
everywhere the woman might be. Nothing. And no signs of a
struggle.

“The scene’s clear, Rhyme.”

“Well, that’s something.”

“I'm going to do a fast grid here, see if we can find any clue
where she went. I'll call you back if I find anything.”

On the main floor Sachs paused at the mantel and looked
over a number of framed photographs. Susan Thompson was a
tall, solidly built woman with short blonde hair, feathered back.
She had an agreeable smile. Most of the pictures were of her with
Carly or with an older couple, probably her parents. Many had
been taken out-of-doors, apparently on hiking or camping trips.

They looked for any clue that might indicate where the
woman was. Sachs studied the calendar next to the phone in the
kitchen. The only note in today’s square said C here.

The girl gave a sad laugh. Were the single letter and terse no-
tation an emblem of how Carly believed the woman saw her?
Sachs wondered what exactly the problems were between daugh-
ter and mother. She herself had always had a complex relation-
ship with her own mother. “Challenging” was how she’d described
it to Rhyme.

“Day-Timer? Palm Pilot?”

Carly looked around. “Her purse is gone. She keeps them in
there. . .. T'll try her cell again.” The girl did and the frustrated,
troubled look told Sachs that there was no answer. “Goes right to
voice mail.”

Sachs tried all three phones in the house, hitting “redial.”
Two got her directory assistance. The other was the number for a
local branch of North Shore Bank. Sachs asked to speak to the
manager and told her they were trying to locate Susan Thomp-

son. The woman said she’d been in about two hours ago.
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Sachs told this to Carly, who closed her eyes in relief. “Where
did she go after that?”

The policewoman asked the manager the question and the
woman responded that she had no idea. Then she asked hesi-
tantly, “Are you calling because she wasn't feeling well?”

“What do you mean?” Sachs asked.

“It’s just that she didn’t look very good when she was in. That
man she was with . . . well, he had his arm around her the whole
time. I was thinking maybe she was sick.”

Sachs asked if they could come in and speak with her.

“Of course. If I can help.”

Sachs told Carly what the woman had said.

“Not feeling well? And some man?” The girl frowned.
“Who?”

“Let’s go find out.”

As they approached the door, though, Sachs stopped. “Do
me a favor,” she said to the girl.

“Sure. What?”

“Borrow one of your mother’s jackets. Youre making me

cold just looking at you.”

The branch manager of the bank explained to Sachs and Carly,
“She went into her safety deposit box downstairs and then cashed
a check.”

“You don’t know what she did down there, I assume?” the
policewoman asked.

“No, no, employees are never around when customers go
into their boxes.”

“And that man? Any idea who he was?”

“No.”

“What did he look like?” Sachs asked.
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“He was big. Six-two, six-three. Balding. Didn’t smile much.”

The police detective glanced at Carly, who shook her head.
“I've never seen her with anybody like that.”

They found the teller who'd cashed the check but Susan
hadn’t said anything to her either, except how she’d like the
money.

“How much was the check for?” Sachs asked.

The manager hesitated—probably some confidentiality
issue—but Carly said, “Please. We're worried about her.” The
woman nodded to the teller, who said, “A thousand.”

Sachs stepped aside and called Rhyme on her cell. She ex-
plained what had happened at the bank.

“Getting troubling now, Sachs. A thousand doesn’t seem like
much for a robbery or kidnapping, but wealth’s relative. Maybe
that’s a lot of money to this guy.”

“I'm more curious about the safe deposit box.”

Rhyme said, “Good point. Maybe she had something he
wanted. But what? She’s just a businesswoman and mother. It’s
not like she’s an investigative reporter or cop. And the bad news
is, if that’s the case, he’s got what he was after. He might not need
her anymore. I think it’s time to get Nassau County involved.
Maybe . . . Wait, you're at the bank?”

“Right.”

“The video! Get the video.”

“Oh, at the teller cage, sure. But—"

“No, no, no,” Rhyme snapped. “Of the parking lot. All banks
have video surveillance of the lots. If they parked there it'll have
his car on tape. Maybe the tag number too.”

Sachs returned to the manager and she called the security
chief, who disappeared into a back office. A moment later he ges-
tured them inside and ran the tape.

“There!” Carly cried. “That’s her. And that guy? Look, he’s
still holding on to her. He’s not letting her go.”

o
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“Looks pretty fishy, Rhyme.”

“Can you see the car?” the criminalist asked.

Sachs had the guard freeze the tape. “What kind of—"

“Chevy Malibu,” the guard said. “This year’s model.”

Sachs told this to Rhyme and, examining the screen, added,
“It’'s burgundy. And the last two numbers on the tag are seventy-
eight. The one before it could be three or eight, maybe six. Hard
to tell. It’s a New York plate.”

“Good, Sachs. Okay. It’s up to the uniforms now. Lon’ll have
them put out a locator. Nassau, Suffolk, Westchester and the five
boroughs. Jersey too. We'll prioritize it. Oh, hold on a minute. .. .”
Sachs heard him speaking to someone. Rhyme came back on the
line. “Susan’s ex is on his way over here. He’s worried about his
daughter. He'd like to see her.”

Sachs told Carly this. Her face brightened. The detective
added, “There’s nothing more we can do here. Let’s go back to the
city.”

Amelia Sachs and Carly Thompson had just returned to the lab in
Rhyme’s town house when Anthony Dalton arrived. Thom led
him inside and he stopped abruptly, looking at his daughter.
“Hello, honey.”

“Dad! I'm so glad you came!”

With both affection and concern in his eyes, he stepped to-
ward the girl and hugged her hard.

Dalton was a fit man in his late forties with a boyish flop of
salt-and-pepper hair. He wore a complicated ski jacket, straps
and flaps going every which way. He reminded Rhyme of the col-
lege professors he sometimes shared the podium with when he
was lecturing on forensics at criminal justice colleges.

“Do they know anything?” he asked, apparently only now re-
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alizing that Rhyme was in a wheelchair—and finding the fact un-
remarkable. Like his daughter, Anthony Dalton earned serious
points with Rhyme for this.

The criminalist explained exactly what had happened and
what they knew.

Dalton shook his head. “But it doesn’t necessarily mean she’s
been kidnapped,” he said quickly.

“No, no, not at all,” Sellitto said. “We're just not taking any
chances.”

Rhyme asked, “Do you know anyone who’d want to hurt her?”

He shook his head. “T have no idea. I haven’t seen Susan in a
year. But when we were together? No, everybody liked her. Even
when some of her PR clients had done some pretty shady things,
nobody had a problem with her personally. And she always
seemed to have the particularly nasty clients.”

Rhyme was troubled—for reasons beyond the danger to
Susan Thompson. The problem was that this wasn'’t a real case.
They’d backed into it, doing a favor for someone; it was a Christ-
mas present, as Sellitto had said. He needed more facts; he
needed serious forensics. He'd always felt you run a case 110 per-
cent or you don't run it at all.

Thom brought more coffee in and replenished the plate of
ugly cookies. Dalton nodded at the aide and thanked him. Then
the businessman poured coffee from the pot for himself. “You
want some?” he asked Carly.

“Sure, T guess.”

He poured it and asked, “Anyone else?”

No one else wanted anything. But Rhyme’s eyes flipped to
the Macallan on the shelf and, lo and behold, without a syllable of
protest, Thom took the bottle and walked to Rhyme’s Storm
Arrow. He opened the tumbler, then frowned. He sniffed it. “Odd,
I thought I washed this out last night. I guess I forgot,” he added

wryly.
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“We can'’t all be perfect, now,” Rhyme said.

Thom poured a few fingers into the tumbler and replaced it
in the holder.

“Thank you, Balthazar. You can keep your job for now—
despite the weeds on the back of my chair.”

“You don't like them? I told you I was going to decorate for
the holidays.”

“The house. Not me.”

“What do we do now?” Dalton asked.

“We wait,” Sellitto said. “DMV’s running all the Malibus with
that fragment of a tag number. Or, if we're real lucky, some officer
on the street’ll notice it.” He pulled his coat off a chair. “I gotta go
down to the Big Building for a while. Call me if anything hap-
pens.”

Dalton thanked him, then he looked at his watch, took out
his mobile phone and called his office to say he’d have to miss his
office Christmas party. He explained that the police were looking
into his ex-wife’s disappearance and he was with his daughter at
the moment. He wasn't going to leave the girl alone.

Carly hugged him. “Thanks, Dad.” Her eyes lifted to the win-
dow, staring at the swirling snow. A long moment passed. Carly
glanced at the others in the room and turned toward her father. In
a soft voice she said, “I always wondered what would have hap-
pened if you and Mom hadn’t broken up.”

Dalton laughed, ran his hand through his hair, mussing it
further. “I've thought about that too.”

Sachs glanced at Rhyme and they turned away, letting the
father and daughter continue talking in relative privacy.

“The guys Mom’s dated? They were okay. But nobody spe-
cial. None of them lasted very long.”

“It’s tough to meet the right person,” Dalton said.

“Tguess...”
“What?”
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“I guess I've always wished you’d get back together.”

Dalton seemed at a loss for words. “I tried. You know that.
But your mom was in a different place.”

“But you stopped trying a couple of years ago.”

“Icould read the writing on the wall. People have to move on.”

“But she misses you. I know she does.”

Dalton laughed, “Oh, I don’t know about that.”

“No, no, really. When I ask her about you, she tells me what
a cool guy you were. You were funny. She said you made her
laugh.”

“We had some good times.”

Carly said, “When I asked Mom what happened between
you, she said it wasn’t anything totally terrible.”

“True,” Dalton said, sipping his coffee. “We just didn’t know
how to be husband and wife back then. We got married too young.”

“Well, you're not young anymore. . . .” Carly blushed. “Oh, I
didn’t mean it like that.”

But Dalton said, “No, you're right. I've grown up a lot since
then.”

“And Mom’s really changed. She used to be so quiet, you
know. Just no fun. But she’s into all kinds of things now. Camping
and hiking, rafting, all that out-of-doors stuff.”

“Really?” Dalton asked. “I never pictured her going in for
that kind of thing.”

Carly looked off for a moment. “Remember those business
trips you'd take when I was a kid? You'd go to Hong Kong or
Japan?”

“Setting up our overseas offices, sure.”

“I wanted all of us to go. You, Mom and me . . .” She played
with her coffee cup. “But she was always like, ‘Oh, there’s too
much to do at home.” Or, ‘Oh, we’ll get sick if we drink the water;,’
or whatever. We never did take a family vacation. Not a real one.”

“I always wanted that too.” Dalton shook his head sadly.
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“And T'd get mad when she didn’t want to come along and bring
you. But she’s your mother; it’s her job to look out for you. All she
wanted was for you to be safe.” He smiled. “I remember once
when I was in Tokyo and calling home. And—"

His words were interrupted when Rhyme’s phone rang. He
spoke into the microphone on his chair, “Command, answer
phone.”

“Detective Rhyme?” the voice clattered through the speaker.

The rank was out of date—a “Ret.” belonged with it—but he
said, “Go ahead.”

“This’s Trooper Bronson, New York State Police.”

“Go ahead.”

“We had an emergency vehicle locator request regarding a
burgundy Malibu and understand you're involved in the case.”

“That’s right.”

“We've found the vehicle, sir.”

Rhyme heard Carly gasp. Dalton stepped beside the girl and
put his arm around her shoulder. What would they hear? That
Sue Thompson was dead?

“Go ahead.”

“The car’s moving west, looks like it’s headed for the George
Washington Bridge.”

“Occupants?”

“Two. Man and a woman. Can’t tell anything more.”

“Thank God. She’s alive.” Dalton sighed.

Heading toward Jersey, Rhyme reflected. The flats were
among the most popular places for dumping bodies in the metro
area.

“Registered to a Richard Musgrave, Queens. No warrants.”

Rhyme glanced at Carly, who shook her head, meaning she
had no clue who he was.

Sachs leaned forward toward the speaker and identified her-

self. “Are you near the car?”
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“About two hundred feet behind.”

“You in a marked vehicle?”

“That’s right.”

“How far from the bridge?”

“A mile or two east.”

Rhyme glanced at Sachs. “You want to join the party? You
can stay right on their tail in the Camaro.”

“You bet.” She ran for the door.

“Sachs,” Rhyme called.

She glanced back.

“You have chains on your Chevy?”

Sachs laughed. “Chains on a muscle car, Rhyme? No.”

“Well, try not to skid into the Hudson, okay? It's probably
pretty cold.”

“T'll do my best.”

True, a rear-wheel-drive sports car, with more than four hundred
eager horses under the hood, was not the best vehicle to drive on
snow. But Amelia Sachs had spent much of her youth skidding
cars on hot asphalt in illegal races around Brooklyn (and some-
times just because, why not, it’s always a blast to do one-eighties);
this little bit of snow meant nothing to her.

She now slipped her Camaro SS onto the expressway and
pushed the accelerator down. The wheels spun for only five sec-
onds before they gripped and sped her up to eighty.

“I'm on the bridge, Rhyme,” she called into her headset.
“Where are they?”

“About a mile west. Are you—"

The car started to swerve. “Hold on, Rhyme, I'm going side-

ways.”
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She brought the skid under control. “A VW doing fifty in the
fast lane. Man, doesn’t that just frost you?”

In another mile she’d caught up to the trooper, keeping back,
just out of sight of the Malibu. She looked past him and saw the
car ease into the right lane and signal for an exit.

“Rhyme, can you get me a patch through to the trooper?”
she asked.

“Hold on . ..” A long pause. Rhyme’s frustrated voice. “I can
never figure out—" He was cut off and she heard two clicks. Then
the trooper said, “Detective Sachs?”

“I'm here. Go ahead.”

“Is that you behind me, in that fine red set of wheels?”

“Yep.”

“How do you want to handle this?”

“Who’s driving? The man or the woman?”

“The man.”

She thought for a moment. “Make it seem like a routine traf-
fic stop. Taillight him or something. After he’s on the shoulder I'll
get in front and sandwich him in. You take the passenger side and
T'll get the driver out. We don’t know that he’s armed and we don’t
know that he’s not. But the odds are it’s an abduction, so assume
he’s got a weapon.”

“Roger that, Detective.”

“Okay, let’s do it.”

The Malibu exited. Sachs tried to look through the rear win-
dow. She couldn’t see anything through the snow. The burgundy
car rolled down the ramp and braked slowly to a stop at a red
light. When it turned green the car eased forward through the
slush and snow.

The trooper’s voice crackled into her ear. “Detective Sachs,
are you ready?”

“Yep. Let’s nail him.”
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The light bar on his Police Interceptor Crown Victoria
started flashing and he hit the squeal once. The driver of the Mal-
ibu looked up into the rearview mirror and the car swerved mo-
mentarily. Then it pulled to a stop on the side of road, bleak town
houses on the left and reedy marshes on the right.

Sachs punched the accelerator and skidded to a stop in front
of the Malibu, blocking it. She was out the door in an instant,
pulling her Glock from her holster and jogging fast toward the

car.

Forty minutes later a grim Amelia Sachs walked into Rhyme’s
town house.

“How bad was it?” Rhyme asked.

“Pretty bad.” She poured herself a double scotch and drank
down half the liquor fast. Unusual for her; Amelia Sachs was a
sipper.

“Pretty bad,” she repeated.

Sachs was not, however, referring to any bloody shootout in
Jersey, but to the embarrassment of what they’d done.

“Tell me.”

Sachs had radioed in from the roadside to tell Rhyme, Carly
and Anthony Dalton that Susan was fine. Sachs hadn’t been able
to go into the details then, though. Now she explained, “The guy
in the car was that man she’s been seeing for the past couple of
weeks.” A glance at Carly. “Rich Musgrave, the one you men-
tioned. It’s his car. He called this morning and they’d made plans
to go shopping at the Jersey outlet malls. Only what happened
was, when she went out to get the newspaper this morning she
slipped on the ice.”

Dalton nodded. “The front path—it’s like a ski slope.”

Carly winced. “Mom always said that she was a born klutz.”
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Sachs continued, “She hurt her knee and didn’t want to
drive. So she called Rich back and asked him to pick her up. Oh,
the spot in the snow where I thought somebody was looking in
the window? It was where she fell.”

“That’s why he was so close to her,” Rhyme mused. “He was
helping her walk.”

Sachs nodded. “And at the bank, there was no mystery—she
really did need something out of the safe deposit box. And the
thousand bucks was for Christmas shopping.”

Carly frowned. “But she knew I was coming by. Why didn’t
she call me?”

“Oh, she wrote you a note.”

“Note?”

“Tt said she’d be out for the day but she’d be back home by
Six.

“No! ... ButIneversaw it.”

“Because,” Sachs explained, “after she fell she was pretty
shaken up and forgot to leave it on the entryway table like she’d
planned. She found it in her purse when I told her it wasn't there.
And she didn’t have her cell phone turned on.”

Dalton laughed. “All a misunderstanding.” He put his arm
around his daughter’s shoulders.

Carly, blushing again, said, “I'm really, really sorry I pan-
icked. I should've known there was an explanation.”

“That’s what we're here for,” Sachs said.

Which wasn’t exactly true, Rhyme reflected sourly. No good
deed . ..

As she pulled on her coat, Carly invited Rhyme, Sachs and
Thom to the Christmas party tomorrow afternoon at her
mother’s. “It’s the least we can do.”

“I'm sure Thom and Amelia would be delighted to go,”
Rhyme said quickly. “Unfortunately, I think T have plans.” Cock-

tail parties bored him.
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“No,” Thom said. “You don't have any plans.”

Sachs added, “Nope, no plans.”

A scowl from Rhyme. “I think I know my calendar better
than anyone else.”

Which wasn'’t exactly true either.

After the father and daughter had gone, Rhyme said to
Thom, “Since you blew the whistle on my unencumbered social
schedule tomorrow, you can do penance.”

“What?” the aide asked cautiously.

“Take the goddamn decorations off my chair. I feel like Santa
Claus.”

“Humbug,” Thom said and did as asked. He turned the radio
on. A carol streamed into the room.

Rhyme nodded toward the speaker. “Aren’t we lucky there
are only twelve days of Christmas? Can you imagine how inter-
minable that song would be if there were twenty?” He sang,
“Twenty muggers mugging, nineteen burglars burgling . . .”

Thom sighed and said to Sachs, “All I want for Christmas is
a nice, complicated jewelry heist right about now—something to
pacify him.”

“Eighteen aides complaining,” Rhyme continued the song.
He added, “See, Thom, I am in the holiday spirit. Despite what
you think.”

Susan Thompson climbed out of Rich Musgrave’s Malibu. The
large, handsome man was holding the door for her. She took his
hand and he eased her to her feet; her shoulder and knee still
ached fiercely from the spill she’d taken on the ice that morning.
“What a day,” she said, sighing.
“I don’t mind getting pulled over by the cops,” Rich said,
laughing. “I could’'ve done without the guns, though.”
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Carrying all her shopping bags in one hand, he helped her to
the front door. They walked carefully over the three-inch blanket
of fine snow.

“You want to come in? Carly’s here—that’s her car. You can
watch me prostrate myself in front of her and apologize for being
such a bozo. I could’ve sworn I left that note on the table.”

“I think I'll let you run the gauntlet on your own.” Rich was
divorced too and was spending Christmas eve with his two sons
at his place in Armonk. He needed to pick them up soon. She
thanked him again for everything and apologized once more for
the scare with the police. He’d been a nice guy about the whole
thing. But, as she fished her keys out of her purse and watched
him walk back to the car, she reflected that there was no doubt the
relationship wasn’t going anywhere. What was the problem?
Susan wondered. Rough edges, she supposed. She wanted a gen-
tleman. She wanted somebody who was kind, who had a sense of
humor. Somebody who could make her laugh.

She waved good-bye and stepped into the house, pulled the
door shut behind her.

Carly had already started on the decorations, bless her,
and Susan smelled something cooking in the kitchen. Had the
girl made dinner? This was a first. She looked into the den
and blinked in surprise. Carly’d decked out the room beautifully,
garlands, ribbons, candles. And on the coffee table was a big plate
of cheese and crackers, a bowl of nuts, fruit, two glasses sitting
beside a bottle of California sparkling wine. The girl was nine-
teen, but Susan let her have some wine when they were home
alone.

“Honey, how wonderful!”

“Mom,” Carly called, walking to the doorway. “I didn’t hear
you come in.”

The girl was carrying a baking dish. Inside were some hot

canapés. She set it on the table and hugged her mother.
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Susan threw her arms around the girl, ignoring the pain
from the fall that morning. She apologized for the mistake about
the note and for making her daughter worry so much. The girl,
though, just laughed it off.

“Is it true that policeman’s in a wheelchair?” Susan asked.
“He can’t move?”

“He’s not a policeman anymore. He’s kind of a consultant.
But, yeah, he’s paralyzed.”

Carly went on to explain about Lincoln Rhyme and how
they’d found her and Rich Musgrave. Then she wiped her hands
on her apron and took it off. “Mom, I want to give you one of your
presents tonight.”

“Tonight? Are we starting a new tradition?”

“Maybe we are.”

“Well, okay...” Then Susan took the girl's arm. “In that
case, let me give you mine first.” She got her purse from the table
and dug inside. She found the small velvet box. “This is what I got
out of the safe deposit box this morning.”

She handed it to the girl, who opened it. Her eyes went wide.
“Oh, Mom . ..”

It was an antique diamond and emerald ring.

“This was—"

“Grandma’s. Her engagement ring.” Susan nodded. “I
wanted you to have something special. I know you've had a rough
time lately, honey. I've been too busy at work. I haven't been as
nice to Jake as I should. And some of the men I've dated . . . well,
I know you didn’t like them that much.” A laughing whisper. “Of
course, I didn’t like them that much either. I'm resolving not to
date losers anymore.”

Carly frowned. “Mom, you've never dated losers. . .. More
like semi-losers.”

“That’s even worse! I couldn’t even find a red-blooded, full-
fledged loser to date!”
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Carly hugged her mother again and put the ring on. “It’s so
beautiful.”

“Merry Christmas, honey.”

“Now, time for your present.”

“I think I like our new tradition.”

Her daughter instructed, “Sit down. Close your eyes. I'm
going outside to get it.”

“All right.”

“Sit on the couch right there.”

She sat and closed her eyes tight.

“Don’t peek.”

“I won't.” Susan heard the front door open and close. A mo-
ment later she frowned, hearing the sound of a car engine start-
ing. Was it Carly’s? Was she leaving?

But then she heard footsteps behind her. The girl must have
come back in through the kitchen door.

“Well, can Ilook now?”

“Sure,” said a man’s voice.

Susan jumped in surprise. She turned and found herself
staring at her ex-husband. He carried a large box with a ribbon
on it.

).

“Anthony . . .” she began.

Dalton sat on the chair across from her. “Been a long time,
hasn’t it?”

“What are you doing here?”

“When Carly thought you were missing, I went over to that
cop’s place to be with her. We were worried about you. We got to
talking and, well, that’s her Christmas present to you and me: get-
ting us together tonight and just seeing what happens.”

“Where is she?”

“She went to her boyfriend’s to spend the night with him.”
He smiled. “We've got the whole evening ahead of us. All alone.
Just like the old days.”
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Susan started to rise. But Anthony stood up fast and swung
his palm into her face with a jarring slap. She fell back on the
couch. “You get up when I tell you to,” he said cheerfully, smiling
down at her. “Merry Christmas, Susan. It’s good to see you again.”

She looked toward the door.

“Don’t even think about it.” He opened the sparkling wine
and poured two glasses. He offered her one. She shook her head.
“Take it.”

“Please, Anthony, just—"

“Take the goddamn glass,” he hissed.

Susan did, her hand shaking violently. As they touched
flutes, memories from when they were married flooded back to
her: His sarcasm, his rage. And, of course, the beatings.

Oh, but he’d been clever. He never hurt her in front of peo-
ple. He was especially careful around Carly. Like the psychopath
that he was, Anthony Dalton was the model father to the girl. And
the model husband to the world.

Nobody knew the source of her bruises, cuts, broken
fingers . . .

“Mommy’s such a klutz,” Susan would tell young Carly, fight-
ing back the tears. “I fell down the stairs again.”

She’d long ago given up trying to understand what made An-
thony tick. A troubled childhood, a glitch in the brain? She didn’t
know and after a year of marriage she didn’t care. Her only goal
was to get out. But she’d been too terrified to go to the police. Fi-
nally, in desperation, she’d turned to her father for help. The
burly man owned several construction companies in New York
and he had “connections.” She’d confessed to him what had hap-
pened and her father took charge of the problem. He had two as-
sociates from Brooklyn, armed with baseball bats and a gun, pay
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Anthony a visit. The threats, and a lot of money, had bought her
freedom from the man, who reluctantly agreed to a divorce, to
give up custody of Carly and not to hurt Susan again,

But, with terror flooding through her now, she realized why
he was here tonight. Her father had passed away last spring.

Her protector was gone.

“Ilove Christmas, don’t you?” Anthony Dalton mused, drink-
ing more wine.

“What do you want?” she asked in a quivering voice.

“T can never get too much of the music.” He walked to the
stereo and turned it on. “Silent Night” was playing. “Did you
know that it was first played on guitar? Because the church organ
was broken.”

“Please, just leave.”

“The music . . . I like the decorations too.”

She started to stand but he rose fast, slapping her again. “Sit
down,” he whispered, the soft sound more frightening than if he’d
screamed.

Tears filled her eyes and she held her hand to her stinging
cheek.

A boyish laugh. “And presents! We all love presents. . ..
Don’t you want to see what I got you?”

“We are not getting back together, Anthony. I do not want
you in my life again.”

“Why would T want someone like you in my life? What an
ego . ..” He looked her over, smiling faintly, with his placid blue
eyes. She remembered this too—how calm he could be. Some-
times even when he was beating her.

“Anthony, there’s no harm so far, nobody’s been hurt.”

“Shhhh.”

Without his seeing, her hand slipped to her jacket pocket
where she’d put her cell phone. She’d turned it back on after the
mix-up with Carly earlier. She didn’t, however, think she could hit
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911 without looking. But her finger found the “send” button. By
pressing it twice the phone would call the last number dialed.
Rich Musgrave’s. She hoped his phone was still on and that he’'d
hear what was happening. He'd call the police. Or possibly even
return to the house. Anthony wouldn’t dare hurt her in front of a
witness—and Rich was a large man and looked very strong. He
outweighed her ex by fifty pounds.

She pressed the button now. After a moment she said,
“You're scaring me, Anthony. Please leave.”

“Scaring you?”

“T'll call the police.”

“If you stand up I'll break your arm. Are we clear on that?”

She nodded, terrified but thankful, at least, that if Rich was
listening, he would have heard this exchange and probably be
calling the police now.

Dalton looked under the tree. “Is my present there?” He
browsed through the packages, seeming disappointed that there
was none with his name on it.

She recalled this too: One minute he’d be fine. The next,
completely out of touch with reality. He’d been hospitalized three
times when they were married. Susan remembered telling Carly
that her father had to go to Asia on monthlong business trips.

“Nothing for poor me,” he said, standing back from the tree.

Susan’s jaw trembled. “I'm sorry. If I'd known—"

“It’s a joke, Susan,” he said. “Why would you get me any-
thing? You didn’t love me when we were married; you don'’t love
me now. The important thing is that I got you something. After
the scare about what’d happened to you this afternoon I went
shopping. I wanted to find just the right present.”

Dalton drank down more wine and refilled his glass. He eyed
her carefully. “Probably better if you stay snuggled in right where

you are. I'll open it for you.”
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Her eyes glanced at the box. It had been carelessly
wrapped—by him, of course—and he ripped the paper off
roughly. He lifted out something cylindrical, made of metal.

“It’s a camping heater. Carly said you'd taken that up. Hik-
ing, out-of-doors . . . Interesting that you never liked to do any-
thing fun when we were married.”

“I never liked to do anything with you,” she said angrily.
“You'’d beat me up if I said the wrong thing or didn’t do what
you'd told me.”

Ignoring her words, he handed her the heater. Then he took
out something else. A red can. On the side: Kerosene. “Of course,”
Anthony continued, frowning, “that’s one bad thing about Christ-
mas . . . lot of accidents this time of year. You read that article in
USA Today? Fires, particularly. Lot of people die in fires.”

He glanced at the warning label and took a cigarette lighter
from his pocket.

“Oh, God, no! . . . Please. Anthony.”

It was then that Susan heard a car’s brakes squeal outside.
The police? Or was it Rich?

Or was it her imagination?

Anthony was busying himself taking the lid off the kerosene.

Yes, there were definitely footsteps on the walk. Susan
prayed it wasn’t Carly.

Then the doorbell rang. Anthony looked toward the front
door, startled.

And as he did, Susan flung the champagne glass into his face
with all her strength and leapt to her feet, sprinting for the door.
She glanced behind her to see Anthony stumbling backward. The
glass had broken and cut his chin. “Goddamn bitch!” he roared,
starting for her.

But she had a good head start and flung the door open.

Rich Musgrave stood there, eyes wide in shock. “What?”
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“It’s my ex!” she gasped. “He’s trying to kill me!”

“Jesus,” Rich said. He put his arm around her. “Don’t worry,
Susan.”

“We have to get away! Call the police.”

She took his hand and started to flee into the front yard.

But Rich didn’t move. What the hell was he doing? Did he
want to fight? This was no time for any chivalry crap. “Please,
Rich. We have to run!”

Then she felt his hand tighten on hers. The grip became ex-
cruciating. His other hand took her by the waist and he turned
her around. He shoved her back inside. “Yo, Anthony,” Rich
called, laughing. “Lose something?”

In despair, Susan sat on the couch and sobbed.

They'd tied her hands and feet with Christmas ribbon, which
would burn away, leaving no evidence that she’d been bound after
the fire, Rich had explained, sounding like a carpenter imparting
a construction tip to a homeowner.

It had all been planned for months, her ex-husband was
smugly pleased to tell her. As soon as he’d learned that Susan’s fa-
ther had died, he started making plans to get even with her—for
her “disobedience” when they were married and then for divorc-
ing him. So he’d hired Rich Musgrave to work his way into her life
and wait for an opportunity to kill her.

Rich had picked her up at a shopping mall a few weeks ago
and they’d hit it off at once. They'd had a lot in common, it
seemed—though Susan realized now that he’d merely been fed
information about her from Anthony to make it seem like they
were soul mates. Planning the killing itself was tough; Susan led a
very busy life and she was rarely alone. But Rich learned that she

was taking today off. He suggested they meet in Jersey and go to
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the malls. Then he’d suggest driving to an inn for lunch. But
they’d never make it that far. He’d kill her and dump her body in
the flats.

But she’d called Rich this morning, asking him if he’d drive;
she’d fallen and hurt her knee. He'd be happy to. ... Then he'd
called Anthony and they'd decided that they could still go ahead
with the plan. This worked out even better, in fact, because it
turned out that Susan &ad left the note and shopping list for her
daughter on the entryway table after all. When he picked her up
that morning he’d pocketed the note and list and slipped them
into her purse—to be buried with her—so there’d be no trace of
him. Rich had also made sure her cell phone was off so she
couldn’t call for help if she saw what he was up to.

Then they'd run a few errands and headed toward Jersey.

But it hadn’t worked out as planned. Carly had gone to the
police and, to Anthony’s shock, they'd tracked down Rich’s car.
Her ex had called Rich from Lincoln Rhyme’s apartment, pre-
tending to be talking to a business associate about missing an of-
fice party; in fact, he was alerting Rich that the police were after
him. Susan remembered him taking a call in the car and seeming
uneasy with whatever news he was receiving. “What? You're shit-
ting me!” (Rough edges, yep, she’d thought at the time.) Ten min-
utes later that red-haired cop, Amelia, and the state trooper had
pulled them over.

After that incident Rich had been reluctant to proceed with
the murder. But Anthony had coldly insisted they go ahead. Rich
finally agreed when Anthony said they’d make the death look like
an accident—and when he promised that after Susan died and
Carly’d inherited a couple of million dollars, Anthony would
make certain Rich got some of that.

“You son of a bitch! You leave her alone!”

Anthony ignored his ex-wife. He was amused. “So she just

called you now?”
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“Yeah,” Rich said. “Hit ‘redial,” T guess. Pretty fucking
smart.”

“Damn,” Anthony said, shaking his head.

“Good thing I was the last person she called. Not Pizza Hut.”

Anthony said to Susan, “Nice thought. But Rich was coming
back anyway. He was parked up the street, waiting for Carly to
leave.”

“Please . . . don't do this.”

Anthony poured the kerosene on the couch.

“No, no,no...”

He stood back and watched her, enjoying her terror.

But through her tears of panic Susan saw that Rich Mus-
grave was frowning. He shook his head. “Can’t do it, man,” he
said to Anthony as he stared at Susan’s tearful face.

Anthony looked up, frowning. Was his friend having pangs
of guilt?

Help me, please, she begged Rich silently.

“Whatta you mean?” Anthony asked.

“You can’t burn somebody to death. That’s way harsh. . . .
We have to kill her first.”

Susan gasped.

“But the police’ll know it’s not an accident.”

“No, no, I'll just—" He held his hand to his own throat. “You
know. After the fire they won’t have a clue she was strangled.”

Anthony shrugged. “Okay.” He nodded to Rich, who stepped
up behind her, as Anthony poured the rest of the liquid around
Susan.

“Oh, no, Anthony, don’t! Please . .. God,no...”

Her words were choked off as she felt Rich’s huge hands
close around her neck, felt them tightening.

As she began to die, a roaring filled her ears, then blackness.
Finally huge bursts of light speckled her vision. Brighter and
brighter.
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What were the flashes? she wondered, growing calm as the
air was cut off from her lungs.

Were they from her dying brain cells?

Were they the flames from the kerosene?

Or was this, she thought manically, the brilliance of heaven?
She’d never really believed in it before. . . . Maybe . . .

But then the lights faded. The roaring too. And suddenly she
was breathing again, the air flowing into her lungs. She felt a
huge weight on her shoulders and neck. Something dug into her
face, stinging.

Gasping, she squinted as her vision returned. A dozen police
officers, men and women, in those black outfits you saw on TV
shows, gripping heavy guns, were filling the room. The guns had
flashlights on them; their beams had been the bright lights she’d
seen. They'd kicked the door in and grabbed Rich Musgrave. He'd
fallen, trying to escape; it had been his belt buckle that'd cut her
cheek. They cuffed him roughly and dragged him out the door.

One of the officers in black and that woman detective, Amelia
Sachs, wearing a bulletproof vest, pointed their guns toward An-
thony Dalton. “On the floor, now, face down!” she growled.

The shock of the ex-husband’s face gave way to righteous in-
dignation. Then the madman gave a faint smile. “Put your guns
down.” He held out the cigarette lighter near the fuel-soaked
couch, a few feet away from Susan. One flick and the couch
would burst into a sea of fire.

One officer started for her.

“No!” Dalton raged. “Leave her.” He moved the lighter closer
to the liquid, put his thumb on the tab.

The cop froze.

“You're going to back out of here. I want everybody out of this
room, except . . . you,” he said to Sachs. “You're going to give me
your gun and we're walking out of here together. Or I'll burn us all
to death. I'll do it. I goddamn will do it!”
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The redhead ignored his words. “I want that lighter on the
ground now. And you face down right after it. Now! I will fire.”

“No, you won't. The flash from your gun’ll set off the fumes.
This whole place’ll go up.”

The policewoman lowered her black gun, frowning as she
considered his words. She looked at the cop beside her and nod-
ded. “He’s right.”

She glanced around her, picked up a pillow from an old
rocking chair and held it over the muzzle of her gun.

Dalton frowned and dropped to the couch, started to click
the lighter. But the policewoman’s idea was a good one. There was
no flash at all when she fired through the pillow, three times,
sending Susan’s ex-husband sprawling back against the fireplace.

The Rollx van was parked at the curb. The Storm Arrow wheel-
chair, which was devoid of ribbons and spruce, was on the van’s
elevator platform, lowered to the ground, resting on the snow.
Lincoln Rhyme was in the thick parka that Thom had insisted he
wear, despite the criminalist’s protests that it wasn’t necessary
since he was going to remain in the van.

But, when they’'d arrived at Susan Thompson’s house, Thom
had thought it would be good for Rhyme to have a little fresh air.

He grumbled at first but then acquiesced to being lowered to
the ground outside. He rarely got out in cold weather—even
places that were disabled-accessible were often hard to negotiate
on snow and ice—and he was never one for the out-of-doors any-
way, even before the accident. But he was now surprised to find
how much he enjoyed feeling the crisp chill on his face, watching
the ghost of his breath roll from his mouth and vanish in the crys-
talline air, smelling the smoke from fireplaces.

The incident was mostly concluded. Richard Musgrave was
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in a holding cell in Garden City. Firemen had rendered the den in
Susan’s house safe, removing the sofa and cleaning up or neutral-
izing the kerosene Dalton had tried to kill her with, and she’d
been given an okay from the medics. Nassau County had run the
crime scene, and Sachs was now huddled with two county detec-
tives. There was no question she’d acted properly in shooting An-
thony Dalton but there’'d still be a formal shooting-incident
inquiry. The officers finished their interview, wished her a merry
Christmas and crunched through the snow to the van, where they
spent a few minutes speaking to Rhyme with a sliver of awe in
their voices; they knew the criminalist’s reputation and could
hardly believe that he was here in their own backyard.

After the detectives left, Susan Thompson and her daughter
walked down to the van, the woman moving stiffly, wincing occa-
sionally.

“You're Mr. Rhyme.”

“Lincoln, please.”

Susan introduced herself and thanked him effusively. Then
she asked, “How on earth did you know what Anthony was going
to do?”

“He told me himself.” A glance at the walkway to the house.

“The path?” she asked.

“I could have figured it out from the evidence,” Rhyme mut-
tered, “if we’d had all our resources available. It would have been
more efficient.” A scientist, Rhyme was fundamentally suspicious
of words and witnesses. He nodded to Sachs, who tempered
Rhyme’s deification of physical evidence with what he called
“people cop” skills, and she explained, “Lincoln remembered that
you’d moved into the house last summer. Carly mentioned it this
morning.”

The girl nodded.

“And when your ex was at the town house this afternoon he

said that he hadn’t seen you since last Christmas.”
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Susan frowned and said, “That’s right. He told me last year
that he was going away on business for six months so he brought
two checks for Carly’s tuition to my office. I haven’t seen him
since. Well, until tonight.”

“But he also said that the path from this house to the street
was steep.”

Rhyme took up the narrative. “He said it was like a ski slope.
Which meant he had been here, and since he described the walk
that way, it was probably recently, sometime after the first snow.
Maybe the discrepancy was nothing—he might've just dropped
something off or picked up Carly when you weren’t here. But
there was also a chance he’d lied and had been stalking you.”

“No, he never came here that I knew about. He must have
been watching me.”

Rhyme said, “I thought it was worth looking into. I checked
him out and found out about his times in the mental hospitals,
the jail sentences, assaults on two recent girlfriends.”

“Hospital?” Carly gasped. “Assaults?”

The girl knew nothing about this? Rhyme lifted an eyebrow
at Sachs, who shrugged. The criminalist continued. “And last
Christmas, when he told you he was going away on business?
Well, that ‘business’ was a six-month sentence in a Jersey prison
for road rage and assault. He nearly killed another man over a
fender bender.”

Susan frowned. “I didn’t know about that one. Or that he’d
hurt anybody else.”

“So we kept speculating, Sachs and Lon and I. We got a
down-and-dirty warrant to check his phone calls and it turned
out he’d called Musgrave a dozen times in the last couple of
weeks. Lon checked on him and the word on the street is that he’s
for-hire muscle. I figured that Dalton met somebody in jail who
hooked him up with Musgrave.”

“He wouldn’t do anything to me while my father was alive,”
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Susan said and explained how it had been her dad who'd gotten
the abusive man away from her.

The woman’s words were spoken to all of them, clustered in
the snow around the van, but it was Carly’s eyes she gazed at. This
was, in effect, a stark confession that her mother had been lying
to her about her father for years and years.

“When the plan with Musgrave didn’t work out this after-
noon, Dalton figured he’d do it himself.”

K

“But . . . no, no, no, not Dad!” Carly whispered. She stepped

away from her mother, shivering, tears running down her red
cheeks. “He . . . It can’t be true! He was so nice! He . . .”

Susan shook her head. “Honey, I'm sorry, but your father
was a very sick man. He knew how to put on a perfect facade, he
was a real charmer—until he decided he didn’t trust you or you
did something he didn’t like.” She put her arm around her daugh-
ter. “Those trips he took to Asia? No, those were the times in the
hospitals and jails. Remember I always said I was banging into
things?”

“You were a klutz,” the girl said in a small voice. “You don't
mean—"

Susan nodded. “It was your father. He’d knock me down the
stairs, he’d hit me with a rolling pin, extension cords, tennis
rackets.”

Carly turned away and stared at the house. “You kept
saying what a good man he was. And all I could think of was, well,
if he was so damn good, why didn’'t you want to get back to-
gether?”

“TI'wanted to protect you from the truth. I wanted you to have
a loving father. But I couldn’t give you one—he hated me so
much.”

But the girl was unmoved. Years of lies, even those offered
for the best of motives, would take a long time to digest, let alone

forgive.
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If they could ever be forgiven.

There were voices from the doorway. The Nassau County
coroner’s men were wheeling Anthony Dalton’s body out of the
house.

“Honey,” Susan began. “I'm sorry. I—"

But the girl held up a hand to silence her mother. They
watched as the body was loaded into the coroner’s van.

Susan wiped the tears from her face. She said, “Honey, 1
know this is too much for you. . . . I know you're mad. I don’t have
any right to ask . .. but can you just do one thing to help me? I
have to tell everybody coming to the party tomorrow that we're
canceling. It'll get too late if I have to call them all myself.”

The girl stared as the van disappeared down the snowy
street.

“Carly,” her mother whispered.

“No,” she answered her mother.

Her face flooding with resignation and pain, Susan nodded
knowingly. “Sure, sweetheart, I understand. I'm sorry. I shouldn't've
asked. You go see Jake. You don't have to—"

“That’s not what I mean,” the girl said bluntly. “I mean, we're
not canceling the party.”

“We can’t, not after—"

“Why not?” the girl asked. There was flint in her voice.

“But—"

“We're going to have our party,” Carly said firmly. “We’ll find
aroom in a restaurant or hotel somewhere. It’s late but let’s start
making some calls.”

“You think we could?” Susan asked.

“Yes,” the girl said, “we can.”

Susan too invited the three of them to the party.

“I may have other commitments,” Rhyme said quickly. “T'll
have to check my schedule.”

“We’ll see,” Sachs told her coyly.
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Eyes wet with tears, mouth unsmiling, Carly thanked
Rhyme, Sachs and Thom.

The two women returned to the house, daughter helping
mother up the steep path. They moved in silence. The girl was
angry, Rhyme could see. And numb. But she hadn’t walked away
from her mother. A lot of people would have.

The door to the house closed with a loud snap, carried
through the compact, cold air.

“Hey, anybody want to drive around and look at the decora-
tions on the houses?” Thom asked.

Sachs and Rhyme looked at each other. The criminalist said,
“I think we’ll pass. How ‘bout we get back to the city? Look at the
hour. It’s late. Forty-five minutes till Christmas. Doesn'’t the time
fly when you're doing good deeds?”

Thom repeated, “Humbug.” But he said it cheerfully.

Sachs kissed Rhyme. “T'll see you back home,” she said and
walked toward the Camaro as Thom swung the door of the van

shut. In tandem, the two vehicles started down the snowy street.
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