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For Lily Grace Golden, who brightens even the darkest days.



SNOWBLIND



ONE

Ella Santos stood on the sidewalk with a cigarette in her hand, watching the
snow fall and feeling more alone than she ever had in her life. The storm
seemed to loom around her, holding its breath and waiting for her to go
back inside. For a couple of impossibly long minutes, no cars or plows
appeared on the street. The bank and the boutique and the music store and
the other restaurants on that stretch of Washington Street had all been
closed up for hours, windows dark and abandoned. The city of Coventry
had given itself over to the storm, and suddenly Ella felt foolish that she
hadn’t already gone home and crawled into bed with a mug of tea and an
old movie.

She took a long drag on her cigarette and huddled deeper inside her
down jacket before exhaling the smoke from her lungs. The only sound was
the snow itself, falling so hard and fast that she could hear the strange shush
of it accumulating. Ella shivered, and not entirely from the cold. Alone on
the street, she might have been the last woman on Earth, the only human
voice remaining but afraid to interrupt the quiet conversation between snow
and sky.

A squeak of hinges and a burst of laughter came from behind her and
she jumped, startled by two women emerging from the restaurant at her



back. Quiet music—the lilt of an acoustic guitar—carried out to her as well,
just before the door swung shut.

“Night, Ella,” one of the women said, pushing her blond hair out of her
eyes. “Thanks for staying open.”

Ella smiled, feeling foolish for the way she’d let the weird isolation out
on the street get under her skin. As a kid she’d loved snowstorms, but as the
adult owner of a restaurant, snow days were few and far between ... and
very bad for business.

“My pleasure,” she said, waving as the two women hurried across the
street to their car, their shoes leaving tracks in the newfallen snow. “I hope
you enjoyed your meal. Get home safe.”

“You, too!” called the second woman, whose dress was entirely
inappropriate for a snowstorm, even covered by her heavy jacket.

“Closing soon,” Ella replied.

The women had been inside the restaurant for just over an hour and at
least an inch of snow covered their car. Instead of trying to clean it off they
piled in, and now the windshield wipers kicked on, sweeping areas of the
glass clean. The rear window remained covered with snow as they pulled
from the curb. The driver would hardly be able to see a thing, but
fortunately there weren’t a lot of other cars on the road. Even the plows
didn’t seem to be making many appearances tonight.

Ella took another drag on her cigarette, letting the smoke warm her
before she blew it out through her nostrils. She had started smoking one
summer in high school when most of her girlfriends had taken up the habit.
Now she hated it, knew it made her look weak and foolish instead of cool
and sexy, but she’d tried to quit half-a-dozen times and always started up
again.

A loud bang and scrape announced the arrival of a plow several blocks
distant and she turned to watch its grinding progress, the upper halves of its
headlights peering over the giant metal blade.



The restaurant door swung open again and she turned to see her
bartender, Ben Hemming, poking his head out. His blue eyes blinked
against the sudden gust that drove snow into his face.

“You okay, boss?”

Ella smiled, reaching up to wipe snow from her eyelashes. “Just
thinking. Things wrapping up in there?”

“Near enough,” Ben replied.

If he thought she had a screw loose, standing out there in a storm that
was fast becoming a blizzard, he hid it well. Maybe it is a little crazy, Ella
thought. But as isolated as it made her feel, she liked the pure white calm of
it all.

“Time?” she asked.

“Quarter after eight,” Ben replied, snowflakes adding to the premature
white in his hair.

“All right,” she said, tossing the cigarette to the snowy sidewalk and
grinding it out with her bootheel. “Last call. We’ll close up at eight thirty.”

“Thanks,” Ben said. He started to duck back inside, then hesitated. “You
sure you’re okay?”

Ella bent to pick up the crushed, damp cigarette butt. “Always.”

Ben didn’t recognize the lie or at least didn’t challenge it. He let the
door swing shut, in a hurry to start closing out tabs. Ella couldn’t blame
him; Ben had a pretty wife and a new baby at home and he didn’t want to
leave them alone in the storm. Nobody was waiting for Ella back at her
little house on Cherry Road. For her, there was no rush.

As she pulled on the ornate door handle a massive gust of wind
slammed it tight again. It felt as if the storm fought against her, but she
forced the door open and slipped inside. She turned as the door swung shut
and caught a glimpse of the plow going by. In its headlights she saw just
how thick and fast the snow was falling. Then the door slammed and she
flinched. The blizzard had arrived.



The Vault had two big fireplaces, which had been roaring all through
dinner and had now begun to die down. The early evening had been fairly
busy despite the storm. Now, only three tables were occupied, but the
family at one and the older couple at another were in the process of
gathering their things and slipping on jackets and scarves and gloves. The
trio of twentysomething guys at the last table seemed in no hurry, sipping
their coffees while one worked slowly at his tiramisu.

Four people were at the bar—all of them regulars who would go now
that Ben had doubtless announced last call. In the far corner, where she had
live music Thursdays through Saturdays, TJ Farrelly sat on a stool with his
fat-bellied acoustic guitar, playing an old Arcade Fire song. It made Ella
smile. As long as somebody was there to hear, TJ would keep playing.
Sometimes he would play after all the customers were gone, entertaining
the staff while they swept up and cashed out.

Snow melting in her hair, trickling icily down her neck, Ella went into
the ladies’ room to flush her cigarette butt, promising herself she wouldn’t
smoke again tonight. She glanced in the mirror and laughed softly at her
reflection, reaching up to brush the snow out of her hair and off the
shoulders of her coat.

As she left the bathroom, the small window set high on the wall began
to rattle in its frame and she thought she could actually feel the building
sway. The restaurant was sturdy—once upon a time it had been a bank—Dbut
the walls shook and the draft that whipped around her made the bathroom
door close with a bang.

It almost felt as if the storm had come in after her.

TJ watched Ella cross the restaurant and exchange a quiet word with the last
group of diners at The Vault, three guys who seemed intent on camping
overnight at the table if only someone would keep the coffee coming. TJ
thought it was funny how the career drinkers at the bar would happily slide



off their stools, tip the bartender, and head home, but the guys reminiscing
over coffee were reluctant.

Old friends, TJ figured. High-school buddies who haven’t seen each
other in a while. He would have asked them, but he felt fairly certain. TJ
had always been observant; he had a knack for figuring people out, though
Ella tended to puzzle him. The restaurant was basically her life. TJ figured
it was normal for someone to be that wrapped up in an endeavor like this,
where the financial margins were slim and the risk of ruin was pretty
sizable. But Ella was thirty-two years old and single, not to mention
considerably attractive, with long legs and chocolate-brown eyes and a
mouth he’d thought more than once about kissing. There had to be someone
she trusted enough to manage the restaurant a couple of times a week so
that she could do something for herself—go to a movie or a concert or, for
once, eat somewhere other than in her office in the back room of her own
restaurant.

As if summoned by his ruminating about her, Ella came his way, a drink
in one hand. In the other she carried her brown wool coat, which dripped
with melting snow. The storm had wreaked havoc with her wavy, shoulder-
length hair, but TJ thought the disheveled look worked for her.

He cut off the song he’d been singing even as she dumped her jacket
onto the four-top table closest to him and sank into a chair. Sipping the
drink—he guessed Captain Morgan and Coke—she put her feet up on the
chair across from her. The back fireplace crackled off to her left and he saw
that she was enjoying the heat.

“Play you something, Ella?” he said.

She pulled a mock-sad face. “You put away your harmonica.”

TJ reached into his backpack. “Anything for you.”

Sometimes she liked him to do sad, old Neil Young songs and
sometimes more upbeat Dave Matthews stuff, full of heartache and irony.
He considered Blues Traveler, but the night was winding down early and it



felt later than it was, so something melancholy felt appropriate. Only after
he had launched into “Sugar Mountain” by Neil Young did he recognize the
sadness in Ella’s eyes and realize it might have been a mistake. But as he
sang he watched her settle into the song the way she settled into her drink
and he could see that both had somehow made her feel better, and he was
glad. TJ knew he couldn’t make Ella happy—only she could do that—but
he sure as hell didn’t want to make her sad.

He loved playing at The Vault. Music had never earned him enough to
live on, but he didn’t think he could get through a day without laying his
hands on a guitar. His father had forced him to learn a trade, which was how
TJ had ended up with an electrician’s license, and he was grateful to the old
man for pushing him. But even when he wasn’t playing music he could hear
it in his head, feel invisible guitar strings under his fingers. That was the
trick with a restaurant audience, he’d found. They didn’t clap much, but as
long as he was playing for himself, he didn’t need their applause.

Tonight, though, he found himself playing for Ella.

“That what you had in mind?” he asked when he’d hit the last note.

“Perfect,” she said. “I wish you could sing me to sleep some nights.”

“Anytime.”

Ella smirked and glanced away. “Flirt.”

“Sorry. Can’t help it, I’'m afraid. My father was an incorrigible flirt. It’s
in the DNA. No cure.”

She laughed softly and shook her head. “Oh, well ... in that case you’re
forgiven.”

The last of the stragglers were heading for the door and the staff had
started to set up for the next day. Ella glanced toward the kitchen, probably
thinking she ought to be overseeing the activity back there. TJ wanted to
remind her that the chef and his people knew what they were doing—it was
all washing dishes and prepping for tomorrow—but he kept his mouth shut.
It was none of his business.



“I guess we all ought to be heading home, huh?” Ella said, glancing at
the trio of coffee drinkers as they finally made their exit.

“Not me. I told my mother I'd crash at her place tonight.”

Ella leaned back in her chair, took a sip of her drink, and gave him a
dubious look. “Your mother?”

TJ shrugged, his hands idly toying with notes on his guitar. “She’s an
old lady—though she’d punch me if she heard me say it. If the power goes
out, I don’t want her to be afraid, y’know?”

“That’s really sweet.”

“Nah. I’'m her son. It’s what you do.”

“Not what all sons do,” Ella said, getting up from the table. “You’re a
good guy, TJ.”

She kept her glass with her—she wouldn’t have left it on the table for
anyone else to pick up—and started to the kitchen.

“You should get going,” Ella said. “Bring your mom in for dinner some
night. My treat.”

“I’ll do that,” he replied. “But I’m not in a rush. She’s not expecting me
for a while yet and she’s only gonna want me to watch the Food Network
with her or something. You mind if I keep playing till it’s time to lock up?”

Ella glanced back at him. “As long as you want to play, you’ll never
hear me telling you to stop.”

She hurried away to the kitchen. TJ smiled as he watched her go,
wondering if he might not be the only flirt in The Vault tonight.

Allie Schapiro stood vigilant by her microwave oven, listening to the
kernels pop inside. The microwave gods had a cruel sense of humor, putting
the little button labeled poPCORN right on the front of the machine. After
burning bags of popcorn over and over she had finally learned that just
pressing the button and walking away led to scorched kernels and that
horrid smell. So while the movie played on in the living room—she had



refused to let Niko pause it for her—she listened to the popping until the
intervals began to seem like pauses, and then she took it out.

Opening the steaming bag, she found the corn popped to perfection, the
buttery scent wafting through the kitchen. Allie gave her microwave
nemesis a smirk and a soft “hah,” and then separated the popcorn into two
plastic buckets she’d retrieved from a cabinet.

When she returned to the living room, Marty McFly was eluding Biff on
a skateboard in 1955. Back to the Future was one of Allie’s favorite movies
and she’d been shocked to discover that Niko and his daughter, Miri, had
never seen it.

“That smells good,” Niko said. Beside him on the sofa, eleven-year-old
Miri shushed him, totally under the movie’s spell. Her copper eyes were
bright, framed by a lovely tangle of curly brown hair.

Allie’s kids—sons Jake and Isaac—Ilay on their bellies on the floor,
chins propped on their hands, staring at the giant flatscreen. At twelve,
Jacob was two years older than Isaac, but they were similar enough that
people sometimes mistook them for twins. Allie didn’t see it, really. Jake
had darker hair and nearly always wore a serious expression, while Isaac
never lacked a grin ... not to mention that he was four inches shorter than
his older brother. She figured it was something in the way they connected,
the way they sometimes spoke at the same time, each filling in missing
words in some tale they were concocting. And, like their mom, they loved
movies.

She set one of the buckets between them and Jake grabbed it
immediately and pulled it in front of himself.

“Jacob,” she said, not quite sternly. “Share.”

He didn’t look up, just slid the bucket back to the space between them.
Isaac had never taken his eyes off the television. When Biff crashed his car
into the back of a manure truck and ended up buried in shit, both boys
laughed. So did Allie. Watching this movie was like coming home in some



strange way, and sharing it with Niko and his daughter tonight was
something special, the two families together.

Strange, but wonderful.

She settled onto the sofa on Niko’s left and tucked her legs beneath her,
handing him the popcorn.

“Thanks, love,” he said, kissing her cheek as he dug out a fistful, then
held out the bucket to Miri.

The little girl seemed entranced by the movie, but Allie had long since
gotten the impression that Miri noticed all sorts of things when she didn’t
seem to be paying attention. Not so little a girl, Allie thought. At eleven
years old, Mirjeta Ristani was a hell of a lot more sophisticated than Allie
had been at that age.

Now Miri glanced up at her father, took note of the kiss that had just
occurred, and smiled at Allie.

“Thanks, Ms. Schapiro.”

“We’re not at school, Miri. You can call me Allie.”

Miri nodded and dug into the popcorn, noncommittal on the subject of
calling her former teacher by her first name. The boys, of course, had no
problem calling Niko “Niko,” but that familiarity did not mean that they
accepted him just yet.

This night had been planned for weeks as the beginning of an effort to
change that. The boys’ father had been killed seven years past, in combat in
Afghanistan, and for a long time she’d resisted the urgings of her friends to
date again. When she’d finally given in, she had gone on a brief flurry of
awful first dates and exactly three disappointing second ones. After the last
of these, she’d been sitting alone at a table in Krueger’s Flatbread and had
just started to laugh. She had covered her mouth, hiding her grin and stifling
her laughter until it subsided, and only then had she realized that she had
begun to cry.



Niko had been eating at the bar with Miri, then in the fourth grade. They
knew her, of course—the year before, she’d been Miri’s teacher, and Allie
had certainly noticed Niko. It would have been impossible not to, handsome
as he was with his regal, sculpted features, olive skin, and eyes the same
copper as his daughter’s. And here she was making a public spectacle of
herself. Hideously embarrassed, Allie had risen and made a beeline for the
exit, smiling politely as she passed them at the bar.

“Ms. Schapiro,” Niko had said, in that silky voice that made her pause.

“Mr. Ristani,” she had managed.

He had not smiled, not attempted to placate her. Instead, he had said
three words that had alternately infuriated and inspired her for more than a
week afterward.

He had said, “Laughter is better.”

Troubled, she had mumbled something and departed and for a week had
avoided even looking at Miri in the halls at Trumbull Middle School. And
then she had dug through the school phonebook and called him out of the
blue on a Friday night and asked him if he remembered what he had said to
her in the restaurant. It had surprised her that he did.

“I wanted to thank you,” she said. “And to tell you that I agree.”

They had been dating for more than a year. Darkly handsome,
kindhearted, and staggeringly good in bed, he was everything she could
have hoped for. Her mother ought to have been ecstatic that Allie had found
a man who loved her. The woman had always wanted her to date a doctor.
But, as she had made very clear, she had meant a Jewish doctor, not an
Albanian one. Fortunately, Allie had stopped giving a crap what other
people thought of her choices on the day she became a widow.

Things weren’t quite so simple for the boys, or for Miri. It was for their
sake that she and Niko had kept their relationship fairly quiet, wanting to
spare their children the gossip at school and to save Miri from being
interrogated by her mother, Niko’s ex-wife, Angela. Tensions still lingered



between Niko and Angela, who was a nurse at the hospital where he
worked.

“Hey,” Niko said, giving her a nudge. He searched her eyes. “I thought
this was your favorite movie.”

Allie took a handful of popcorn from the bucket on his lap. “One of
them.”

“You seem far away.”

“No,” she said, smiling. “I’m here.”

She kissed his cheek out of reflex, just a bit of reassurance that all was
well, and saw that Miri had been watching the exchange closely. Allie
arched a querulous eyebrow and Miri gave her a shy smile and returned her
attention to the movie.

A gleeful flutter touched her heart; Miri was onboard! Several of her
friends had told her that she needed to focus on her relationship with Niko,
that the kids would just have to deal with it because eventually they’d all be
grown up and off to college and she couldn’t let their needs dictate her life.
But she wanted Miri to like her, to feel comfortable with her, and she
wanted—no, needed—Jake and Isaac to feel the same about Niko. If she
and her handsome man had any chance at a future, it had to include their
children.

Tonight had been the beginning of an effort in that direction, carefully
planned. Dinner and a movie, in and of themselves, were not a big deal. But
the night would end with Miri and Niko sleeping over, with Miri in the
spare room and Niko in Allie’s bed. She had to fight back her own
awkwardness at the thought of it so that the kids would not read it in her
face and think she and Niko had anything to feel awkward about.

Forcing her anxieties away, she tried to focus on the movie and realized
that Jake had been watching her. Like Miri, he had caught her little snuggle
and kiss with Niko, but Jake’s face was unreadable. She smiled at him and



he gave her the too-cool nod that had become his universal response of late
and turned back to the TV.

Come on, woman, she thought. Breathe.

The boys hadn’t balked at the idea of Niko and Miri staying over, and
Miri seemed at ease. It was all going to be fine. The storm raged outside
and they were all cozy and warm here in the house. In a little while, when
the movie was over, she’d make hot chocolate and take out the cookies
she’d baked earlier. Things were going perfectly.

That’s what worries me, she thought.

But she nestled herself against Niko and he slipped his arm around her
on one side and Miri on the other, and she let herself get lost in the movie
again.

When Jake glanced back at them, Allie had a moment of unease,
wondering if her cuddling with Niko was bothering him. After a moment,
she realized that Jake wasn’t even looking at her and Niko. He was
sneaking glances at Miri. Lovely Miri, just a year behind him in school. The
girl caught him looking and Jake smiled at her. Miri gave him a half shrug,
raising her eyebrows as if to say, What are you looking at? Jake rolled his
eyes and looked back at the television, and Allie saw a sly, shy little smile
appear on Miri’s lips for just an instant before vanishing as if it had never
been there at all.

Oh, my, she thought. No wonder they don’t mind hanging out together.

Jake and Miri were crushing on each other, and neither of them had any
idea that the other felt the same. Allie smiled. It was adorable and
complicated, all at the same time, but for now she would choose to focus on
the adorable part.

The wind gusted hard enough to rattle the windows in their frames and
snow pelted the glass. The lights flickered and the television screen dimmed
for a moment.

“Oh, no,” Miri said.



“We’d better not lose power,” Isaac said.

Jake kept his chin in his hands, now. “I kind of like it, actually. Candles
and blankets.”

Miri shivered. “But it’ll be so cold.”

“We’ll be all right, love,” Niko assured her.

“Well,” Isaac muttered, “I guess as long as it doesn’t go out before the
movie’s over.”

As if he’d given the storm a dare, another gust slammed the house and
again the lights flickered. This time, they went out.

Joe Keenan took it slow across the bridge that spanned the Merrimack. The
wind off the river whipped snow against his windshield and he gripped the
wheel tightly. The snow fell so hard that his wipers could barely keep up
with it. Where they didn’t reach, a fresh inch had built up on the glass in
just the past half hour of his shift. He wanted to turn on the light bar on top
of his patrol car, but they weren’t supposed to hit the blues without reason,
and he didn’t want to give anyone reason to bust his balls. Not with six days
remaining until he completed his rookie year. The phrase made it sound like
baseball, but in your first year on the Coventry PD you were fair game for
everything from gentle hazing to practical jokes, and you took the fall for
fuckups that weren’t rightly yours.

A gust of wind buffeted the car so hard that the steering wheel jerked in
his hands.

“Son of a bitch,” he said under his breath, wishing he were home with
his wife, Donna, watching a movie or even one of her bizarre reality shows.

Not a chance, though. On nights like this, a handful of more-established
cops would call in sick—they’d even have a debate about whose turn it was
—and every rookie would be out in the damn storm, responding to calls
about power lines being down or elderly folks who’d slipped in their



driveways, trying to keep up with the shoveling so the sixteen inches of ice
and snow that had been predicted wouldn’t freeze like concrete.

Bent over the wheel to peer out through his windshield, speedometer
dropping under twenty miles per hour, he mentally corrected himself. He’d
lived in Coventry his whole life, and in his experience there were no nights
like this. His parents and aunt and uncles talked about the Blizzard of ’78
with this weird combination of fear and reverence and even fondness, but
this storm was starting to rage seriously. Apparently, back in 1978 the
blizzard had stalled, the conditions just right to keep it spinning on top of
the greater Boston area for days. Tonight’s blizzard wasn’t likely to hang
around that long, but if the sexy, doe-eyed weather girl from channel 5 had
been right this morning, it would be remembered with some fear and
reverence of its own.

Keenan turned on the heater. He hated to run it because something had
broken off or been jammed inside and the blowing air caused an annoying
clicking sound, not to mention that some drunk kid had puked in the back
the week before and the smell lingered no matter what efforts were made to
clean the seat and floor. The heat only made it worse.

“This is bullshit,” he whispered, as if someone might overhear, and he
glanced at his own blue eyes in the rearview mirror for reassurance. His
mirror image agreed with him.

He flicked on his right-turn signal, though nobody was on the road to
notice. Coming off the bridge, he saw the gleam of the Heavenly Donuts
sign and felt a little spark of happiness in his chest. He desperately needed a
coffee. He’d park and sip it for a few minutes and drain away the tension
that had built up from all the time he’d spent with a white-knuckle grip on
the steering wheel. He hated driving in storms.

So maybe you don't. Tuck away in a parking lot for an hour. Who’ll
notice, out in this? And it was true. If he got a call and had to respond, he
could do that. But an hour of rest with a big hot cup of Heavenly’s coffee



would make him more alert and better able to do his job—at least that was
what he told himself. Trying to peer through the clear parts of the
windshield and the hypnotic swipe of the wipers had him halfway to falling
asleep as it was.

The lure of coffee drew him into the parking lot and almost immediately
he started having second thoughts. There hadn’t been a plow by in a while;
there had to be three inches of snow in the lot and more was falling by the
minute. What if he fell asleep and got snowed in to the lot? Better to keep
moving.

Still ... a café mocha would be bliss.

He ran one big hand over his bristly blond buzz cut, hesitating only a
second before he slid the cruiser into the drive-through lane, frowning as he
spotted a single truck parked in the lot, more than half a foot of snow
already accumulated on top of it. Rolling down his window, he waited at the
big menu board. A terrible feeling washed over him. Something was wrong,
here.

“Hello?” he called.

No answer. Not even static. Troubled, he took his foot off the brake and
let the patrol car roll around the corner of the building, tapping the
accelerator. But it was only as he rolled up to the window and saw the
gloomy shadows inside that he understood the crisis at hand: Heavenly
Donuts had closed up early because of the storm. There would be no coffee.

Bummed, Keenan started mentally mapping out his distance to other
coffee shops. Coventry had a Starbucks and three Dunkin’ Donuts, but the
nearest of the four was miles away and there was no guarantee that they
wouldn’t all have shut down as well. Not that he could blame them: there
weren’t many customers braving the streets tonight.

With a sigh, he pulled out of the lot, figuring he might as well drive over
to the nearest Dunkin’, especially considering how quiet his radio had
become. During the evening commute he’d responded to five different



accidents. It was a part of living in New England he had never understood.
These people saw snow every winter, but somehow every summer they
seemed to forget how to drive in it.

Now, though, going on ten pM., pretty much everyone was home safe
and sound except for an unfortunate handful, like plow drivers and rookie
cops.

Driving along South Main Street, Keenan realized he’d screwed up, so
distracted by the unfulfilled desire for coffee that he’d forgotten to clean off
the windshield. The wipers were starting to stick, so he hit the lights and
started to pull over to the curb, the swirling blue making strange ghosts in
the storm and tinting the flakes on the glass.

With a loud crump, the car struck something that rocked it violently to
the left. He slammed on the brakes, arms rigid on the wheel, so tense that he
was unable to muster a single profanity. His heart thundered in his chest and
he felt it in his eardrums and temples—worried for a moment that he might
be having a heart attack and thinking about cutting back his Oreo intake—
and then the car skidded to a shuddering halt and he exhaled.

He slammed the patrol car into Park.

“Motherfucker,” he said, just to assure himself that his capacity for
profanity had not suffered any injury.

Popping the door, he climbed out and took in the strange, silent
landscape of Coventry under siege by winter. Power lines hung low and
heavy. Shop windows were caked with blowing snow. Drifts had begun to
form. The blue glow from his light bar spun all around, painting it all in
ghostly shapes that waxed and waned without a whisper.

Boots crunching in the snow, Keenan stepped back and scanned the
driver’s side for damage. Finding nothing amiss, he made his way around
the front and was happy to see both headlights in working order. Since the
moment of impact he’d been running through a catalog of things he might
have hit—parked car, dog, deer, person—but he didn’t think it had been any



of those. The wet snow had crusted thickly on his windshield, but the
wipers were still clearing enough of a span that he would have seen
anything as large as that. His headlights and the streetlamps might not cut
very deeply into the storm, but they were still working.

Still, he’d hit something, and as he came around to the passenger’s side,
he saw that he had the dent to prove it. He searched the street and glanced
over at the sidewalk but saw no sign of whatever it had been. Following his
tire tracks thirty feet back the way he’d come, he saw no other tracks. No
prints. No blood in the snow or evidence that there had been anything at all.
It was easy to make out where the impact had occurred by studying the way
the tire tracks jagged so abruptly to the left.

“What the hell?” he muttered.

Keenan walked back to the car, confounded by the dent. How could he
have hit something when there had been nothing to hit? He crouched by the
car and wiped off the snowflakes that had started to adhere to the dent. He’d
catch hell for this and would never be able to explain it, but he was going to
solve the puzzle by freezing his ass off while the storm whited out any
evidence.

As he started back around the front of the car, still bathed in those blue
lights, a thought occurred to him. What if he hadn’t hit anything after all?
What if something had hit him?

Keenan gritted his teeth against the cold and shook his head. It was a
stupid idea and the semantics didn’t make a damn bit of difference. Even if
a bear had come hurtling out of the storm and crashed into his car as he
drove by, there would be some evidence of its presence. Blood. Fur. Tracks.

Unless the bear had wings, it hadn’t been a bear.



TWO

Pulling into the parking lot at Harpwell’s Garage, Doug Manning heard his
stomach growl. The smell of Chinese food filled his car and he felt
immensely grateful that the family that ran the Jade Panda lived above their
restaurant, and so had stayed open as the snowfall totals mounted and the
wind drove it into drifts. He hadn’t been as lucky finding an open liquor
store, but he figured the guys had enough beer to last the night, and if not
there were assorted, quarter-full bottles of booze in Timmy’s office.

Most people played it safe, stocked up on essentials at the supermarket
and hunkered down for the storm with a movie or board games. Doug’s
wife had wanted him to do exactly that, but the guys who worked at the
garage had been planning to get together for the Bruins game tonight and if
he had tried to back out because of a little snow—or a lot—he’d never have
heard the end of it. So there’d be beer and Chinese and a lot of bitching
about their wives. The Bruins were playing in Florida, the lucky bastards,
so the storm wouldn’t have any impact on the game.

Doug parked and climbed out of his restored Mustang. Three steps from
the car, blinking snowflakes out of his eyes, he slipped and bobbled the
huge brown paper bag filled with steaming Chinese food. He clutched the
bag, closing his eyes, and when he opened them a second later he was
amazed to find himself still standing, bag still safe in his arms.



Heart pounding, he gave a little laugh. Timmy Harpwell paid a decent
wage and Doug liked his job, but other than that, Doug and luck didn’t get
along very well. There were people, his older brother included, who
considered him a fuckup and there were a lot of days he would have agreed.
If he’d dumped a hundred and fifty bucks worth of Chinese food in the
parking lot, he’d have been better off climbing back into the Mustang and
heading home to Cherie. The guys would have given him no end of shit. At
least with Cherie he knew he could smile and apologize and make her a
drink and she’d forgive him eventually. If he listened to her bitch enough,
he might even find some makeup sex at the end of the rainbow.

But he hadn’t fucked up this time. No apologies would be necessary.

Careful as hell, he made his way across the snowy lot to the door. No
matter how many inches fell, they’d have no problem getting out in the
morning. Timmy Harpwell had a plow on his truck; tomorrow he’d be
clearing senior citizens’ driveways and making a ton of cash, and that
meant his own parking lot would be the first pavement he cleared. Doug
might even be home before Cherie woke up in the morning. He could
picture her bright orange hair spread across the pillow and imagine sliding
in beside her, waking her with a kiss, and had to fight the temptation to just
drop off the Chinese food and head home. Timmy Harpwell liked to hold
court, and he didn’t employ guys who weren’t interested in kissing the ring
now and again.

Half Korean, on his mother’s side, with her black hair and eyes so
brown they might as well have been black, he had dealt with plenty of racist
shit growing up in Coventry, both casual and malicious. Most of the
malicious stuff had gone away when he’d topped six feet and two hundred
pounds, but the casual, aren’t-we-buddies-just-busting-each-other’s-balls
racism would never go away. He’d learned early on that if he wanted to
keep working at Harpwell’s, he had to take whatever shit was dished out
and try to find some way to give it back. The minute he showed how much



it bothered him, or let on that he’d rather spend time with his wife than the
boys at the garage, Timmy would stop giving him even part-time work, and
he and Cherie couldn’t afford that.

Doug banged in through the door and snow blew in behind him as it
whisked shut. The front office was empty so he made a beeline for the back
room. There were nine guys sprawled on stained sofas and chairs arranged
around the giant TV. Doug had missed half of the second period, but he’d
lost a game of rock-paper-scissors with Franco over who would pick up the
food. They had both been hired last year and were the two lowest guys on
the totem pole, which meant they always got the scut work, but Doug didn’t
mind.

“All hail the conquering hero!” he announced as he entered, carrying the
huge bag. “And nobody touch my fried dumplings.”

Most of the guys cheered and raised their beers, a couple of them rising
to help him sort out the food. Not Timmy Harpwell, though. Sitting there
with his carefully sculpted beard scruff and his perfect hair, the boss just
snickered, shot a glance at Zack Koines, and shook his head.

“Don’t worry, Dougie,” Timmy said. “Nobody’s gonna touch your little
dumplings.”

“I’d like to touch your wife’s dumplings, though,” Koines muttered.

“Oh fuck, Zack, you didn’t just,” Timmy said.

“Oh, I fucking did.”

The guys all laughed and Doug gave a dry chuckle, pretending he hadn’t
taken offense, that it was all a big joke. He could feel the grin on his face
and knew the guys would read it wrong, would think he was smiling instead
of getting ready to tear out Koines’s throat.

Instead he laughed a bit louder.

“If that junkie Filipino hooker hadn’t shown up at your front door,”
Doug said, “maybe you’d still have a wife of your own to go home to. Shit,
your wife might even have let you stay if the hooker hadn’t been so fucking



ugly. She musta taken one look at that bitch and thought, “You’d rather fuck
this than me?’ No wonder she—"

“Doug!” Timmy Harpwell snapped.

“What? We’re all fucking jokers here, right?” Doug said, throwing his
arms wide, gesturing to the others. “Just having a few beers, busting each
other’s balls. Zack goes on twenty-four/seven about how much he wants to
bang my wife, but he’s just kidding, right? It’s a big joke, I know. I just
thought it might be funny to put it all in perspective.”

“Jesus,” Franco whispered.

Doug glanced around, but none of the guys would meet his gaze. None
of them except Timmy and Koines, both of whom were staring at him.

Koines started for him but Timmy halted him with a gesture, then turned
back to Doug.

“You’re fired,” the boss said. “Get the fuck out.”

Heart slamming in his chest, fists clenching and unclenching, Doug
laughed again. “Are you kidding me? For that? We’re always busting each
other’s—”

“Don’t,” Timmy said. “Let’s not pretend.”

Fury made Doug shake but he knew there was no argument to be made,
and if he went after Koines he’d only end up out in the lot, bleeding in the
snow. So he threw up his hands.

“Fine. You win. But your management style sucks, man.” He turned and
started for the table where he’d set the bag of Chinese food.

“Leave it,” Timmy said.

“I put my twenty bucks in. My food’s in there.”

Timmy stared at him but said nothing. None of the guys dared to speak
up for him.

Stomach growling, Doug gave a slow nod, then turned and headed back
out into the front office. As he reached the door he heard Koines call out
behind him.



“Asshole,” the son of a bitch said. “And you’re a shitty mechanic, too.”

Doug pushed open the door and stepped out into the storm, the wind and
snow crashing into him. His skin felt so hot that he imagined he could feel
the snow steaming as it touched him.

Cherie, he thought.

But he couldn’t go home to her now. Couldn’t bear to tell her he’d lost
his job. He fished his keys out of his pocket and headed for the Mustang,
hoping that the Jade Panda would still be open and he could silence his
growling belly with some food, then drown it in whiskey.

He started up the Mustang and hit the gas, roaring out of the lot, tires
slushing through inches of snow.

Fucking storm. Fucking Koines, he thought. But he knew what Cherie
would say: Your stupid mouth.

TJ Farrelly packed away his guitar in the hard-shell case he had been using
since the age of fourteen. His parents had wanted him to use a soft case, a
canvas thing that he could wear like a backpack, but in his mind those were
for hippies who had to hitchhike from one gig to the next. The hard-shell
case was old-fashioned, but he couldn’t help feeling that a proper musician
—someone who loved his guitar—wouldn’t treat it like a backpack full of
dirty shirts and spare socks. He did have a backpack, in which he carried a
selection of harmonicas and the neck gear that went with them, but his
guitar was precious to him. Its tone might as well have been the sound of
his own voice.

“Wow,” Ella said from across the restaurant. “TJ, come have a look at
this.”

He snapped the guitar case closed and glanced over at her. She stood at
the front door of the restaurant, the door open just a crack. Snowflakes
danced in past her, wind rustling her hair, and a pang of regret hit him hard.
Ella hadn’t even turned around to look at him, but still she was beautiful.



They had been friendly for ages, but tonight—sitting around talking as, one
by one, the rest of the staff finished prepping for the next day and headed
out into the storm—TJ had felt a connection to Ella that he could not
explain.

They had sat together while the logs burned down in the fireplace; he
strummed and sang a few songs, faltering in the middle and jumping to
some other tune. He could play in front of crowds and he could play for
himself, but when The Vault’s cook had gone out the door and left them
intimately alone, he’d felt self-conscious about playing just for her. His
fingers jumped around on the neck of the guitar, the pick sweeping the
strings, and he’d moved from song to song like some ADHD kid who
couldn’t just leave the radio on one station.

“It’s pretty bad out there, huh?” he asked as he moved across the
restaurant toward her.

Ella didn’t turn around. “It’s crazy. We must be getting three inches an
hour.”

The wind howled through the narrow opening of the door. TJ saw the
door judder in her grasp. He went to join her and she let the wind force the
door open wider. The two of them stood there looking out at the street
together.

“You weren’t kidding,” he said.

The snow blanketed everything, save in places where the wind had
scoured it nearly to the pavement, creating huge drifts that crested like
ocean waves in the middle of the street. Whatever work the plows had done
the storm had undone. From the looks of things, it had been a while since
anyone had even attempted to clear the road. There were tracks that cut
through it, though. Someone in a truck had gone past in the last half hour or
so and not gotten stuck. But Ella drove a Camry.

“You going to be okay getting home?” he asked. “I’ve got my Jeep. I
could drive you.”



She turned to him and TJ became abruptly aware of how close they
were standing. Only a few inches separated them. Ella shivered as a fresh
gust buffeted them and more snow danced across the threshold of The
Vault. Outside, the storm raged, but here they were just on the edge of
shelter, somehow daring and yet still protected.

“I’ve been thinking I might just sleep here. In my office. I’ve got a
blanket in there and some cushions. If I try to go home I might get stuck,
but even if I make it, I’ve got to worry about getting back here in the
morning.”

TJ might have told her she couldn’t be sure she would even open
tomorrow, that the storm looked fierce enough that the whole region was
likely to shut down for the day. But her lips glistened in the light above the
restaurant’s doorway and her eyes were a bright, burnished copper.

A snowflake landed on the lashes of her left eye and he couldn’t
breathe.

They leaned in, but she paused, glancing down and away. “You need to
go. It keeps up like this, even that old Jeep won’t get you home.”

“Ella, I—”

“You told your mother you’d be there.”

TJ smiled, hanging his head in defeat. But only for a second.

“Something’s going on here,” he said, gazing at her until she had to look
up and meet his eyes. “This is one of those moments ... I can feel it.”

“You can feel it?” she said, cocking her head.

He struggled for a second, not knowing how to continue. Then he
reached up and brushed away a stray lock of hair that hung across her eyes
and she shivered again, their gazes locked.

“I don’t play a lot of the songs I’ve written. I guess I’m a little afraid to
share them. But you know my song ‘Stars Fall’?”

She nodded. “I love that song.”



“One night in high school I slept over my friend Willie’s house. Me and
Willie and another friend, Aaron, had spent the day together, and it had
been a great day. Maybe the greatest day, back then. Willie wanted us to
stay over, to take sleeping bags and steal beer from the fridge in the garage
and go and camp in the woods by Kenoza Lake. I got permission but after
Aaron called home he said his mother wouldn’t let him sleep over. We all
knew he was lying.”

“He didn’t want to camp out or he didn’t want to drink?” Ella asked,
letting the door swing closed, the two of them even more intimate now, just
inside with the storm screaming beyond the door.

TJ shrugged. “Maybe both. Thing is, that night cemented something for
me and Willie. We didn’t see a bear or meet a bunch of girls or find secret
treasure or anything. But we lay out all night by the lake and watched the
stars. We talked all night about our families and about girls and about the
future. I can still remember it vividly, but that’s because it felt vivid, even
then. After that night, Willie and I were inseparable.”

“Were?” Ella asked.

A familiar grief ignited within him. “Iraq. He didn’t come home.”

“I’m sorry.”

For a moment, TJ said nothing. Then he reached out and took her hand,
meeting her gaze again. “Things were never the same with Aaron after that
night. He was still our friend, but he hadn’t been there, y’know?”

Ella let out a breath and gave a tiny nod. “I think I do.”

“I don’t want to be Aaron,” he said.

“What...” she said, laughing softly. “What about your mother?”

“The drifts are so bad out there, I’'m not even sure the Jeep could make
it,” TJ said. “I’ll call her and explain. She’ll understand.”

Ella smiled. “Let me rebuild the fire, then. And you’d better get that
guitar out again.”



TJ grinned and bent toward her, hesitated for a second, and then brushed
his lips across hers. No need to rush. They had all night.

Ella locked the door to keep the storm at bay.

Later, as she poked at the logs in the fireplace and the wood began to
blaze with light and heat, he played “Falling Slowly” by the Frames, the
one Ella was always asking for.

And the power went out.

Martha Farrelly loved her son, but sometimes it frustrated her that he
treated her like an old lady. Sure, she’d been a late bloomer as a mother—
she’d been thirty-nine when she gave birth to TJ—but she thought she was
in excellent shape for a woman of seventy-one. She did yoga, went to the
gym three times a week, and knew her way around a computer just as well
as her son did, though that wasn’t saying much.

The only reason she’d asked him to stay over tonight was that she was
worried about getting out of the driveway in the morning. She had a man
who plowed her little patch of pavement, but after even a moderate snowfall
he tended to take his time, clearing the way for his bigger customers first. In
a blizzard like this, there was no telling when he would show up, and
Martha had a lot on her agenda for tomorrow, starting with her favorite
yoga class at seven AM. If the plow man didn’t show up, she wanted TJ
there to dig her out, but he thought she was afraid of the storm.

Silly boy, she thought. At her age, there wasn’t much that frightened her.
Certainly not a snowstorm, no matter how many inches might fall. Her
refrigerator and cabinets were full and she didn’t eat much anyway. If she
ended up snowed in for a few days, it would just give her a chance to do
some reading.

When he’d called to say that he had gotten held up at the restaurant and
the roads were looking ugly, she’d been a little perturbed, but any worry
over missing her morning yoga session was outweighed by the unusual



hesitancy in his voice. As uncommon as it was, she knew that quaver all too
well—how could she not, after raising him? He’d met a girl. Yoga or no
yoga, Martha was not about to stand in the way of her son getting himself a
new girlfriend. One of these days, she hoped to have grandchildren.

He was a good man, her TJ. Called her every few days even when his
work kept him busy and never forgot her birthday or missed taking her to
brunch on Mother’s Day. He didn’t visit often, but Martha didn’t mind that
so much; she had a life of her own, and she understood in a way that a lot of
her friends never seemed to. They were always complaining about their
children and grandchildren not making enough time for them, somehow
forgetting that they had raised those children to go off and have good lives
of their own, to raise good children and to do good for others. She and TJ
had dinner together every three or four weeks and once in a while they met
up for a movie, and those times were lovely, but she never wanted him to
see her as needy ... as an old lady who needed someone to take care of her.

“Old, my bony ass,” she muttered to herself, and then chuckled. If she
was muttering to herself about her behind being bony, she might be on the
elderly side after all. But she didn’t have to like it, and she didn’t intend to
surrender to it, either.

The fellow doing the weather this week on channel 5 had sounded so
ominous talking about this storm that it had made her a little nervous. The
regular guy, Harvey something, was on vacation—and he’d sure picked the
right week to be away—and Martha would have felt more confident in the
forecast if he had been doing the predicting. Regardless, the storm was
shaping up to be just as nasty as advertised.

Martha sat in the soft, floral-upholstered reclining chair in her living
room, flipping TV channels with her remote. The dance show she liked had
ended at ten o’clock and she’d spent three-quarters of an hour dissatisfied
with everything else she found, watching bits and pieces of half-a-dozen
different movies and snippets of reality shows that tried to lure her in. She



felt a certain horrific fascination with those shows but could not bring
herself to sit through an entire episode. She felt sure that if she ever did, her
humanity and intelligence would be lost forever. A bit melodramatic, she
knew, but still somehow true.

Irritated, she changed the channel again, searching for anything that
didn’t seem vapid. Not that she would be awake much longer—she would
doubtless fall asleep in the chair the way she did nearly every night—but
she wasn’t ready to succumb to sleep just yet.

When she clicked over to a Clint Eastwood movie she gave the remote a
breather. Eastwood was just about the only legitimate old-time movie star
left on the planet and she had always liked looking at him. Even as he aged
he was still interesting to watch.

Within minutes, her eyelids grew heavy and her head slowly lolled to
one side. Half aware, Martha shifted to get more comfortable, listening to
Eastwood’s throaty growl.

The phone jerked her awake. It jangled a tinny melody that she
preferred to an old-fashioned ring—usually. This late at night it was
intrusive and much too cheerful. Frowning, Martha rose and hurried as best
she could into the kitchen, thinking it must be TJ, checking up on her, but
by the time she picked it up, there was nothing on the other end. Hitting the
‘Flash’ button several times, she could not raise a dial tone. The storm had
knocked out the telephone line.

She’d gotten off her chair for nothing.

Standing in the kitchen, she thought about going up to bed rather than
falling asleep in front of the TV. Instead, she wetted her lips with her tongue
and went to the cabinet in search of the bag of Oreos she kept for just such
moments. She imagined the cookies behind a special display case marked IN
CASE OF EMERGENCY BREAK GLASS and smiled.

She made herself a cup of tea, nibbling on a couple of cookies as the
water came to a boil, then letting the bag steep in the hot water long enough



to make the tea nice and strong. As she fished out another Oreo, a knock
came at her front door. Martha jumped, startled by the sound, then glanced
with a frown at the clock on the microwave. It was 10:51 pM. What could
this possibly be about?

Hurriedly discarding the used tea bag, she left her cup sitting on the
counter, steam rising into the chilly air, and headed back through the living
room to the front door. She knotted her eyebrows and peered at the
darkened windows. Snow had accumulated on the screens and made little
piles on the sills just beyond the glass. She tried to imagine who might be
out and have reason to knock so late, and then she halted, five steps from
the door, thinking about downed power lines and ruptured gas mains. Could
there be some kind of evacuation?

The knock came again, and she thought of the phone call. Exhaling,
laughing at her nervousness, she realized the only logical answer: TJ. must
have tried to call to check on her and then when the line went dead he’d
come out into this crazy storm, worried about her.

“You know,” she said as she unlocked the door and then pulled it
inward, snow flying in her face, “I really can take care of myself.”

But, in truth, she could not.

And it was not her son at the door.

Cherie Manning was pissed. The power had been out for over an hour, and
the way the storm had been slamming the house, she knew it would not be
coming back before morning—and maybe not for a while after that. One of
the trees in the backyard had already fallen over, a huge branch smashing
against the cellar bulkhead. Another few feet and it might have shattered
windows or even the wall.

“And where the hell is Doug?” she said into her cell phone. “Out
drinking with the rest of the grease monkeys.”



Curled up on the sofa with a thick blanket, talking with her best friend,
Angela, she watched the way the candlelight played across the glass of the
windows. She knew there were drafts in the little house she and Doug had
bought in the fall, thinking it was time to start a family, but the way the
flames flickered, it seemed like something was open somewhere.

“Did you call him?” Angela asked.

Cherie rolled her eyes. She didn’t want to be a bitch, but sometimes
Angela could be so dense.

“Five times. He’s not picking up.”

“Come on, Cherie. You know how guys are. He’s drinking with his
buddies and watching the game. He probably left his phone in his jacket or
something. Or he’s not getting reception because of the storm. I tried you
twice before I could even get a call through. Cell service is all screwed up
tonight.”

“Maybe,” Cherie allowed.

“You know Doug’s not half as bad as some of these guys,” Angela went
on. “At least you know he’s not with some hooker—”

“Do I?” Cherie said.

“Oh, please! Yes, you do! He might not always have the most common
sense but the big doofus loves you and that’s got to count for something.”

Cherie smiled and shifted under her blanket, watching the candles
flicker, thinking of times she and Doug had lit candles even when there
wasn’t a blackout.

“It does,” she admitted. “It counts for a lot. I just don’t like being home
alone in the dark. And I wish he’d stand up to Timmy Harpwell. The guy is
such an—"

“‘Asshole,”” Angela chimed in.

“I was going to say ‘idiot,” but ‘asshole’ works for me.”

They both laughed. Cherie had been feeling sorry for herself, home
alone in the storm. She wished now that when Doug had told her he would



be out late, she had asked Angela to come over. But, of course, absurdly
petite as she was—the girl still had the same body she’d had at twelve—she
might have just blown away.

Barks erupted from beneath the coffee table and she jumped, heart
hammering in her chest. Her little terrier bolted from beneath the table in a
blur of reddish gold fur, yipping his head off.

“Oh, you little prick!” Cherie said, one hand over her chest, feeling the
rapid thunder of her racing heart as she caught her breath.

“What’s going on?” Angela asked.

“Brady’s having a fit.”

The dog stood in front of the front door, barking and sniffing. He turned
to look at her and then erupted in another round of lunatic barks, edging
closer to the door.

“What’s he barking at?” Angela asked.

“No idea,” Cherie said, throwing back the blanket and sitting up.

She wore an old, faded green Coventry High T-shirt and plaid flannel
pajama pants. Her red hair up in a ponytail and no makeup at all, she was
not prepared for visitors, so she prayed that this wasn’t Doug bringing one
of the guys home from the garage. She could see it now, one of his buddies
too drunk to drive in the blizzard, ending up sleeping on her sofa.

“Ange, honey, let me go. I think this might be Doug.”

“If it’s not, call me back. I’'m bored.”

“At least you still have power,” Cherie said, walking to the door. “I’ll
talk to you later.”

They said their good nights and Cherie ended the call. Brady kept
barking, his nails scritch-scratching against the small rectangle of tiles by
the front door. Cherie unlocked the door and opened it, hugging herself
against the frigid air that swept in. Even the streetlights were out, but she
could see there was no car in the driveway or on the street in front of the
house.



Barking, Brady darted past her legs and squeezed out through the six-
inch gap she’d opened.

“Damm it,” Cherie snapped. “Come back here, you spaz!”

But there was no stopping the little dog. Brady rocketed down the steps
and into the snow. It was so deep that he was practically lost, jumping and
barking and spinning in circles as the wind swept brutally across the yard.

“Shit,” she whispered. “Brady, please, come on! Get inside!”

For a moment she held out hope, but the dog just kept barking. She
sighed, getting more irritated by the moment, and slipped her feet into the
boots she’d kicked off by the door earlier in the day. Still clutching her cell
phone, she stepped out into the storm, realizing immediately that it had
been a mistake to come out—even for a minute—without a jacket.

The cold bit into her alabaster skin and her teeth chattered.

“Come on, baby,” she said, descending the few steps to reach the dog.

It seemed like at least a foot had fallen already and she winced as the
driving snow pelted her face. The cold sank its teeth into her, digging all the
way down to her bones. Cherie started across the lawn, boots sinking
deeply into the heavy, wet snow. The wind struck her so hard that she
staggered, trying to keep her balance, and as it whipped past her ears she
almost thought she could hear a voice, a hushed whisper.

Brady paused his barking, cocking his head, ears at attention. He
seemed to be staring at her as he took a snow-shuffling step backward.
Flakes had built up on his snout and now the wind drove against the little
dog hard enough to ruffle his fur.

The wind whispered to her again and this time Cherie turned, eyes
narrowed against the storm. In the blinding whiteness she could make out
the warm lights inside her house, and that just pissed her off more. She spun
on the dog, took a step toward him, and Brady erupted into a fresh round of
barking. Cherie knew all his tones, just as a mother knows the difference in
cries of hunger or panic or pain in her infant, but these were new to her, a



plaintive, frantic barking that tugged at her heartstrings. If not for the storm
she would have wanted to grab the dog up and snuggle with him, give him
comfort. Right now, she just wanted to kick his ass.

“That’s it!” she said, slogging toward him, turning her face away from
the stinging brutality of the storm.

The dog barked fiercely, backing up, trying to elude her. When she was
nearly upon him, he turned to try to run, but could not move quickly in the
deepening snow, and Cherie snatched him into her arms.

“Come on, you little shit,” she cooed lovingly, pressing his small body
against her chest. “Let’s get in....”

The whisper came again, carried on the wind, a low susurrus that
insinuated itself into her ears like the soft, chuffing laughter of mischievous
children playing hide-and-seek. This time she heard it more clearly and she
strained to listen, thinking there must be words in that whisper, that
someone must be nearby. Perhaps lost or injured in the storm.

“Hello?” she called, turning toward the bushes that ran along the front
of the house. The storm stole her voice away, carrying it off to be a whisper
in someone else’s ear, and her bright orange hair blew across her eyes.

Screw it, she thought, turning into the gale and slogging back to the
front stairs. Somehow she had come a good twenty feet from the door
without realizing it. Snow had begun to rime the fabric of her clothes and to
cling to her cheeks and eyelashes.

Just as she reached the steps, Brady began to whine and tremble and
then at last to growl. Cherie glanced round, wondering if he’d heard the
whisper, too, and while she was turned away the dog twisted in her grasp
and gave her a vicious bite to the hand, his teeth breaking the skin and
digging in. Crying out in pain, she let go and the dog dropped to the snow,
tumbled and righted himself, and then ran off into the storm so quickly that
it was almost as if he had vanished.



In shock, she stood there and stared at the place where he had
disappeared into the blizzard, wondering what she was supposed to do now.
The temptation to just leave him out there was great, but if anything
happened to him, she would never forgive herself.

“Son of a bitch.”

She had to go in and warm up, put on some layers and a winter coat, hat,
and gloves. But first she had to see to her hand, which was throbbing, the
bite wound burning. For a long moment she could only stare at the
punctures where Brady’s teeth had torn her flesh, and then her gaze tracked
down, to the sprinkle of her blood dripping into the snow, the crimson
splashes quickly being whited out again.

How did I get here? she thought. How did I get to this night, home
alone?

Sighing, she held her injured hand against her shirt and turned to mount
the steps. As she did, she realized that the wind had mostly died, as if the
storm held its breath ... or as if something stood between her and the worst
of the gale.

It whispered and it took hold of her throat with long, frozen talons.
Another yanked her hair and her head snapped backward. In the sky she
saw more of them, falling from the sky with the ice and snow, driven by the
wind. They twisted and slunk through the storm, turning the wind to their
favor.

Frigid fingers cut deeper than Brady’s teeth.

As they lifted her and she felt her feet leave the ground, one unlaced
boot slipping off and tumbling into the snow, Cherie began to cry.

Her tears turned to ice on her cheeks.



THREE

“Mr. Manning, you should not go out there,” said the Chinese waiter. “You
too drunk to drive good even without this storm. You should stay. Free food
and drinks. Well, maybe free coffee. We all staying tonight. We have
pillows and blankets.”

Doug ruminated on that one for a blurry, boozy moment. Several
waitresses had gathered to observe the waiter’s attempts to get him to stay
and he couldn’t tell from their expressions whether they hoped he would or
they’d rather he hit the road. If the manager of the Jade Panda was worried
enough to make his staff sleep in the restaurant, maybe it was a mistake to
try to drive in the blizzard.

“It’s only seven or eight miles,” he said, hearing the sloppy slurring on
some words and cursing himself for that last whiskey. Or the last three.

You should stay, a voice said in the back of his mind. A surprisingly
clear, sober, nonslurred voice. Don't be stupid.

“I ... I can’t. Cherie, my wife, she’s expecting me.”

“You call her,” said the waiter.

Peng, Doug remembered. His name is Peng. Actually Chinese, unlike
most of the other random Asians on the staff. White people don’t know the
difference.

“The phone is not working but you have cell phone, yes?” Peng asked.



Doug nodded, reaching into his pocket. So drunk that when he did, he
felt himself slip off-balance and staggered a step and thought to himself,
You are so fuckin’ drunk. But not so drunk that he couldn’t open up his
contacts list and call HOME. Only after he’d stared at the screen for what
seemed like forever, swaying on his feet, did he understand why the call
was not going through.

No signal.

He shook his head, mind made up now. Stuffing the phone back into his
pocket, swaying a little, he turned to the waiter—what the hell was his
name again? He’d just known it.

“I gotta go,” he said.

The waiter started to argue but Doug was already headed for the door.
He slammed out into the night, rocked by the blizzard, the cold so sharp
that it instantly numbed his face. The Mustang was halfway across the lot,
next to the post that held up the Jade Panda sign, but the sign was almost
entirely obscured. Beneath the dim light cast by the lampposts, the true
strength of the blizzard was visible ... thick, heavy snow falling at a clip
like he’d never seen before.

Cherie would be waiting for him. She would be worried. In the morning,
she would be massively pissed off at him for getting fired, even though he’d
done it standing up for her honor. But he couldn’t let her spend the night
alone without any way of knowing if he was still alive. They fought like
hell and she could be a total bitch at times and she took too many pills and
he was worried about that, but she was his wife and he loved her. Couldn’t
imagine being with anyone else.

He had to get home.

Getting out of the parking lot was a bitch. The Mustang’s tires slewed
and spun and he ended up going right over the curb to get into the street, but
once he was on the road and moving, he was all right.



Driving too fast. Way too drunk. In the middle of a blizzard New
England would talk about for a decade.

But all right.

Until the warmth of the car’s heater began to settle into his bones and
the hypnotic swipe of the windshield wipers eased their gentle rhythm into
the beat of his heart, and his eyelids began to feel heavy. So heavy.

Until he came to the end of Monument Street, where the choices were
left or right, but the only thing that lay straight ahead was acres of snow-
laden trees.

Doug snapped his eyes open in time to hit the brakes, but the tires found
no purchase and the snowbank came up too fast and then he was through it
and down the hill and the hood was buckled around a tree and his forehead
was bleeding and the windshield was cracked where his skull had struck it.

He heard a tire spinning as the cold began to seep in, began to settle and
accumulate quickly on the glass around him.

Half conscious, he thought he saw a face out there, beyond the spider-
webbing of cracks in the windshield, but he knew he must be imagining it.
The only thing outside the ruined Mustang was the storm.

The engine ticked as it cooled.

Doug closed his eyes.

More than half the city had lost power. Everyone had hunkered down to
wait out the blizzard, and that seemed to include the hookers and meth-
heads on Copper Hill, the city’s worst neighborhood. Joe Keenan hadn’t
received a single call about gunshots or domestic violence tonight, but even
if he had, he wasn’t sure he would have been able to respond. The side
streets were thick with snow, and if he got stuck in a drift somewhere he’d
never hear the end of it.

Now he cruised along Winchester Street, noting the candlelight glow
inside the old Victorians and Federal Colonials. Old-growth trees, weighted



with snow, hung their branches over the road to form a surreal white tunnel.
One of those old oaks had come down and taken the power line with it.
Keenan rolled up in his patrol car, headlights washing over the figures in
orange jackets, swaddled in hats and scarves and stomping their feet to keep
warm as they cut into the splintered tree while others were dealing with the
fallen power lines.

Thirteen lines down so far, Keenan thought. Gonna be a long night.

Tens of thousands were without power in Coventry alone, and these
poor bastards were going to be working around the clock out here in the
storm until every bulb was burning again. Right now they would be focused
on cutting off power to the fallen lines—most of the cleanup and repair
would have to wait until morning—so it surprised him to see them taking
apart the massive fallen oak.

Keenan put on his blues, the lights dancing around the car, mixing with
the red and orange emergency lights of the workers’ vehicles and making
strange, unnatural colors. One of the workers approached the car. Keenan
figured him for a foreman, considering that he seemed focused mostly on
drinking from a huge thermos while the others tried not to electrocute
themselves.

“How’s it going?” Keenan asked.

“Slow as molasses.” The tall man took a sip from his thermos and then
wiped the back of his glove across his thick, white mustache. “No easy way
to do this even in the best conditions. But this is just nuts.”

“Why not wait till morning?”

The foreman shrugged. “Guess they figure it’s gonna snow half the day
tomorrow anyway, so we might as well get started.”

“I don’t know how you guys are keeping up with the downed lines,”
Keenan said. “I’ve responded to calls about three of ’em already. They’ve
all had the juice cut off pretty damn quick after we locate them, but just



getting to them must a bitch, considering what a bang-up job Public Works
is doing with the plowing.”

The foreman laughed, rolling his head back with a snort of disdain.
“Those fucking guys. Don’t get me started. You know they’re all
somewhere drinking whiskey and laying bets on who’ll take down the most
mailboxes.”

Keenan chuckled. “You’re not kidding. I saw three of the trucks in the
BJ’s parking lot.”

He didn’t begrudge the plow drivers their breaks. They would be
cleaning up after the storm for a long time. And he understood the
temptation to take it easy, knowing how few people would be out on the
road tonight. But I’'m out here, Officer Keenan thought. And I’'m not the
only one.

“You getting a lot of calls tonight?” the foreman asked.

“Enough,” Keenan said. It had been quiet at first, but in the past two
hours the calls had come more frequently, all of them concerning downed
power lines.

“Well, stay safe.”

Officer Keenan wished the man the same and rolled up his window,
tapping the accelerator. He felt the tires spin for a second, kicking up snow
before they found purchase. His fingers ached just from the grip he had
been keeping on the wheel since he’d started his shift and he wanted his
soft, warm bed. More than that, he wanted this night to be over.

A burst of static came over the radio and the dispatcher’s voice filled the
car. “Coventry Control to Car Four.”

Keenan picked up the radio. “Car Four, Winchester Street.”

“Car Four, we have a call from a Jill Wexler, Seventy-five Kestrel
Drive. Her fifteen-year-old-son, Gavin, went sledding with two others. The
boys were sleeping over the Wexlers’ and snuck out. The woman thinks



they went out to the viaduct behind Whittier Elementary. The father—MTr.
Wexler—is out looking for them.”

“Car Four responding,” Keenan said.

He hit the pedal and the car slewed a bit until he righted it, keeping the
nose straight ahead. If the kids and Mr. Wexler were out behind the Whittier
school, all would be well, but if they weren’t, the dispatcher would send a
BOLO to all cars with descriptions of the missing. Normally the department
wouldn’t react so swiftly, but in the middle of a storm like this they were
more concerned with safety than protocol.

The fastest way to the Whittier school would normally be up French
Farm Road, but it was so steep and narrow and the side streets such a mess
that he was sure he would have trouble getting to the top. Instead he took a
longer route, past the Greenwood condo development and along the curving
slope of Greenwood Avenue, which took him on a long climb to the parking
lot for the baseball field behind the school.

A two-foot-high snow wall had been left by the plows, blocking in the
parking lot. Keenan swore and pulled over, flicking the blues back on and
killing the ignition. He peered into the storm, barely able to see twenty feet
across the snow-blanketed field. The wind rocked his car and he thought
again of his warm bed.

Then he remembered Mrs. Wexler, waiting at home for her husband and
son, and the parents of the two other boys out there—idiots, he thought, but
teenage boys all had a little idiot in them—and he got out of the car. Pulling
his hat down around his ears and slipping his hands into heavy gloves, he
slammed the door and climbed over the wall of snow, blue lights swirling
around him.

He was breathing heavily before he’d made it fifteen yards, laboring
through snow already calf-deep and struggling to see where he was going.
Thick flakes slipped down inside his collar. The wind knocked him around
and snow stung his cheeks, but every six or seven steps he’d feel a lull in



the wind and the thickness of the blizzard would diminish just enough for
him to make sure he was on the right track.

Whittier Elementary sat on the bald crest of a hill, ringed by trees. Wind
sheared across the top of the hill, slicing over the baseball field, but Keenan
kept going, promising himself an enormous coffee as soon as he could lay
hands on one ... and after he had smacked Gavin Wexler and his two idiot
friends in the head.

“Stupid kids,” he whispered, bending into the storm.

He paused to orient himself and felt the ache of the cold settle into his
fingers. The school was to his right. In a momentary lull, he saw the black
stripes of the power lines that marched across the hill behind the school,
and turned left toward the far corner of the field. A chain-link fence was
supposed to keep kids away from the viaduct that ran down the hill in that
corner, but in the winter it was the greatest place to sled. Young Joe Keenan
had been there with his own idiot friends dozens of times, but they’d never
done it in a blizzard at one thirty in the morning.

A voice came to him on the wind and he looked up, peering through the
snow at nothing. The cold cut deeply despite his jacket and hat and gloves,
but he forged ahead, wondering if the raging wind and whipping snow had
played a trick on him, if the sound he’d heard had come from some other
direction. Half-a-dozen steps more, and he found his answer—a dark
silhouette staggering toward him, straight ahead.

“Hey!” Officer Keenan shouted. “This way!”

Stupid. The guy was already heading this way. But maybe he needed to
know he wasn’t alone.

He heard the voice again, though it sounded different this time. A soft,
chuffing whisper. Yet it confused him because it came not from ahead but
behind and to his left. The wind drove harder, thickening the white curtain
in front of him and obscuring his view of the figure in the snow.

The storm playing tricks on me, Keenan thought.



But then the whisper came again, so close it seemed to be right at his
ear, and he felt something snag on his jacket and turned with a shout,
reaching for his gun—stupid because he had gloves on.

He stared into the storm, not breathing, heart booming inside his chest,
waiting for a lull in the gale. When it came and the snow fell straight down
for once instead of whipping sideways, he saw nothing. No one was there.
And yet that whisper lingered in his mind so vividly that his heart still
thundered and he took short, nervous breaths. His thoughts rushed back to
earlier in his shift and whatever had made the scratches on his car.

“Hello?” a voice called.

Spinning around, he saw that the silhouetted figure had come nearer.
Keenan saw a bulky green jacket with a hood, but the face was in darkness
until he swung his flashlight up. The blizzard played havoc with the beam,
but he could make out the man’s basic features and the frantic terror in his
eyes.

“Sir, I’m a police officer. Are you hurt?”

Keenan flashed the light in his eyes again, waved it back and forth, and
wondered if the guy was in shock.

“Are you Mr. Wexler?” he asked.

The guy blinked. He looked around as if he’d lost something and then
fixed his gaze on Officer Keenan.

“I’'m okay. It’s the boys. You’ve gotta help the boys,” Wexler said, his
voice rising from numbed to frantic in the space of a handful of words.

Wexler grabbed Keenan by the wrist but the officer yanked his arm
away.

“Please, sir, just show me where they are.”

The man nodded his head and then just kept nodding it as he turned
back the way he’d come.

“This way,” he said. “Hurry. I thought ... my cell phone didn’t work,
maybe the storm, and I thought I’d have to go all the way home and then ...



please!”

Wexler struggled through the storm and Officer Keenan followed, more
certain with every step that they were headed for the chain-link fence at the
corner of the ball field that led down onto the viaduct ... to the narrow slope
that Keenan and his friends had grown up referring to as Meatball Hill, after
the time Frankie Matos had gone flying off the side and into the trees and
torn up his knee so badly it looked like a raw meatball. That was both the
danger and the allure of the place. If you screwed up and went off the side,
the viaduct dropped off at a rough angle for a good ten feet, all covered with
trees.

They reached the fence and Wexler started to climb over.

Keenan grabbed his arm. “No, Mr. Wexler. You need to stay up here and
watch for more help to come.”

Whatever waited for him at the bottom of Meatball Hill, Keenan figured
if he needed to call it in, it would help to have Wexler at the top to flag
EMTs or other officers as they arrived.

Taking a deep breath, the icy chill drawn inside him, he scaled the gate
at the top of the viaduct, balanced precariously a moment, and then dropped
down on the other side. When he landed in the snow he went down on one
knee, grabbing hold of the chain link to keep from falling. This sort of thing
had been a lot easier when was fourteen.

Keenan tried to peer down the narrow hill. Through the maelstrom of
white he vaguely made out the electrical towers that marched across the
shoulder of the hill below, where the viaduct leveled out. Meatball Hill was
about eighty feet in length—not as long as his memory had imagined but
just as steep as he’d recalled. The deep snow around his feet was trampled
by the bootprints of several kids and the viaduct was striped with the paths
of sleds.

The sleds, he thought, frowning as he remembered the other dangerous
element of Meatball Hill—the gate at the bottom. The fence down there was



a twin to the one at the top, chain link with a double-door gate, framed with
metal piping. In order to sled down the viaduct, you had to be willing to bail
out at the bottom and let your sled hit the gate, but Keenan remembered
staying on too long several times, so that his momentum took him skidding
along the snow into the fence.

“Shit,” he whispered to himself, his hands and face growing numb.
Then he raised his voice to be heard over the storm. “Did one of them hit
the fence, Mr. Wexler? Are there injuries?”

“Yes,” Wexler replied, his voice strangely clear amid the roar of the
blizzard. “It’s Gavin. And not just...”

Keenan had whipped off his glove and slipped out his radio. As soon as
he hit the button a burst of static filled the air. A squeal came from the
radio, loud enough to blot out anything else Wexler might have said.

“Coventry Central, this is Car Four,” he said. “Come in.”

He started down the hill, listening to the radio hiss and pop, but he’d
taken only five steps when he realized that Wexler had stopped in
midsentence and hadn’t said more. Worried that the guy might be collapsing
in shock, Keenan turned to check on him, but saw no sign of the man.

“Mr. Wexler?” the officer called as he struggled back to the gate.

He peered into the storm and shouted the man’s name again, scanning
the frozen baseball field—or as much of it as the storm allowed him to see.
A fresh burst of static came from his radio and Keenan jumped, startled. He
lifted the radio and hailed Dispatch again, even as he stared into the driving
snow. There was nowhere for Wexler to have gone. Nowhere he could have
gone, at least not fast enough that Keenan wouldn’t have spotted him.

“Wexler!” he shouted.

No answer.

Until one came, but this was not the voice of a grown man. A younger
voice, frantic and plaintive, cried out from the bottom of the viaduct, calling
for help. Keenan swore, glanced once more at the void in the storm where



Wexler had just vanished, and turned to stumble, march, and slide down the
steep slope of Meatball Hill.

The radio kept crackling. He tried calling in again and heard a snippet of
words among the static but nothing he could make out clearly. The storm
was interfering with everything.

Twenty feet from the fence, snow frosting his coat and sticking to his
face, Keenan barely made out a pair of figures on the ground.

“Hello?” he called.

“Here!” a voice came back. “Right here!”

Exhausted from fighting against the brutal wind, Keenan staggered
toward the two boys, one of whom knelt in the snow, cradling the other in
his lap. The upright boy was a skinny little guy whose eyebrows were rimed
with snow. He wore a wool pea coat and a scarf pulled up to cover the
bottom of his chin and he gazed at Keenan with pleading eyes.

“Help him!”

Keenan stood over them, studying the unconscious boy, whose head
lolled alarmingly to one side.

“What happened?”

“He tried to help Gavin,” the skinny kid said, his voice cracking with
emotion.

Keenan frowned. “Neither of you is Gavin Wexler?”

“I’m Marc Stern. This is Charlie Newell,” the kid said. “Gavin’s...” His
face crumpled into grief and horror. “Gavin’s over there.” He nodded
toward the gate, only another ten feet away.

Keenan stumbled over and nearly tripped on a small figure in a gray-
and-blue winter coat that lay mostly covered beneath at least an inch of
snow. Even as he bent to brush some of the snow away, he smelled the stink
of burnt flesh and he froze.

“No!” skinny Marc Stern cried. “Don’t touch him! It might not be safe!”



Keenan backed away, glancing around to take in the scene, and then he
heard a spark and a pop and he understood it all. He craned his head back to
look up at the power lines that ran perpendicular to the viaduct, crossing the
path just on the other side of the fence at the bottom of Meatball Hill. A
long black line hung from one of the towers, and about fifteen feet to his
left it draped across the top of the fence.

A sizzle and hiss reached him and he saw a little shower of sparks come
off the fence where the power line had fallen on it.

He didn’t want a better look at Gavin Wexler’s burnt corpse, and he
didn’t have time for one. He hurried back to the other boys and dropped to
the snow beside Charlie. He felt the boy’s wrist for a pulse but it was weak
if there at all, so he checked Charlie’s neck and found his heart still beating.

Keenan glanced up at Marc. “So, Gavin hit the fence. Did he grab it, use
it to help himself up?”

Marc nodded vigorously. “He couldn’t even scream. We saw him
standing there and we didn’t know what was happening because he was so
quiet and then his gloves caught fire and we could smell, like, burning hair,
and Charlie went to try to pull him off the fence and I screamed for him not
toand ... and...”

“It’s okay,” Keenan lied, glancing at the skinny kid. “It’s gonna be
okay.”

The kid didn’t bother to argue. It had been a stupid thing to say and they
both knew it. Gavin had been electrocuted to death. His flesh had been
smoking. His gloves and probably other things had caught fire. Now they
were out here in the blizzard at two in the morning and Charlie had a slow,
flickering heartbeat. He’d been electrocuted, too, trying to save his buddy.
There wasn’t a damn thing okay about it.

“Charlie,” Keenan said, leaning in. “Charlie, can you hear me?”

He hit the call button on the radio again and static squealed, echoing off
the trees and the storm.



“Coventry Central, come in!” he called. “Coventry Central, please
respond!”

Nothing but static.

Charlie started to twitch and jerk. Marc cried out, pulling his hands
away as if afraid he was somehow responsible. The unconscious kid seized
and spasmed and began to groan and all Keenan could think about was the
boy’s heart. He’d felt a flutter when he’d checked Charlie’s pulse and
Keenan figured he’d had a heart attack, and maybe this was another one.

“Back up!” Keenan said, shuffling over beside Charlie on his knees as
Marc retreated.

Should’ve covered him with my coat, he thought, as if that would’ve
prevented whatever this was.

Keenan grabbed Charlie’s flailing arm, then put weight on his
collarbone, trying to hold him down to keep the kid from hurting himself.
He twitched once and then lay still; the seizure had stopped. It took Keenan
only a second to realize that the seizure was not the only thing that had
ceased—the rise and fall of Charlie’s chest had gone still.

Cursing, Keenan checked the kid’s pulse again, but couldn’t find one. A
calm not unlike the numbness the blizzard caused began to spread through
him. Keenan wished for EMTs. He wished for a portable defibrillator. All
he had was a terrified, skinny little frostbitten teenage boy and his own two
big, fumbling hands. He made sure Charlie’s airway was clear and then
started chest compressions, damning himself for every second he’d delayed,
talking to Mr. Wexler and checking on Gavin’s corpse.

“Come on, come on,” Keenan said, talking as much to himself as to the
quieted heart of Charlie Newell.

Wexler, he thought, remembering the man’s fumbling, shocked attempts
at communication. Somehow he’d run off so fast that he’d vanished into the
blizzard, but had he gone far?



“Mr. Wexler!” Officer Keenan screamed. “Can you hear me up there?
Are you still here?”

No reply. He wondered if Wexler had gotten his act together enough to
fetch EMTs or just call 911. Surely that was what he’d intended to do before
Keenan had run into him.

“Come on, Charlie,” skinny Marc pleaded.

But despite the rests between repetitions of chest compressions,
Keenan’s arms were getting tired fast. The storm worked against him, as if
the wind did not want this boy’s heart to beat again.

“Wexler!” Keenan cried.

He caught Marc staring at him and they locked eyes a moment. Keenan
paused in his compressions, pulled out his cell phone, and tossed it to the
kid, who fumbled it with his frozen hands and let it fall to the snow.

“Call 911!” Keenan said.

“I tried. Me and Mr. Wexler both did. Our phones—”

“Ity mine!”

Nodding, Marc worked off one snowy glove and tried to use Keenan’s
phone to call 911.

“A couple of bars!” Marc cried.

“Make the call!” Keenan said, between compressions.

In moments, he heard Marc announcing their location and then
repeating it several times, trying to communicate, tears of frustration
springing to his eyes as he desperately tried to tell the dispatcher where they
were and what they needed.

More than a minute passed and Keenan’s arms were growing tired.
Charlie had not so much as twitched. His pulse had not fluttered. His skin
had begun to grow even colder than before. A long sigh escaped Joe
Keenan’s lips and he shuddered as he sat back on his haunches, gazing at
the frostbitten, frozen features of Charlie Newell, who had died right in
front of him. Charlie Newell, whose life he had failed to save.



“Do something,” skinny Marc said, but without much fire. It was a
hollow plea. The boy knew there was nothing to be done.

Marc began to sob, hugging himself. Keenan could only watch him. The
wind shifted for a moment and he smelled the aroma of Gavin Wexler’s
burnt flesh still in the air.

The snow kept falling.

Keenan knew he had to leave the dead boys behind. He had to take
skinny Marc with him, go back up the hill, over the fence, and make it to
his car. He hoped the car radio would be working better than his handheld.
Marc had gotten through to 911 but Keenan felt pretty dubious that the
dispatcher had been able to hear half of what the kid had told her before the
call had been cut off.

He just wanted to take a minute, in the cold and the storm, as the snow
began to accumulate on his clothes and the still form of Charlie Newell.
Keenan fought back tears as the icy wind assaulted him.

Charlie Newell, he thought, and knew he’d never forget the name.

The kid who’d died at his feet. The kid he hadn’t been able to save.



FOUR

Allie Schapiro lay in bed with Niko, watching him sleep. The candle on her
nightstand had burned down nearly to the bottom and begun to dim, but the
flame endured. In the flicker and gutter of the candlelight, he looked so
handsome that her heart swelled and she could barely breathe. The windows
rattled in their frames and the storm blew so hard that the house shook with
its fury. She’d never taken the wind chimes off the back deck when winter
arrived and now she strained to listen for their frantic music. Earlier she had
heard the chimes clearly but now they had been silenced; the wind had
blown them down.

Beneath the comforter she was warm, so she knew that the goose bumps
that kept prickling her flesh came not from the cold but from the memory of
making love with Niko earlier in the night. Just the thought sent a delicious
shiver through her that hardened her nipples and ignited a fresh yearning at
her core. She reached out under the covers and ran a hand along his thigh.

Gazing at him, her heart so full, she slid her hand out from beneath the
comforter and touched his face, caressing the contours and shadows of his
deep, olive skin and feeling the stubble on his chin. He had long, beautiful
eyelashes that she envied.

As she studied him, Niko opened his eyes. A tired smile touched his
lips.



“You should be sleeping,” he said.

Allie cupped his cheek with her hand, bent in, and brushed his lips with
hers.

“It was a good night, wasn’t it?” she said.

“The beginning or the end?”

She glanced away, blushing a little, surprised that he could make her
feel shy after all that they had shared, and all that they had done together.

“Both,” she admitted. “But I meant earlier, with the kids.”

Under the sheets, Niko placed a hand on the curve of her hip, trailing his
fingers along her skin.

“It was perfect, Allie. Dinner was wonderful. And it was great to see the
kids relax around each other, and with the two of us together. It all seemed
SO ... normal.”

“Normal is nice,” she said.

“Normal is very nice,” Niko replied.

Once the power had gone out, Jake and Isaac had insisted that they had
to eat all the ice cream in the freezer to keep it from melting, even though
they’d had no idea how long they would be without electricity. Another
night Allie would have refused, but she had not wanted to disrupt the
playful atmosphere. While she and Niko had poured glasses of Shiraz and
watched the storm through the slider that led to the deck, the kids had sat at
the kitchen table and polished off whatever had been left of three different
pints of Ben & Jerry’s. Fortunately, even that sugar had not kept them
awake terribly late. Without lights or television, they were all asleep by
eleven o’clock. Allie and Niko had given it forty minutes to make sure they
weren’t going to stir and then he had taken her to bed.

Skittish and paranoid, worried that one of the kids would come to the
door and find it locked and know what was going on inside, it had taken her
a while to relax. Niko had been patient with her, had used his hands and his
tongue and his words to wonderful effect, and in time she had forgotten all



about Jake and Isaac and Miri. Other than Isaac, they were old enough to
know what it meant for an adult couple to sleep in the same bed—or what it
could mean. Niko assured her that they wouldn’t want to think about it, and
she hoped he was right.

“You know what this means,” he said now, still tracing his fingers along
her leg, and then moving his hand up, slipping it beneath the soft cotton of
her T-shirt.

“No.” She searched his dark eyes. “What does it mean?”

“We can’t pretend this is just dating anymore,” he said, his voice a low
rumble. “We’re all here together. A couple. With the kids under one roof, it
feels like a family. They may not put labels on it, but they’ll feel it.”

Allie smiled, becoming shy again. The night had given them both a
glimpse into what life would be like in the future, with all their children
together in one house, and maybe another child that would be theirs
together.

“What about school?” she asked. “People are going to talk. And what
about Angie? You know she’s going to be a total bitch when she—”

“She’s already a bitch,” Niko said. “If she tries to make life difficult, I’1l
handle it. I just didn’t want to deal with the fallout until I knew what this
was.”

“So what is it, then?” she ventured, gazing boldly into his eyes.

“This?” he said. “This is the real thing.”

Cradled in dreams of summer, Jake tried to cling to sleep. But he heard his
name whispered again and again and felt himself being jostled and even
before he opened his eyes he knew Isaac must have had a nightmare. He
reached out and slapped his brother’s hands away.

“Go back to sleep,” he murmured.

“Jake, please ... get up,” Isaac whined. “I’m scared. Jake, come on.”



More than anything, it was the way Isaac’s voice broke on that last word
that made Jake open his eyes. The brothers had shared a room ever since
Isaac had been big enough to sleep in a bed instead of a crib and there had
been many times when his little brother had woken him after a nightmare,
needing to pee but afraid to go out into the hallway by himself. More than a
year ago, Jake had stopped accompanying Isaac into the corridor, forcing
him to brave the trip on his own, but after the first couple of times Isaac had
stopped asking; but even on the worst of those evenings, when the
nightmares had been particularly terrifying, Jake had never heard this tone
in his brother’s voice.

Something was wrong.

“Jake, they’re out there.”

Troubled, Jake rubbed sleep from his eyes and looked up at his brother.
The power was still out so he didn’t have the familiar glow of his clock to
tell him just how late it was, but not a hint of daylight showed outside the
windows and the blizzard still raged, so he knew it wasn’t even close to
morning.

“What are you talking about?”

Isaac tugged on his shirt, urgency in his blue eyes. “Come see.”

Huffing his frustration, Jake threw back his covers and dragged himself
out of bed.

“I heard scratching at the window,” Isaac began. “I know you’ll say it’s
just the tree and that’s what I thought first, too. It creeped me out but I knew
it was the branches. The wind’s so strong and I knew it was just scratch-
scratch, y’know? Only then I started really listening to the wind and it was
mostly going in the other direction and the scratching kept going and so I
looked up and ... I saw something.”

His voice dropped low, quiet and scared.

“Like what?” Jake asked, yawning, shuffling across the floor in his
socks. He always wore socks to bed; they made him feel safe.



“Like a face,” Isaac said, unwilling to look at him.

“Oh, bullshit,” Jake muttered. “Ike, you know better than that.”

“Don’t swear,” Isaac said, concerned about the profanity despite his
fear. It always got under his skin when Jake cursed, which was half the
reason Jake did so.

Jake went to the window but could barely see anything through the
snow that had accumulated on the screen. A tiny drift had formed on the
sill, building up against the outside of the glass. No way Isaac could have
seen anything through this, he thought, although as he looked more closely
he realized that the visible part of the screen—between the snow-clotted
portion below and the shade that blocked the upper half of the window—
was only frosted with snow. He could make out the storm outside and saw
that it had begun at last to wane. The wind had lessened and the snow fell
more or less straight down instead of being driven sideways.

“I don’t see anything,” he said.

He almost added that he was going back to bed, but then he saw that
Isaac wouldn’t come any closer to the glass and he understood that his
brother would not let him sleep until he had been more thoroughly
reassured.

Jake tugged on the shade and it rattled upward. With a soft cry, Isaac
jumped back from the window, staring as if he expected that same face to
be staring in at them.

“Nothing,” Jake said. “There’s nothing out there, Isaac. Now go back to
bed.”

Dissatisfied, Isaac stared at the carpet. “I won’t be able to fall asleep.”

“I don’t care,” Jake said curtly. “Seriously. You just lie there if you have
to, but there’s nothing out there, little brother. Don’t wake me up again.”

He went back and flopped into his bed, dragging the covers over himself
as Isaac stood there and kept staring at the window.

“Go to bed, Ike.”



Isaac said nothing. He glanced over at Jake once, twice, a third time, but it
was clear that his big brother had no intention of doing anything. And
maybe there was nothing to be done, nothing out there in the storm at all,
but he knew what he had seen, and whatever was or wasn’t there now,
something had been there before. He’d seen that face.

Mustering up his courage, holding his breath, Isaac went to the window
and looked out into the falling snow, searching the stormy sky for any sign
of the owner of the white eyes that had peered through his window. He
looked into the snow-laden branches of the tree that stood off to the right,
but he saw no sign of anyone hiding among those bare, skeletal sticks.

Then he glanced down at the yard and saw them—a trio of figures
darting around in the falling snow, several feet off the ground, as if they
were dancing on the wind. They seemed to vanish and reappear with each
gust, hiding behind the veil of falling snow and then emerging once more.

Isaac sucked in a shuddery breath, pressing his forehead to the cold
glass. His heart sped up again as he was breathing in tiny gasps. His throat
felt as if it was closing up and his lips went dry. It couldn’t be real—had to
still be a dream—but if he was dreaming, how could he feel the damp, icy
cold of the window against his skin? He’d had to pee since he had climbed
out of bed and now the urge became terrible.

“Jake,” he whispered, afraid that somehow they would hear him.

“Whaaaat?” his brother said, groaning, without turning over in bed.

Isaac began to tremble. He’d thought they might vanish completely but
they were still out there. His breath frosted the glass and he felt like crying.

“There are monsters in the yard.”

“Go to bed, Isaac. There’s no such thing as monsters.”

His eyes welled with tears. Yes, there are, he wanted to say. But he knew
the tone in Jake’s voice. Sometimes they were best friends—they did
everything together—and sometimes Jake treated him like they were worst
enemies, like everything Isaac said or did, even breathing the same air, was



stupid and babyish. Isaac wasn’t stupid and he wasn’t a baby anymore and
when Jake treated him that way he usually just gave it right back to him ...
but it hurt so much. Tonight, none of that mattered. Tonight, Jake had to
listen.

“Come look,” Isaac said.

“Go to bed.”

“Jake—"

“I’m not kidding, Ike. I already told you. No monsters. No faces at the
stupid window. You heard a branch or just the snow hitting the glass. Go to
sleep or I swear to God I’'m going to pound you.”

Isaac thought about screaming, considered going across the hall to wake
Miri. He could go to his mother’s room but Niko was there and it made him
nervous, thinking about bothering them. And the longer he looked out the
window, watching those figures slipping through the storm, the more he
thought they weren’t just dancing ... they were playing. There were four of
them now, and if they were playing, maybe they weren’t monsters after all.
Not really.

The snow had built up on the screen so much that he could not see very
well and the frost of his breath on the glass had made it worse. Isaac pulled
back and wiped at the condensation, then bent to peer outside again.

They were gone.

He blinked and looked again, craning his neck left and right to see if
they had gone into a neighbor’s yard. It surprised him to realize that he was
a little sad, and he unlocked the window and forced it open. The storm had
swelled the frame and he had to work at it, the wood squealing a little.

“Ike, what the hell?” Jake murmured. “Close the damn window.”

Isaac ignored him, reached out and tapped some of the snow off the
screen. He leaned on the windowsill and pressed his face against the screen
as the wind gusted past him and the frigid cold invaded his bedroom. The



sheer blue curtains billowed to either side but he ignored them, scanning the
night and the storm.

“Goddammit!” Jake snapped. Isaac heard him whip back his covers and
climb out of bed, heard him grunting as he stormed across the short distance
between them. “It’s freezing out there!”

“Well, duh,” Isaac said, still searching the yards on either side and
across the street, forcing the screen a little, trying to get a better look
around. “It’s a freakin’ blizzard.”

“Isaac,” Jake said, his voice full of menace.

Jake grabbed his brother’s arm. Isaac tugged uselessly at his grip,
turning toward him as that familiar fraternal anger blazed up.

“Let go!”

“You had a bad dream,” Jake insisted. “And if you saw anything outside
that wasn’t just your imagination, it was Mr. Pappas walking his dog.
Nobody else would be walking around out there in the middle of the night.”

“It wasn’t Mr. Pappas,” Isaac said softly, glaring at him.

“Then who—" Jake began, but his words cut off.

His gaze had shifted. Isaac saw that Jake wasn’t looking at him anymore
but staring past him, at the window, and the terror blooming on his face
made Isaac spin toward the window just in time to see the blue-white
figures rushing through the storm, long arms reaching forward, long fingers
and hands and forearms sliding through the screen as if it weren’t there at
all, sifting through in a spray of ice crystals and shadows.

Frozen fingers clutched at him, cut his skin, turned his bones to rigid
ice, and then they pulled. Isaac hit the screen face-first, his arms coming
after. His back scraped the underside of the open window and he flailed his
arms, trying to grab hold. A hand grabbed his ankle and only then did he
hear the screaming. His own voice, and his brother’s.

The tug on his ankle lasted only a moment, long enough for him to be
twisted around, to glance back inside his room and see Jake grasping at



empty air, screaming his name.
And then he was falling.

Allie burst into Jake and Isaac’s room with Niko and Miri only steps
behind. She staggered to a halt, staring at the horrid tableau before her. Jake
stood beside the window, tears in his eyes and a scream dying on his lips.
The window was open but the screen had fallen out. Snow whipped into the
room, not much but enough that she could see prints on the carpet where
Isaac had been standing moments before. The snow was already melting,
the prints disappearing.

“Oh my god,” she heard Niko say behind her.

Then she heard herself shrieking the same words as she rushed to the
window and looked out, praying she would not see the thing she feared
most. But there Isaac lay, twenty-five feet below and not moving.

Jake said something but Allie could not hear him. She turned and bolted
for the door, felt Niko try to take her arm and heard his soothing voice but
tore free of him and ran out and down the stairs. She flung the front door
open, hearing their footfalls behind her but not slowing, not waiting.
Barefoot, bare-legged, she plunged into the knee-deep snow and forged a
path to the place where Isaac had fallen, telling herself with every step that
the snow had broken his fall, that it was so deep and soft it would have been
a gentle landing.

The window screen stuck out of the snow like a cleaver jutting from a
butcher’s block.

Numb, she came upon Isaac and saw right away that it had not been a
gentle landing. Her baby boy had broken when he fell. His left leg and his
neck were turned at impossible angles. His face was turned up toward her
and she saw the panic and fear etched there and felt a cry of grief rip her up
inside as it forced its way from her lips.



She dropped into the snow and picked him up, cradling him as she had
done on so many nights when he had a fever as an infant. Isaac had been a
sickly boy.

“Mom, please!” Jake pleaded behind her. “Come back inside! The ice
men will get you! Please!”

Allie barely heard him.

Then Niko was there, one hand on her shoulder, and she glanced back
and saw Jake and beautiful Miri standing together in the open doorway,
crying and shivering, each also broken in his own way. Allie laid her head
back against Niko’s chest and released a sob that became a wail.

“We need help,” Niko said. “I hear a plow over on Salem Street. The
phones aren’t working and I can’t get a signal on my cell. I’'m going to run
and flag the guy down. He’ll have a radio. He’ll...”

The words trailed off. Allie had heard them but wasn’t listening, didn’t
care, couldn’t feel anything other than the grief that tore and gnawed and
ripped at the cavity inside her chest where her heart had been.

Niko ran back into the house and she heard him talking quickly with
Jake and Miri, heard something about shoes and pants and frostbite. Niko
rushed out again moments or full minutes later, she could not be sure. Jake
called to her, still begging her to come inside.

But Allie could only sit and watch the snow begin to accumulate in the
hollows of Isaac’s eyes. The wind had dropped to almost nothing, turning
the blizzard into a gentle snowfall, and the night had begun to lighten to a
gray dawn, all of Coventry covered in ice and snow.

Miri called out to her father, crying for him to come back.

But he never would.



TWELVE YEARS LATER



FIVE

Doug Manning sat at the table in the corner farthest from the door, close
enough to the bathrooms to catch the faint scent of stale urine. Chick’s
Roast Beef had gone downhill over the past few years but he wasn’t going
to bitch about it. Everything in Coventry—hell, the whole country—had
gone downhill. The talking heads on TV said the economy was improving,
but most of the guys he knew were still scared shitless that their jobs might
evaporate out from underneath them. Either that or they were already
unemployed.

Doug himself was just barely hanging on.

The bell above the door jangled and he looked up to see a middle-aged
mom headed for the counter with a pair of boys maybe six and eight. The
brats stuck their tongues out at each other and raced around their mother,
using her legs as a barricade against direct assault. The boys drove her nuts
while she tried to order for them and he saw her irritation growing. As she
rolled her eyes in frustration she glanced down at them and, despite her
pique, gave them a tired smile. It hit him hard, that smile, reminded him far
too much of Cherie.

“Anything else?” the Puerto Rican girl behind the counter asked.

“Yeah.” The mother sighed. “You can tell me why everyone in this town
is so edgy today.”



“Bad weather,” the girl said.

“It’s a snowstorm. Probably not much of one,” the mother replied. “Big
deal.”

The counter girl cocked her head as if she were waiting for a punch line
too long in coming.

“Logan, stop that!” the mother snapped.

Then she lifted a hand to her temple, exhaling with embarrassment.
“Sorry. Just one of those days. The guy at the gas station was super rude.
Then this lady dropped her purse and I went to help her and she practically
barked at me that she could do it herself. And don’t get me started about the
way people drive. If it’s gonna turn into an icy mess later, so be it, but right
now it’s just a few flakes. I mean, it’s New England, after all. It’s not your
first snowstorm.”

The woman shook her head and that faint, Cherie-like smile returned. At
some point her brats had frozen in place just to listen to her.

“Oh my god, they’ve done it to me, haven’t they? I’ve become one of
the angry snow-day people.”

“It’s okay. We all have those days,” the counter girl said, fixing her
baseball cap over her ponytail. “You sure you don’t want something else?”

“Rum and Coke?” the mother said with a soft laugh.

“Best I can do is ice cream.”

“Did she say ice cream?” one of the kids piped up.

“Hush,” the mother said. Then she fixed her gaze on the counter girl.
“Seriously, why are people so edgy today?”

“Are you not from around here?”

“Rhode Island, originally. Why?”

The counter girl gave a nod. “You remember the blizzard ten or twelve
years ago? Like a million feet of snow, no school for days?”

“I guess,” the woman said, grabbing her younger son by the arm and
steering him away from the older one. “You guys got hit harder up here than



we did, but I watched it on TV. Bad storm, sure, but this is no blizzard. No
reason for people to get worked up about it.”

“I’m with you,” the counter girl said. “But I was only seven when it hit,
so I don’t remember it well. Older people in Coventry get antsy every damn
winter. A bunch of people died in that blizzard—Iike eighteen. I guess it
just haunts them a little.”

Doug’s chest hurt and he realized he’d been holding his breath.

A little? he wanted to say. Haunts them a little?

But how could this girl with her nose ring and streaks of purple in her
hair know that his wife had been one of those eighteen? That he could have
stayed home and kept Cherie company in the blizzard but instead had
chosen to hang with the guys and ended up drunk with his car in a ditch?
That every snowfall reminded him that he hadn’t been there for his wife
when she’d needed him most? She couldn’t, obviously ... but still he
wanted to snap at her.

The bell over the door rang again and he glanced over to see Franco and
Baxter coming in. He sat up straighter, his pulse quickening. He should
have been relieved that they’d arrived—he had to be at work in a little more
than an hour—but he didn’t think he would ever be happy to see these two.

He spared a last glance at the stressed-out mom, realizing she didn’t
look like Cherie at all. Twelve years had passed since the night his wife had
died and he still saw her in the faces of women he passed on the street. Still
dreamed about her. Still loved her. These days, his life didn’t have any room
for love. It was all about work and trying to figure out if he could live with
the things he’d done. Most days the answer was yes.

“Dougie Doug, what’s happening?” Franco said as he slid into the
booth.

“You guys hit traffic or something?” Doug asked.

Baxter dropped into the booth beside Franco. He leaned back, cocking
his head and studying Doug with those ice-blue eyes, his tattoos a silent



declaration of war to anyone around him.

“You in a hurry?” Baxter asked, the question tinged with irritation and
menace.

“I got work.”

Baxter nodded toward the front counter of the diner. “You gotta eat,
right?”

“Yeah, I guess,” Doug said.

“You fucking guess,” Baxter said, sneering. He leaned across the table
and dropped his voice to a cruelly intimate whisper. “Don’t be a little bitch,
Doug.”

“Baxter—" Franco started.

“Shush,” Baxter said, keeping his eyes fixed on Doug. “When Franco
said we oughta bring you in, I only went along with it because we both
grew up on Copper Hill. You were a hardass little kid, man. I remember the
day Benny Hayes stripped off Julie what’s-her-face’s shirt on the basketball
court. What were you, twelve? Benny had two years and thirty pounds on
you, easy, and you beat him bloody. Kid lost a couple of teeth and any
chance of ever being respected by the neighborhood again.

“Now, I figure you were playing white knight, rescuing the damsel in
distress even if the damsel was a tiny-titted China girl with a mouthful of
braces. Maybe it was an Asian thing. But you had fuckin’ steel that day,
man. And the white-knight shit ... that’s what it was. Shit. We were all
stealing from the White Hen back then, and the night I stole that Caddy, you
were my fucking lookout. You were with me, Kelly, and the Deeley
brothers that whole night, man, riding around in a stolen car, drinking stolen
beers, smoking stolen cigarettes.”

Baxter dropped back against his seat. He took a wad of cash from his
jacket pocket and threw it onto the table.

“So go get your lunch, Dougie. I don’t want you late for work. But let’s
stop pretending you’re some kind of saint.”



Doug’s heart pounded. He glanced at Franco but knew there was no help
coming from that direction. Taller and leaner but jacked from years of
lifting free weights, and quick as the devil, Franco probably could have
taken Baxter if it came to fisticuffs. But something about Baxter made
people uneasy and therefore compliant. It had always been that way, but
never more so than now. With his prison tats and those cold eyes, Baxter
was the alpha dog in pretty much any room he entered.

“I’m no saint,” Doug said quietly, glancing over his shoulder to make
sure nobody was looking at them. A couple of old townies were two tables
down, drinking coffee with their scarves still on. The mom had picked up
her order and left with her boys in tow. He turned back to Baxter and
Franco. “But this is bigger than stealing condoms and cigarettes from the
goddamn White Hen.”

Baxter smiled. “We’re grown-ups now, Dougie. Stakes are higher. I
know you’re out of practice. Hell, I’ve seen how out of practice you are.
And T know it’s been twenty years since you took something didn’t belong
to you. But I told you when we brought you in ... you’re either in or you’re
out.”

Doug stared at him for a few seconds and then he laughed. “For Christ’s
sake, all T did was bust your balls because you were late.”

Franco scratched at his goatee and looked out the window.

Baxter just shook his head. “It ain’t what you said. It’s the vibe that’s
burning off you, today and every other time we’ve gotten together. You’re
about to crawl out of your skin, man.”

“Doug,” Franco said, finally speaking. His prior silence made the single
word stop the rest of the conversation dead. “You and me, we worked
together off and on, yeah? But we were never friends. That hasn’t changed.
I like you well enough, but you and me don’t have the history you got with
Baxter. I suggested we bring you in because you had the access and you had
the need. You were squirrelly right off the bat, but me and Baxter, we



figured you’d calm down once you got a little money in your pocket. So far,
that hasn’t happened.”

No longer smiling, Baxter leaned in again. “What we’re saying is, chill
the fuck out or we cut you loose.”

Something fluttered in Doug’s gut and he wasn’t sure if it was fear or
anger. Hunger, probably, he thought. The guys were right, he definitely had
the need. He might be the first guy Timmy Harpwell brought in when he
needed an extra mechanic, but he was also the first guy kicked to the curb
when business took a downturn. The last two years he’d been picking up a
couple of days a week at Harpwell’s Garage, money under the table so he
could collect unemployment. He’d looked for other, more reliable work, but
there were too many idle hands and hardly any jobs.

The fluttering in his gut halted and an icy knot took its place.

“I told you I’m in. Damn right I need it,” he said, glancing from Baxter
to Franco. “I just don’t think it’s real smart to be having lunch together at
fucking Chick’s Roast Beef in the town where we’re doing shit we don’t
want to get caught doing. One of you gets picked up, I don’t want to be a
Known Associate. You see what I’m saying.”

Baxter exhaled, sitting back for a moment before he looked at Franco.

“White Knight has a point.”

Franco nodded, then gave a shrug. “Next time we get together at night?
At Dougie’s place?”

“That works,” Baxter said, turning to Doug with a smile. “We’ll come in
the back door. I’ll bring the beer if you get the food.”

The idea of these guys coming to his house after dark to plot more of the
small-time heists they’d been living off the past couple of months made his
skin crawl. But it made sense, especially since the alternative was spy shit
that none of them had the brains for.

“Sounds good,” he said, keeping his tone level and wondering if he
could ever get his own eyes to look as cold as Baxter’s.



Wondering if that was something to wish for or something to dread.

The bell above the door rang again. Doug glanced up at the big man
who stepped into the diner and froze, unable to breathe. The guy nodded in
recognition and Doug found himself just able to return the nod, watching as
the new arrival brushed a few snowflakes from the lapels of his wool coat.
His paralysis broke the moment the man reached the counter, talking
happily to the counter girl, musing aloud about the relationship between
Chick’s onion rings and his cholesterol.

Doug knew the big guy. They’d played football together at Coventry
High years ago. Got shitfaced together at a few parties junior and senior
year. They’d both dated Victoria Allen at some point, though the
chronology escaped him. Local boys, Doug thought, but only one of us
made good.

“Meeting adjourned,” Doug said quietly, sliding to the edge of his seat.

Baxter grabbed his wrist, the grip strong, but maybe not strong enough.
Yeah, Doug thought. Could be I've been going about this all wrong.

“Where the fuck do you think you’re—” Baxter began.

Doug shut him down with a glare. Maybe his eyes were cold after all.
“Call me later and we’ll pick another place,” he said quietly, and then
lowered his voice further: “Somewhere without cops.”

Franco, idiot that he was, actually turned fully around and gave
Detective Joe Keenan the once-over. Doug wanted to put his face through
the plate glass window beside the booth. Something inside Doug had
broken when Cherie died. He’d been sleepwalking, just moving with the
current of his life. But the last couple of months with these guys, cloning
the keys from the most well-to-do customers at the garage, smart enough
not to hit anyone whose car he worked on personally, doing a little quiet,
very rewarding bit of burglary ... something was waking up in him, too.
Maybe not the thing that had died along with Cherie—his hope, he guessed
—but something with a little ambition and not a lot of patience.



Doug got up from the booth and left them sitting there. They’d already
drawn the cop’s attention and he didn’t want to say another word to either
one of them about their next job, whether the cop would hear them or not.

“Manning,” the cop said, looking him up and down.

“Keenan,” Doug replied. “Heard you’re a detective now. That entitle
you to extra doughnuts?”

Detective Keenan smiled. “Actually, it does.”

Doug grinned. “Looks it.”

The cop shot him the finger. “Fuck you.”

“You don’t need to say it, Joe. I can read sign language.”

Keenan laughed. “How’s things?”

“Been better,” Doug replied, a thin smile forming on his lips. “But I'm
still breathing, so life can’t be all bad.”

“Some days I wonder,” the cop said.

“I’ll see you around,” Doug said, heading for the door.

The bell rang when he pushed it open. As he glanced back he saw
Keenan looking over at the table where Franco and Baxter still sat.

“Yeah. Drive safe,” Keenan replied.

The wind smacked the door shut behind him as Doug stepped out into
the bleak January mess. Light snow fell and he blinked several flakes from
his eyes as he dug out his keys, swearing under his breath. He climbed into
his old Audi—a battered piece of shit everywhere but under the hood,
where it gleamed—and started it up. As he backed out of his parking space,
he glanced at the diner windows but couldn’t see inside. Slamming it into
Drive, he tore out of the tiny lot, tires gripping the road despite the slickness
of the wet snow.

He smacked the wheel with an open palm. “Fuck!”

Keenan didn’t have psychic powers or anything, but Baxter had done
time and one look at Franco and you knew he was up to no good. The cop
would be filing the moment away for future reference, and it pissed Doug



off. If he’d sunk low enough to turn into a two-bit thief—and he had—he
was going to have to insist on a little bit of discipline from these pricks.

He’d been haunted for twelve years, damning himself for not going
straight home after Timmy had fired him that night. If he had, Cherie might
be alive today. He’d been in his own kind of jail. He’d be damned if he’d
end up inside a real prison now that he was starting to see a little light.

As the engine roared and the wipers skidded back and forth on the
windshield, Doug told himself that stealing from rich assholes didn’t make
him a bad guy, just a desperate motherfucker who no longer cared about the
rules.

He told himself that a lot.

Keenan ordered a cheesesteak sub and onion rings, knowing that the grease
would sit in his stomach later and not caring. He needed comfort food
today. Truth be told, what he needed was a six-pack of MGD and maybe a
few more besides, but he’d realized a long time ago that drinking to forget
only gave him more bad memories. These days, when the snow came down
hard and he started thinking about the Wexler family and about Charlie
Newell, he just let it come. He’d seen worse things in the past twelve years
than the electrocuted corpse of Gavin Wexler and he’d watched other
people die; little Charlie Newell had just been the first. People thought he’d
worked and studied so hard to become a detective because he had ambition,
but he had them fooled. He just didn’t want to be the first guy on the scene
anymore. Not ever, if he could help it.

The crazy thing was that when he had nightmares, they were mostly
about Gavin Wexler’s father, who’d been there one second and gone the
next, like a gust of wind had carried him off. In Joe Keenan’s dreams he
would be searching for Wexler—sometimes in a storm but at others in the
woods or along some downtown alley—and he’d have the total conviction
that the guy was there, just out of sight, that if Keenan turned at just the



right moment he’d find Wexler. That certainty grew more and more
heightened until he woke up. Even in his dreams, he never did find Carl
Wexler.

“You okay?” asked the girl behind the counter.

The ring in her nose wasn’t his style, but otherwise Keenan figured she
was pretty enough. He tried not to let himself think in those terms about
girls that young, but the purple streaks in her hair intrigued him. Of course,
his wife would’ve preferred he not think that way about anyone but her, but
she was realistic—guys always looked. So did women, Keenan knew, but
he and Donna both pretended otherwise.

Detective Keenan gave her a lopsided grin and rubbed a hand across his
blond buzz cut. “Just a few cobwebs in the brain today.”

“Snow does that to everyone around here,” the girl said.

“Yeah. I guess it does.”

She handed the order slip for his sub to the irritated-looking cook in the
back and then went to get some frozen onion rings to dump into the fryer.
As bad as they were for him, he loved to hear them sizzle. The owner—not
Chick, who’d been dead for a quarter century, but a Brazilian named
Maurice—used some brilliant concoction of herbs and spices that made
those onion rings the town’s best-kept secret.

Keenan always joked with Donna that they were his personal crack and
perhaps one day his doom. Donna didn’t think it was funny. They had two
little boys she’d have to raise on her own if her husband committed suicide-
by-onion-ring. He made light of it when Donna teased him but he had no
intention of going anywhere. He’d watched Jill Wexler at her son’s funeral,
still hoping her husband would reappear as suddenly as he’d vanished. He
had never seen anyone so alone.

Perusing the offerings in the soda case—trying to force himself to
believe that flavored water tasted as good as grape soda—he glanced at the
two guys sitting in the back of the diner. The tall, skinny, olive-skinned guy



might be Italian or Latino. He ID’d the other guy as Pete Baxter. Any cop in
town would have known Baxter right off, and not just because of the
spiderweb tattooed on his neck or the ugly black tattoo on his left forearm,
which looked more like a sea lion but was supposed to be a cat.

Cocaine seemed almost quaint these days, but Baxter had a deep and
abiding love for powder, the more the better. From what Keenan
remembered, the guy had been arrested half-a-dozen times or more for petty
theft, burglary, and a variety of other charges, but had somehow managed to
avoid doing any real time until Coventry PD had caught him with enough
coke to charge him with possession with intent to distribute. Nobody
actually figured Baxter for a serious dealer. He’d sell off half the coke to
pay for procuring it, set a startling amount aside for himself, and then give
the rest away to family and friends like he was Santa Claus.

Pete Baxter was the kind of guy Detective Keenan’s grandfather Leo
would have called a turd. And maybe that was true. Maybe Baxter was just
a piece of shit that Keenan could ignore until he committed another crime.
But the few times he’d seen the guy, Baxter had made him antsy. Cocaine
didn’t have the same effect as meth, but Baxter always seemed like a
runner, crouched on the starting line and ready to bolt. Only for him, the
starting gun would be permission to lash out, to hurt people, to inflict pain
and suffering. The cocaine might have been his way of tamping down the
jittery, violent thing inside him or it might have been his attempt to find the
courage to unleash it, but that thing was there inside Pete Baxter. Most of
the cops he’d ever heard talk about Baxter thought he was a joke—just
another lowlife—but Keenan thought he was a savage, looking out at the
world through a human mask.

So what was Dougie Manning doing having lunch with Pete Baxter and
friend? Chances were they knew each other. The city of Coventry had quite
a sprawl, but most of the people of any given generation seemed to cross
paths in one way or another. Coventry was the kind of place where just as



many people grew up and stayed in town to raise their families as left to
start new lives elsewhere. There were plenty of people proud to be
Coventry townies. Still, he didn’t like it. Maybe it wouldn’t have bothered
him so much if the idiots had even eaten lunch.

The table where Baxter and his friend sat was clean. Not so much as a
stray smear of ketchup. They hadn’t eaten, hadn’t ordered, and Doug
Manning had taken off pretty much the second that Keenan had come in.
People who got together around a table and didn’t make it a point to eat
weren’t having lunch—they were having a business meeting.

Baxter and his friend had a quick, muttered conversation and then
Baxter slid out of the booth, glancing up at the menu board. Apparently
he’d finally realized how stupid they looked just sitting there. The cute
counter girl bagged Keenan’s greasy lunch and rang it up while Baxter tried
hard not to look at him. Keenan thanked her as he paid, but then he
hesitated, waiting as Baxter started to order.

“Gimme one buffalo-chicken sub and a six-inch tuna—"

Keenan’s radio crackled with static, a little squawk that included his
name.

“Detective Keenan, please respond,” the dispatcher said.

He turned away from the counter, slipping the radio from its sheath on
his belt. The greasy aroma steaming up from the brown paper bag in his
hand made his stomach rumble with pleasure as he fumbled with it. All
eyes were on him as he pushed out the door and into the falling snow,
including Baxter’s. He hated the vibe he got off the guy, but he couldn’t
arrest him for crimes he hadn’t committed yet.

“This is Keenan,” he answered as he moved toward his car. “Go ahead.”

“Detective, we’ve got an assault on a woman, 107 Capen Street,
apartment 3B. Officers are on the scene but request a detective.”

“On my way,” he said, then clipped the radio to his belt and dug out his
keys.



He’d have to eat and drive, but he’d been on the job so long that he’d
become pretty good at it. Keenan’s real concern as he drove away was
Doug Manning and what he was doing hanging out with a turd like Baxter.
They had never exactly been friends back in the Stone Age, but the
detective had always thought of Doug as a decent guy. Cocky but well
meaning. It might not be today, but eventually that savage thing inside
Baxter was going to rip its way out and anybody in the bastard’s vicinity
was going to get hurt.

Keenan hoped Doug wasn’t going to be one of them.

At least once a week, Jake Schapiro’s mother reminded him that her friends
and colleagues thought his occupation ghoulish. Most of the time, he
succeeded in ignoring her, primarily because he felt sure that when the
subject of his career arose, she would be the first among her particular
group of hens to look down her nose at his chosen profession. When she did
succeed in rattling him, they always ended up talking about Isaac and he
hated having that conversation with her. It had been twelve years, he would
tell her, just let it go. But neither of them believed that Jake had put the pain
of his brother’s death behind him. He mourned in his way and his mother in
hers, and neither approved of the other’s chosen method of grief therapy.

At least his didn’t involve a bottle.

Jake focused his camera on the nightstand. The drawer had not been
pushed in properly, so it sat at an angle, one corner of its shallow depth
peeking out. Something about it seemed off to him. Except for the shattered
lamp and overturned chair, the bed in disarray, and the other obvious signs
of struggle, the place seemed the domain of a woman who liked things
clean and orderly.

He snapped a photo of the nightstand, the flash illuminating the scene
starkly white. When he blinked, the image of his little brother broken and
dead in the deep snow—flakes still accumulating on his face—flickered



through his mind. The night of Isaac’s death he had watched the crime-
scene photographer at his work for several minutes until his mother had
realized it and pulled him away, covering his eyes.

She’d been too late. Every time he used this equipment he saw Isaac’s
face with each brilliant flash of the camera and wondered if things would
have been different that night if only he’d paid more attention to his little
brother’s fear.

“Are you gonna be much longer?”

Startled, Jake turned to find Harley Talbot looming behind him. At six
foot five and built like a truck, Harley looked like a star linebacker because
that’s what he’d been in college, but he’d never had any interest in being
anything but a cop. In the uniform he looked especially imposing, but Jake
knew him too well to be intimidated by him, police officer or not.

“Almost done,” Jake said.

“So damn slow.”

“Bite me.”

Harley smiled. Jake knew he did his damnedest not to smile on the job
because it gave him a sweetness that undermined any sort of menace or
intimidation. Harley tried to save his smile for the multitude of women who
paid him attention whenever they hit up the local bars and restaurants.
Coventry didn’t have much by way of night life, but what little there was
had welcomed the new cop in town with open arms.

»

“Keenan’s gonna be here in a few minutes,” Harley said, smile
vanishing, voice low. “Sooner you’re both done, the sooner we’re out of
here. Simple assault, Jacob. Snap a couple more shots and let’s take off.”

Jake glanced at the bedroom door but the corridor outside was empty.
Harley’s partner, an aging cop named Ted Finch, had been taking the
statement from the victim out in the tiny living room when Jake had
arrived. No one would overhear them.

“You sure it’s that simple?” Jake asked.



Harley raised a brow. “You aren’t?”

“Not sure,” Jake said, glancing at the nightstand again. “Anyway, you’re
the cop. Just a couple more pictures.”

Jake moved into the corner of the room to take an establishing shot of
the room from that angle. Harley stepped out of the frame, leaving only the
twisted bedspread and sheets, which hung like drapes on one side of the
bed. The pillows were askew. The lamp had been thrown and shattered,
maybe after striking the bureau.

He frowned. The drawers of the bureau were all shut tightly.

So what? he thought. Nobody does anything the same way every time.

In his mind’s eye, though, he saw the drawers and cabinets in the
kitchen. The struggle hadn’t gotten that far. The overturned chair was in the
living room, where a shelf of knickknacks had been shattered—things that
had clearly had sentimental value to the victim.

Something didn’t fit, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. Instead he took
a step nearer and focused more clearly on the bed from this angle. A small
spray of blood had scattered droplets on the dangling sheets and he wanted
to get a clear picture of it. Would the police have a lab analyze the blood to
see if it had come from the victim or the assailant? In a murder or rape,
sure, but what about assault and attempted rape? He figured they had to, but
even after a couple of years at this job, he didn’t know as much about police
work as he pretended to while talking to girls in bars.

He had to compete with Harley somehow.

Looking through the camera’s viewfinder, he noticed something else.
Snapping the picture, he zoomed in and took another, then walked to the
bed and got down on one knee.

“What are you doing, Jacob?” Harley warned.

“Yes, Jacob, what are you doing?”

Jake glanced up sharply. Detective Keenan had come into the room just
behind Harley and they made a comical picture. With his Irish face and blue



eyes, the detective reminded Jake a little of the actor Daniel Craig. His big
hands and the slight crook in his nose that showed it had once been broken
suggested he might once have been a boxer, and he was not a small man,
but next to Harley the detective seemed diminished.

“Doing your job for you, I think,” Jake replied.

The look that rippled across Keenan’s face made Jake blink. His balls
didn’t exactly shrink up inside his body, but they certainly did not approve.
The detective’s light tone and the way he’d entered the room had allowed
Jake to forget for a second just how serious Keenan was about his job.

Keenan stepped around Harley and moved deeper into the room, taking
in the crime scene with a sweeping glance.

“You want to explain that?” he asked without looking at Jake.

“Just instinct and observation. I get a different perspective sometimes
through the camera. The nightstand drawer is in kind of cockeyed, which I
know sounds stupid...”

He trailed off. It did sound stupid. But had he just seen Keenan take
visual note of the same thing?

“Go on,” the detective said.

Jake pointed to the spot where the mussed sheets draped to the floor.
“Under there.”

Keenan went down on one knee and picked up the edge of the hanging
sheets to reveal the small white pill-bottle cap that Jake had spotted in the
shadows there. The detective left the cap where it was—he wouldn’t pick it
up without donning latex gloves for fear of contaminating evidence.

“Talbot, gimme your flashlight,” Keenan said.

Harley handed it over and the detective used the light to search under
the bed before clicking it off and handing it back. Keenan brushed off the
knees of his trousers as he stood and turned a contemplative eye on Jake.

“No bottle,” Jake said.

“Nope,” Keenan agreed.



Pulling a latex glove onto his left hand, the detective went to the
nightstand and tried to open it. The drawer stuck but with a bit of jostling he
got it to slide open. It was empty.

“Talbot, have you been into the bathroom?” Keenan asked.

“Took a look, yeah.”

“Anything out of place?”

“No,” Jake said, cutting in. “And I took pictures. But I didn’t—"

Keenan nodded. “But you didn’t open the medicine cabinet.”

“No,” Jake said. “I didn’t.”

Harley crossed his arms, his body practically blocking their view of the
open door. “So it’s a drug thing. We go into the bathroom again, we’re
going to find the medicine cabinet empty. Some pill-head came in and beat
the lady up for her meds?”

“Not just her own prescriptions—” Detective Keenan started.

“I get it, Detective,” Harley interrupted. “She’s a pill-head, too. She had
a bunch of illegal scrips, maybe was selling them, and some guy knew it
and cleaned her out. Probably someone she knows.”

Jake and Detective Keenan both looked at him.

Harley laughed and shook his head. “You two think you’re Holmes and
friggin’ Watson. Can we just finish this shit up and go? I go off duty in
twenty minutes and I need a cocoa.”

“Cocoa,” Jake repeated.

Harley glowered at him. “When it snows, I like cocoa. A little whipped
cream, too. You got something to say about it?”

Detective Keenan outranked him but didn’t say a word. Neither did
Jake.

“I thought not,” Harley said. Scowling, he turned and left the room. Jake
laughed and started packing away his camera.

“You’re pretty smart, kid,” Keenan said, sounding for a moment like
he’d stepped out of some 1940s gangster movie.



“Harley doesn’t think so,” Jake replied with a laugh.

“Ever think about becoming a cop yourself?”

Images of that night flickered through Jake’s mind again. Isaac’s broken
body, the falling snow, the flash of a camera ... those had been real,
tangible things. Awful things, yes, but they had been solid and true and
grimly understandable. The bright flashes had taken away the shadows—all
except for the sad hollows around his dead brother’s eyes. That had been a
reality that twelve-year-old Jake could understand. The more he had talked
about the things that Isaac claimed to have seen out in the snow, only to
have cops and shrinks think he’d imagined it or was making it up, the less
he felt willing to admit what he had seen. A face at the window. Icy hands
coming through the screen ...

Until eventually he had begun to realize that the cops and the shrinks
had to be right. They had to be. His little brother’s imagination and his own
grief had gotten the better of him.

But even now, a dozen years later, the camera gave him comfort.
Pictures made it real. The flash chased the shadows away and left only the
tangible world. If the camera couldn’t see something, it wasn’t real.

“I’d make a terrible cop,” Jake said at last, as he slung his camera bag
over his shoulder. “Besides, I only do this so I can afford to take the
pictures I care about.”

Keenan fished out his phone. No crime-scene tech had shown up and he
needed some fingerprinting done. Whoever had been sent out had probably
been delayed by the storm, but Keenan didn’t need Jake to tell him that.

“Be sure to invite me to your first gallery opening,” the detective said.

Jake couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic. He didn’t like to talk about
what his mother called his “nice pictures.” She thought his paying job was
ghoulish and wished that he could make a living as a different sort of
photographer. So did Jake.

“T’1l do that,” he said, and headed out the door.



On his way out he took another look at the victim. In the bedroom
they’d been making light of the situation, but when she glanced at him and
he saw her face again—the swelling, the dried blood on her lips—he felt
bad about that. Addict or not, she deserved sympathy. At twenty-four, he
knew far too many people who used drugs or alcohol to try to forget the
things that haunted them. Coventry had more than its fair share of bad
memories.

He went down the stairs and out into the storm, nodding to the cop
guarding the door. Normally there would have been neighbors and other
spectators gathered outside but the snow fell thickly now, a white silence
that spread across the city. The forecast called for about eight inches,
turning to rain at the end. It would be a hell of a mess tomorrow, but this
afternoon and tonight it was beautiful.

Jake hurried to his car, anxious to get out his personal camera. He’d first
truly fallen in love with the camera in high school, taking pictures of
ominous thunderheads from his back porch, finding beauty in the churning
clouds and the way the blue sky had been so quickly blotted out. Now his
real art—photography that he had indeed shown in a few galleries, not that
he’d ever tell Keenan that—was photographing storms of all kinds. Trees
bending in a gale, rain on glass, shafts of light spearing through black
clouds. Snowstorms provided the most beautiful and haunting images of all.

But his favorite photographs were not of the storms themselves. The
ones about which he felt the most passionate, and perhaps not
coincidentally the ones he had sold for quite a bit of money, were pictures
of the mornings after. When the sky had cleared and the sun had returned
and, despite whatever damage the storm had left behind, everything looked
clean and pure and somehow renewed ...

He never saw Isaac in the snap of the lens when he took those pictures.

Those were the moments he lived for.



SIX

A knock at the door got Allie Schapiro up out of her chair. She’d been
sitting beside a window in her living room, reading by the wan gray
daylight that filtered through the storm and drinking a glass of red wine.
One finger holding her place in the book, she went out into the little foyer
and put her hand on the doorknob.

“Who’s there?” she called.

TJ Farrelly identified himself and she pulled open the door. Scruffy and
blond, midthirties, he stood on the stoop in the swirl of snow and greeted
her with a kind smile and tired eyes. His hair was too long and he needed a
shave, but that unkempt quality made him more handsome instead of less.

“Oh, thank God,” she said. “And thank you so much for coming out
today.”

Allie stood back to let TJ enter. He stamped snow off his boots on the
little rug in the foyer and his eyes found the book in her hand.

“Sorry to interrupt your reading.”

“Oh, not at all,” she said with a nervous laugh, closing the door.
“Honestly, I kept rereading the same section over and over. I haven’t been
able to focus on it at all.”

TJ adjusted the heavy tool belt on his waist in that unconscious, get-the-
job-done way she had always loved to see in men. It gave an aura of



confidence that was contagious.

“No worries, Ms. Schapiro,” he said. “I’ll take care of you.”

Though he seemed a bit wary of her, Allie gave a little inward chuckle
at the sexy-handyman clichés that popped into her mind. As a younger
woman she would have blushed, but once she had passed fifty something
had changed in her. Yes, she kept her hair dyed an attractive auburn and had
it styled regularly, and she chose her clothes carefully, but those were things
she did for herself and not for others. She no longer cared quite as much
about what other people thought. Once it had bothered her that she had a
reputation as being a bit of an uptight bitch. People ought to have
understood, given the losses in her life, or that was the way she’d
rationalized it. Now she understood that life was all about loss, that
everyone suffered in his own way. She just wasn’t ever going to be able to
be the kind of person who pretended to be happy when she wasn’t.

“Please, TJ,” she said, “I’m not your daughter’s teacher anymore. You
can call me Allie.”

The man looked surprised. “All right, Allie. Lead the way.”

She picked up the heavy-duty flashlight from the little table in the foyer
and clicked it on. TJ unclipped a small but powerful light of his own from
his belt and followed her down the short hall to the kitchen, through the
cellar door; and down the steps into the basement. Even less of that gray
light filtered through small box windows close to the ceiling, the glass
rectangles half covered by the newfallen snow outside, making the
flashlights helpful but not entirely necessary. Not until nightfall, at least.

“The fuse box is over there,” she said, shining her flashlight on it.

“Gotcha.” He went over and opened the panel, moving the light over the
circuit breakers.

“It really does mean the world, you coming out in the storm.”

“I couldn’t leave you in the dark,” he said, almost casually clicking the
breakers and snapping them back into place. “Not with the snow...”



He trailed off, pausing as if rooted to the spot, one hand on the metal
door of the fuse box. The flashlight wavered in his hand.

Allie’s chest hurt. She had forgotten to breathe.

“I’m sorry,” he said, turning toward her, the beams of their flashlights
throwing ovals of illumination on opposite walls.

She wet her lips. “It’s okay. After all this time I’d better be able to talk
about a little snow without letting it get the better of me. Besides, you lost
someone in the storm, too. I’m sure you’re happy to talk about your mother,
to remember her.”

“Most of the time,” TJ allowed. “Though for some reason it’s harder to
talk about her when it snows. It always feels wrong, somehow.”

“I know the feeling. But it’s okay. If you and I can’t understand each
other, who could?”

He didn’t quite manage to smile, but nodded and turned his light back to
the electrical panel.

Allie had first met TJ at a memorial for those killed or lost in that
blizzard on the one-year anniversary of the storm. At that point, he and his
wife, Ella, had been married less than a month and already had a little girl at
home. Many years later, at a parent-teacher conference, Ella had
lightheartedly revealed that their daughter, Grace, had been conceived
during that storm.

So at least one good thing came out of it, TJ had said.

The couple had exchanged an ugly sort of look, then. One she had seen
all too often in her years as a teacher. That particular look never boded well
for marriages. Allie had thought then and still believed that it would be a
shame if the Farrellys’ relationship hit the skids. Pint-size Grace—copper-
eyed and tiny and always buzzing with positive energy—had two parents
who obviously loved her very much. A separation or divorce would dim or
destroy the little girl’s smile, and it saddened Allie to think of it. The
Farrellys were a nice family, but over the past few years she and the rest of



the staff at the Trumbull School had seen a lot of nice families buckle under
the stresses of the times.

Allie knew a little something about the ruination of nice families. After
the death of her husband she had thought she would never find happiness
again, and then she’d met Niko Ristani and she had allowed herself to
believe, had built a little nest in her heart for hope to grow and take flight.
The storm had taken all that away from her, had killed her Isaac and had
swallowed Niko up, never to be seen again. How a grown man could vanish
from the face of the Earth in the twenty-first century boggled her mind, but
it had happened. And Niko wasn’t the only one.

Something popped on the electrical panel and TJ swore, jumping back.
Thin tendrils of black smoke rose behind one of the breakers with a
sizzling, snapping sound.

“Oh no!” she said, focusing her flashlight on the panel for a moment
before TJ’s body blocked the beam.

“Son of a bitch.” He growled, throwing switches and shining his own
flash across the board. “You have a fire extinguisher?”

“Under the kitchen sink.”

“Get it!”

Allie ran, her mind awhirl with fear of her house burning down,
wondering if she would have time to fetch the photo albums on the floor of
her bedroom closet, the only things in the house she thought could not live
without. All those pictures of Isaac and Jake when they were young—the
only pictures there would ever be of Isaac. Losing those ... She couldn’t
even conceive of it.

Moments later she hustled back down into the cellar, her flashlight beam
bouncing on the steps before her, with no recollection at all of actually
fetching the fire extinguisher.

“I've got—"

“We’re good,” TJ interrupted.



Allie stood at the bottom of the cellar steps, her heart thumping in her
chest. She watched him for a second as he used his flashlight to examine the
wiring that went into and came out of the electrical box.

“My house isn’t burning down?” she said.

“Not at the moment. At least I don’t think so,” he said, turning toward
her. “But I can’t promise it won’t. I guess you know the wiring in this house
is pretty ancient. Truth is, you need to get all the wiring replaced. What’s
here is not really meant to meet modern needs and even if it could, the
breakers can’t meet the strain.”

Her heart sank further with every word and she felt a little sick. “I can’t
afford all that.”

“You might have to figure out a way, Allie. I’'m sorry. Could be it won’t
cost as much as you think it will, but look—that’s a conversation for
another day. Right now we need to get your electricity running and that’s
something I can do. The main breaker is totally fried, which is why the
whole house was affected. I can replace that and the damaged wiring—I’ve
got everything I need in the truck—and be out of here in a couple of hours,
max. It won’t solve your problems long term but at least it’ll give you light
and heat for tonight.”

The mention of heat made her blink. Allie wore a thick, green wool
sweater with a little hood and deep pockets. When it had begun to get cold
she had slipped it on, assuming that the heat wouldn’t be off for very long.
But if TJ hadn’t been able to fix it, she would have had to find somewhere
else to spend the night, and she really had nowhere to go. It wasn’t that she
had no friends—her friends Mark and Charles would have let her sleep at
their place, and her best teacher-friend, Phoebe Ridgley, would have loved
the chance at a girls’ night—but Allie didn’t like to sleep away from home.
And she didn’t like going out in a storm.

TJ was right: somehow she was going to have to put together the money
to rewire the house. But at least she didn’t have to figure it all out today.



“Thanks so much,” she said, hoping he felt her sincerity. “I’'m so
grateful that you were willing to come out on a Saturday. What a lifesaver.”

“My pleasure,” he said, hiking up his belt as he approached, then passed
her and started up the stairs. “It’s what I do.”

Allie heard the defeated edge to his voice, a tinge of sadness. Over the
years since they had first met, she had been fortunate enough to see him
perform at The Vault several times and thought he had a wonderful singing
voice and a lovely way with the guitar.

“If you mean rescuing no-longer-quite-damsels in distress, then okay,”
she replied. “But I hope you’re not giving up the music.”

TJ stopped on the steps, bent slightly to crane back down toward her. “If
we can’t get customers into the restaurant, there’s no money to pay either of
us. Waiters and cooks come first. I’ve got to make money elsewhere, but in
this economy, even being an electrician isn’t pulling in the income it used
to.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” she said quietly.

He chuckled darkly. “Me too. But don’t be sorry you called. I can use
the work. And anyway, Ella closed the restaurant for the storm. We don’t
share space very well these days, so I’m just grateful to be out of the
house.”

TJ hustled up the stairs. Allie stood in the dim basement, flashlight
hanging at her side, searching for some words that might bring him
comfort. For long minutes she waited while he fetched what he needed from
his truck, and by the time he returned she still had not been able to think of
anything she might say that could help him. For a couple of minutes she
watched him work and then she excused herself to go back upstairs,
intending to get stuck back in the book she was reading.

Whatever solace TJ Farrelly sought, he would have to find it on his
own. She had racked her brain until she had realized the truth: she had none
to give.



Late that afternoon TJ drove home with his hands so tight on the wheel that
his knuckles hurt. He never shied away from going out in a storm, never let
inclement weather keep him from his destination. Not since the night he’d
left his mother home alone after he’d promised to see her through the
blizzard. He had never learned what it was that had made her wander out
into the night and had learned to live with the fact that he’d never know, but
he still had nightmares about the morning the police had brought him to the
morgue to identify her body. The corpse had been wide-eyed and rigid and
bleached pale by the nine days that had passed before an old woman who
worked at Saint James rectory had seen his mother’s arm sticking out of the
melting snowbank that had been plowed up against the side of the building.

TJ would rather end up in a snowbank himself than let the weather keep
him away from people who were waiting for him—people he loved. And he
did still love Ella, no matter how tense things had become. No matter that
they sometimes snapped at each other when they spoke, as if they were
angry at the words leaving their lips instead of the way their life together
had begun to fray.

Fray, he thought now, reaching out to turn the windshield wipers up to
high. We’ve been fraying for years. This isn’t fraying, it’s unraveling.

The wipers thumped their insistent rhythm, not clearing as much of the
glass as he wanted. Rolling down the window, he reached out and bent
forward as he drove, digging his fingers into the now-slushy buildup at the
edge of the wipers’ span, scraping it away. Headlights loomed ahead and he
sat up straighter, raising the window as he nudged the car to the right to
give a wide berth to the plow headed in the other direction.

As he hit the button to raise the window he realized that the darkness of
the storm had given way to nightfall. At this time of year, evening didn’t
even have the courtesy to wait for afternoon to end before moving in, but
with a thick blanket of storm like this, the day never properly arrived. Now
it was over before it had really begun.



He turned his truck onto Calewood Drive, snow slushing around the
tires, and came in view of his home. Once upon a time the warm yellow
light of the lamppost would have gladdened his heart but tonight the sight
weighed him down. It hardly ever felt like home to him anymore. Instead it
was a boxing ring, frozen in the held-breath moment before either of the
fighters had thrown their first punch. And when that punch came ... man,
he knew it was going to be a doozy.

Pulling into the driveway, he killed the engine and climbed out of the
truck. He hadn’t made it halfway up the front walk before the front door
opened, the light from within silhouetting his daughter, Grace, who stood
with one hand on her hip. With her slender build, long legs, and wavy
brown hair, she looked like a miniature version of her mother.

“Get in here, mister!” the eleven-year-old playfully demanded. “This
beef stew I made isn’t gonna eat itself.”

“I don’t know about that,” TJ said as he mounted the front steps. “You
never know with monster beef.”

Grace backed up to let him in, frowning. “That doesn’t even make
sense.”

“Sure it does,” he said, stamping the snow off his boots, taking in the
familiar messy sprawl of the living room and the rich aromas of cooking
stew. “Monster beef could come back to life. The little bits could attack
each other right in the pot.”

His little girl rolled her eyes. “Not only does that not make sense, it’s
really gross.”

“I’m a guy,” TJ said, unlacing his boots and pulling them off. “Guys are
gross.”

“That’s for sure,” Grace agreed.

She began to giggle as he scooped her up and dropped her on the sofa,
nuzzling and biting her belly and then, as she tried to free herself, locking
his teeth on her forearm in true monster fashion. As a baby, Grace had cried



every time they put her into her car seat, making any road trip a fresh
descent into parental hell. That had ceased as soon as she grew old enough
to talk and be distracted in the car, and otherwise she had been almost
uncannily well behaved, so sweet and good-natured and polite that other
parents always begged for their secret. Nobody ever wanted to believe their
answer, which was that they had simply been lucky.

Now Grace was eleven and things were starting to change, not just her
body but her relationships with her parents, too. Grace had grown old
enough to challenge them, to push their buttons for no reason other than to
discover the results of having pushed them. She had started to pay more
attention to the way she dressed and the way she wore her hair. The whole
thing unsettled the hell out of TJ. His pride in her seemed constantly at odds
with his desire not to lose the purity of the relationship they’d had all her
life up till now. They had a little while still, he thought, before the real
battles over boys and makeup and dating would begin, but he knew that
time with his little girl was fleeting, so he tried to make the most of it.

Of late it had been growing more difficult. Grace felt the tension
between her parents and it created a distance that TJ wanted very badly to
bridge. When he and Grace were alone, they could just be Dad and Gracie
again, and he knew the same must be true of Grace and Ella. But when the
three of them were together there was a kind of stiffness to their
interactions, a wary uncertainty that TJ hated.

Maybe that’s the secret, he thought. No more family.

Growling, he pulled Grace’s arms away from her body and saw that the
struggle had bared her abdomen. With a laugh he ducked in and began to
blow raspberries on her belly. Grace squealed and tried to twist free, her
right knee catching him under the chin. His jaws clacked together and he
fell back off the couch, landing on his butt. He sat with one hand on his chin
like a boxer unsure as to how he’d ended up on the mat. His jaw throbbed
and he gave a low moan.



Grace tried to stifle her giggles out of deference to his pain but when he
glanced up at her he couldn’t help giving a small laugh, which got her
giggling even worse and then they were both laughing.

Out of the corner of his eye, TJ saw Ella step into the room, her dark,
lustrous hair drawn back into a ponytail. She wore an open, indulgent smile
full of such love that he wanted to cry for all the days they’d wasted on
petty hurts and harsh words.

“All right, you goofballs, come and eat,” Ella said. She pointed at TJ.
“Wash your hands first.”

“I think my jaw is broken,” TJ said, faking a muffled drawl.

“Serves you right, horsing around like that. She’s too big to be wrestling
with you,” Ella chided him, but he could see she didn’t mean it.

“Not my little girl.”

TJ rose and passed the sofa, headed for the bathroom. He picked up a
cushion and whacked Grace with it, inducing another fit of giggles.

“No fair!” Grace yelled. “No cookies for you.”

TJ froze, then slowly turned to look at Ella. “There are cookies?”

“Mom’s making them,” Grace said. “She promised.”

“You know Gracie likes me to bake when it snows,” Ella said.

TJ gave her a hesitant smile. He opened his mouth to speak but no
words came out, and perhaps that was for the best. In that moment, with the
wind rattling the windows in their frames and the snow swirling beyond the
glass, their little family unit remained intact. It felt as if they had somehow
been transported back to a time before they had let their lives fall into a
pattern of discontent and recrimination.

“What?” Ella asked, searching his face, not entirely trusting his smile.

“Just thank you,” he replied. “That’s all.”

For once, her smile seemed to reach her milk-chocolate eyes, but her
expression quickly turned serious. She nodded, acknowledging all the
things that TJ wasn’t saying ... all the things neither of them would say



tonight. A moment had arrived that was full of potential, and neither of
them would ruin it.

“You’re welcome,” she said, turning away. “Now come on. Wash your
hands so we can eat!”

Grace leaped from the sofa. “I call first dibs on cookies!”

“We haven’t even had the stew yet,” TJ reminded her.

Grace rolled her eyes and waved away this observation. “Psshht,” she
said. “You can have first dibs on stew.”

TJ laughed and shook his head as he exited the room. While he was in
the bathroom washing his hands he heard bowls and silverware clinking and
cabinets opening and closing as Ella and Grace set the table.

Shutting off the tap, he caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror. He
wore his blond hair a bit shorter these days and perhaps his face had
thinned, and there were circles under his eyes that hadn’t been there even a
few years earlier, but he had grown accustomed to seeing a sort of forlorn
quality to his eyes that seemed absent at the moment.

He exhaled, feeling the stress easing out of him.

“Come on, Daddy,” Grace called from the kitchen. “You can’t have
cookies if you don’t eat your stew.”

TJ smiled at his reflection in the mirror.

It was going to be a good night.

Jake Schapiro stepped back into his family room, drying his hands with a
dish towel.

“It’s been a while since I made dinner for someone,” he said.

Harley Talbot sat cross-legged on the carpet with Jake’s photography
portfolio open on his lap. The normally unwieldy portfolio looked like little
more than a notebook in the hands of the gigantic cop.

One eyebrow arched, Harley regarded Jake sincerely. “Just so we’re
clear, I don’t fool around on a first date.”



Jake threw the dish towel at him. “You’re not my type.”

Harley caught the towel before it hit him and tossed it onto the coffee
table. “Seriously, man, what is your type? Every time we hang out, you ask
me about who I’ve been seeing but you never have an answer yourself. Are
you really that boring?”

“That’s why I made friends with you, Harl. I wanted to live vicariously
through your love life.”

“Damn, but you are the king of evasive answers.” Harley tapped the
open portfolio with one huge finger. “You got talent, man. Between the
crime-scene stuff, your photo blog, and taking pictures for the Gazette,
you’ve got like three jobs. These pictures you take for yourself ... they’re
beautiful. I don’t claim to be some kind of art critic, but these storm photos
are pretty unique. And you know your way around a kitchen, which women
love. So what’s the deal?”

Jake stuffed his hands into his pockets. “You liked the chicken, huh?”

“Shit yeah,” Harley said, grabbing his Sam Adams from the coffee table
and taking a swig. “I don’t know how you cook it without burning that
Parmesan crust right off, and the risotto was like eating a little piece of
heaven—”

Jake laughed. “Oh my god, you did not just say that. How do you ever
get women to pay attention to you for more than five minutes?”

Harley leaned back against the couch and took another swig of beer.
“Come on, man. Just look at me.”

“Well, maybe that’s it,” Jake said. “I don’t look like you.”

“Granted, you’re kind of skinny, but you have your nerdy charm.”

“Hey, now. I’m not a nerd, man. Hipster, maybe.”

“Fine,” Harley said. “Hipster charm.”

“Thank you,” Jake replied. “Meanwhile, I’m getting another beer.”

He went back into the kitchen and fetched a Corona from the fridge,
cutting himself a slice of the lime that he’d left out on the granite counter.



Even just a room away from Harley, the house seemed to reassert the
abandoned sort of quiet that had compelled him to buy it in the first place.
Now, more than two years after he’d moved in, the rambling old farmhouse
still needed almost as much fixing up as it had when he’d taken possession.
The only room that he’d managed to get into pretty much the condition he’d
envisioned was the kitchen, but even here there was the matter of the old
window and the dead radiator beneath it. Both had to come out, but he was
putting it off until he could afford to replace all the windows. Until then it
would remain a house of winter drafts and half-renovated rooms, a work in
progress. But Jake figured that he himself was a work in progress, so maybe
it really was the perfect home for him after all.

Jake squeezed lime into the neck of the Corona bottle and left the
twisted slice on the counter, heading back to the family room.

Family room, he thought. Why did he keep referring to the space that
way? He wasn’t in any rush to have a family. Not that he wanted to be alone
forever, but he liked the solitary quality of his life out here on the outskirts
of Coventry. Still, he supposed it had been too long since he’d had company
other than Harley or the few friends he still kept in touch with from high
school. Work had sort of consumed him. Harley had underestimated at three
jobs. Jake also sold his photos online for everything from calendars to book
covers to greeting cards. He still couldn’t ask a lot for such uses, but the
more popular his work became, the higher he could push his asking price.

“What do you think?” he asked as he rejoined Harley. “You up for a
movie? I was thinking L.A. Confidential, ’cause you said you hadn’t seen it.
That’s a gem, man. Russell Crowe, Kevin Spacey, Guy Pearce, Kim
Basinger ... but it seems like it’s practically forgotten.”

Harley had moved to the big easy chair at one end of the coffee table.
He’d closed the portfolio and sat sipping his beer, head cocked, gazing out
the window at the snow falling. The storm had warmed a little, so the flakes
that hit the glass made a wet ticking noise. Not quite sleet, but getting there.



“Sorry, man. I’ve got an early shift. Probably going to be a mess in the
morning with downed lines and such. Soon as I finish this beer I should
head home.”

“Says Officer Drink-"n’-Drive.”

“I had three beers in three friggin’ hours.”

“I know,” Jake said. “It’s pitiful how you nurse those things. Big guy
like you.”

Harley chuckled, the sound a deep rumble in his chest, as Jake sat down
on the sofa and took a long swig of his Corona. His gaze wandered to the
window and he found himself staring at the frame and sash and sill, hating
how dry the wood was and vowing to repaint in the spring if he couldn’t
afford to replace them altogether. The wind gusted outside and the resulting
draft made him shiver, as if the storm had reached right into the house and
traced its fingers along the back of his neck. There were half-a-dozen
blankets scattered around the family room thanks to that draft. Most of the
time he found it just a part of the house’s charm, but not in a storm.

Not with the snow falling outside.

“You never answered my question,” Harley said.

Jake didn’t pretend that he hadn’t heard or didn’t understand the
reference.

“You’ve had three girlfriends since I’ve known you,” Jake said. “It
seems easy for you, jumping in and out of relationships like that. You start
one up, get all intense, and then it falls apart for one reason or another.”

Harley shrugged. “You find out things about each other or you just
realize you don’t like the woman as much as you thought. Or she doesn’t
like you. That’s the way it goes, man. Trial and error.”

Jake nodded. “I guess. But it seems effortless for you. For me ... I don’t
know, it’s just too much damn work. Yeah, it’s nice to have someone. Have
things to look forward to. And I’'m gonna go out on a limb and say I like



sex. Sex makes me the kind of happy that I usually only manage to be in
dreams.”

As soon as the words were out of his mouth he glanced at Harley,
thinking his friend would mock him, but Harley’s intelligent eyes were
wide and thoughtful.

“Anyway,” Jake went on, “I had a couple of long-term girlfriends in
high school and maybe three relationships since.”

“But?” Harley asked.

Jake tried to find the words. Glancing around the room, he spotted the
boxes of new hardwood flooring in the corner and something clicked in
him.

“This house,” he started. “You’ve been in most of the rooms and I’'m
sure you’ve seen the pattern. The stairs are new but the railing needs
replacing. The back bedroom has half a new floor. The bathroom down here
has all new fixtures but the tile for the floor is in boxes.”

“I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that. It’s kind of weird having to
stand on broken-down cardboard boxes while I piss.”

Jake raised a hand. “There you go. I like the project, y’know. I bought
this place so I could work on it, but why can’t I finish anything?”

“Maybe—"

“Rhetorical question. I know why.”

“And?” Harley asked, draining the last of his beer.

“I think I love the idea of the house more than I love the house. When
it’s all fixed up—when it’s what I imagine it’s supposed to be—what
happens then?”

Harley leaned forward in the creaking chair, set his empty Sam Adams
bottle on the coffee table, and pointed at him.

“You’re saying that’s why your relationships don’t work? You can’t be
bothered to work at making them better because you’re worried they’ll
disappoint you in the end?”



Jake sipped his beer, mulling it over.

“It sounds shitty when you say it like that, but yeah. I guess that’s what
I’m saying.”

“That’s pitiful,” Harley said.

Jake laughed out loud. “Asshole.”

There was one girl Jake had felt different about, but they’d been closer
to best friends than boyfriend and girlfriend. Really, Miri Ristani was the
only person he had ever felt understood him after Isaac died. They had
understood each other, really. After all, they had been together that night,
and Miri’s father had been among those who had gone missing in the
blizzard and turned up dead days later when the snow started to melt. He
and Miri had both lost people they loved to the storm. And when Jake
talked about the figures that Isaac had seen out in the snow, the hands that
had dragged Isaac out the window—dragged him to his death—Miri had
really seemed to believe him.

At least back then she had. They’d been kids, of course, and the older
they’d gotten, the less either one of them felt comfortable talking concretely
about that night and the more they were both willing to just nod and go
along when people talked about the many tragic accidents that storm had
caused.

Jake had stopped talking about what he’d seen. Part of him had even
stopped believing the evidence of his own eyes ... but he had never really
forgotten, and sometimes he dreamed that he stood at an open window
watching terrible, slender, icy figures dancing in the falling snow. In his
nightmares they knew he was watching—he felt it—and he waited as if
frozen for the moment they would turn and look his way.

Miri had understood, even after they had stopped talking about it. But
she had left Coventry soon after her high school graduation five years
earlier and never looked back. Never even sent him a letter. Jake missed



her, but even if she showed up on his doorstep with a six-pack and threw
herself on his mercy, he didn’t think he could forgive her.

He and Harley had become good friends, but Jake wasn’t ready to talk
to him about Isaac ... or about Miri.

Harley stood. “All right. I’'m done psychoanalyzing you for tonight,” he
said in a terrible German accent. “At our next session, we will discuss your
resentment toward your parents.”

“Can’t wait,” Jake said, rising to see him out.

They said their good nights, Harley promising a rain check on L.A.
Confidential. They had bonded over a mutual love of movies, good food,
and New England Patriots football. Jake hated the boozy, frat-house-
swagger mentality that a lot of football fans had. He was happy to have a
friend who would have a few beers and yell at the TV with him while they
watched the game, but didn’t need to get drunk and bump chests at every
touchdown. In the year or so that they’d been hanging out together, Harley
had fast become one of his closest friends. He felt comfortable with the guy,
and that was uncommon for him.

As Harley went out to his car, using an arm to wipe thick, wet snow
from his windshield, Jake stood in the open door and watched the storm
churn and eddy across his property. The trees were heavily burdened but
they still bent with the wind. With the snow turning to sleet there wouldn’t
be much more accumulation but the roads would be frozen and treacherous
tonight, and tomorrow’s commute would be a total mess.

“Hey!” he called. “Watch it driving home, okay?”

Harley had opened the car door and now he paused before climbing in,
bathed in the yellow light inside the big old Buick.

“Don’t worry, Mom. I’ll be careful.”

The massive policeman folded himself into the front seat and yanked the
door shut. A moment later the Buick’s engine growled to life and Harley
began to back out of the driveway. The headlights washed over the house



and yard, illuminating the tree line at the edge of the property for a few
brief moments.

In among the trees stood a human silhouette, a small man or a child lost
in the storm. A dark outline, immobile, watching his house.

“What the hell?” Jake said, taking a step out onto his front stoop before
he realized he had only socks on his feet.

Wetness soaked through the cloth and he stepped back inside the open
door, taking his eyes off the silhouette for a brief moment. When he glanced
back up, Harley’s taillights were vanishing up the road and the woods were
too dark for him to tell the difference between one tree trunk and another, or
discern whether the silhouette he’d seen had been a person at all, or just a
trick of the shadows.

In spite of the wet snow that whipped at his face and arms and
dampened his clothes, he stood inside the open door and squinted into the
storm, watching the trees for some hint of motion that could not be
explained by the urgings of the wind.

Giving up at last, the chill sinking deeply into his bones, he turned to go
back inside. A gust blew against the door and for just a moment he thought
he might have heard a voice on the wind, saying his name.

He froze there with the door three inches from closed, his hand
unmoving on the knob.

Then he laughed softly and shook his head.

Over the years he had often thought that one day he would be able to
endure a snowstorm without being haunted by the memory of his brother’s
death. He still hoped that would be the case, but it was clear that the day
hadn’t yet arrived. The storm seemed to resist as he closed the door,
shutting it out. The dead bolt made a heavy, satisfying thunk as he turned
the lock, and Jake found that he liked that sound.

He liked it very much.



SEVEN

In the gun safe on the top shelf of Doug Manning’s closet, snug beside his
Glock 19 and two small ammunition boxes, there lay a key ring. Each of the
seven keys bore a set of initials written in black Sharpie marker, indicating
the name of the person whose front door could be opened by that key.
Whenever a customer at Harpwell’s Garage had been foolish enough to
leave his house key on the ring while his vehicle was being worked on
overnight, Doug took the key to Jameson Hardware after hours and had a
duplicate made. He had copied a dozen keys so far, and he, Franco, and
Baxter had already used five of them to gain entry to houses and steal
whatever valuables they could lay their hands on.

After the job was finished he would always stop and toss the duplicate
key down a storm drain, so the keys that could tie him directly to crimes
already committed were gone. The remaining seven—certainly enough that
he would not have to make any new ones for a while—sat in the gun safe,
calling to him. Each one was a crime yet to be committed, a betrayal of the
faith he’d once had in himself. Just having them in the house, storing them
next to his gun, turned his mood black and put his teeth on edge.

I’m not a bad guy, he thought. But he could not escape the truth, that the
gun and the keys made him feel nearly as sinister by their mere presence as
did the knowledge of his crimes.



I’m not a bad guy.

Doug lay on his bed fully clothed, the room bathed in the blue light
from his flatscreen television. According to the onscreen guide, this channel
was meant to be showing a mixed-martial-arts tournament but instead he’d
turned it on to find a celebrity poker game. None of the so-called celebrities
interested him but he had left it on because he had never been very good at
poker and thought he might learn something. Instead he found himself
barely able to pay attention. His thoughts were drawn to that top shelf in the
closet. He could practically feel the key ring in there, as if it gave off some
unpleasant vibration.

Every day he tried to forget about those keys and every night he could
think of little else. Yes, he had thrown away the ones they had used, but
eventually the burglary investigations would crisscross at Harpwell’s
Garage. Unless every cop in Coventry was painfully stupid, they would
figure out how the burglars were getting in without forced entry and start
putting two and two together, tracking places where all the rich assholes
could have had their keys stolen or copied. Doug had been careful to
establish alibis for three out of the five robberies so far, but none of them
would stand up to close scrutiny. He’d also taken four of the twelve total
keys during shifts when he wasn’t working—wasn’t even supposed to be
there. He’d gone in to pick up his pay and hung around shooting the shit
with some of the other mechanics ... been smart about it.

The cops would consider him, of course, but they wouldn’t be sure. It
helped that he had no criminal record. Once they started sniffing around,
though, his little life of crime would come to a screeching halt. Doug had
told Franco and Baxter that from the beginning.

The keys, though ... they could trip him up. If the cops got a warrant
and found that key ring, they might not be able to connect them to previous
thefts but it probably wouldn’t take them long to identify them as copies of
house keys of Harpwell’s customers. There had to be a better place to hide



them but try as he might, he couldn’t think of anywhere he could be certain
they would remain hidden. A safe deposit box might work, but it would be
damn inconvenient and someone was bound to notice him going in and out
of the bank. If he stuck them in a jar and buried it in the yard, he would still
have to dig them up every time he needed a key.

The keys were a problem.

How the hell did you get into this? he asked himself.

His head hurt, but not nearly as much as his back. He lay in bed,
propped on a pillow, barely even seeing the so-called celebrities as they
announced what charities they were playing poker for—as if they didn’t
really need the money themselves. A vein in his temple throbbed in time
with his pulsing awareness of the key ring and how fucking stupid he’d
been to get involved with Baxter and Franco. With work scarce and money
even scarcer, he had persuaded himself that he was far cleverer than he
actually was. Desperation, he had found, could be very convincing.

As for the crimes themselves, Doug waffled between guilt and a cynical
sort of pride. The pride always made him feel even guiltier. The people he’d
robbed might be rich and some of them might even be assholes, but he
hadn’t been raised to take things that didn’t belong to him. Most people
dropping off a car for service at Harpwell’s left only their car keys, but
some customers—usually men—would hand over the keys and then go
jump into another vehicle with their wives or girlfriends, knowing that the
spouse or partner or roommate had her own set and, after all, it was only for
a night or two. For some reason these guys pissed him off, not because what
they’d done was stupid but because of the carefree arrogance of their
stupidity. In a way, stealing from them was doing them a favor, teaching
them a valuable lesson.

The keys practically screamed at him from inside the metal box up in
the closet. Wasn’t he just as stupid as those rich guys, having the damn
things in his house?



“Fuck!”

He jumped up from the bed, turned toward the closet, and immediately
staggered and groaned as pain lanced through his back and neck. Swearing
profusely under his breath, he leaned against the wall. The pain ran like an
electrical current across his shoulders and down the musculature of his back
and he ground his teeth together, acutely aware—as he was anytime the
pain seized him—of how alone he was. There had been women in his life in
the past twelve years and he had genuinely cared for some of them. But
none of them had eclipsed Cherie. From the day they’d met, he had always
felt that she was too good for him. He had defined himself—who he was
and what he was capable of—by his reflection in her eyes. If he could be
half the man she wanted to believe he was, that would have been enough.

Now it just didn’t seem to matter much anymore. Who did he have to
worry about disappointing? No one. All he had was his pain and his guilt
and the pills that made them go away.

The pill bottle sat waiting on his nightstand, as it always did. The
original injury dated back years, to a fall he’d taken at the garage. Over
time he had reinjured it so that he no longer seemed to have a single day
without pain ... without pills. It had gotten so bad that local doctors
wouldn’t even prescribe for him anymore and he had to go out of town.
Lately, Franco had been hooking him up. Half the money he had gotten
from the burglaries had gone to pills, but what choice did he have? He had
to have something to dull the pain.

Dry swallowing two pills, he recapped the bottle and just stood for a
second, letting the muscles in his neck relax a little. When he found he
could breathe without pain, he walked gingerly over to his closet and
looked at the rectangular gray gun safe that sat on the top shelf among piles
of loosely folded T-shirts. The keys were just adding to his anxiety, which
only tensed him up and made his back pain worse. One way or another, he



had to get the keys out of his house. Now that he’d decided upon the task, it
seemed important to do it immediately, snow or no snow.

“Screw it,” he whispered to his empty house.

Doug punched in the five-digit code. The safe gave a long beep, almost
as if it were deciding whether to cooperate, and then popped open with a
clunk of the locking mechanism. As he reached in, his fingers grazed the
handle of his Glock, causing his pulse to quicken. There were so many
things a gun would solve, but Doug had never been enough of a coward to
ever seriously consider suicide. His life hadn’t turned out as he’d hoped, but
he was still above ground. He might not like who he had become, might
still burn with the guilt of not being there when Cherie needed him, but he
didn’t hate himself enough to think a violent exit would be preferable to his
current life. It turned out that there were many things he was willing to do
to resolve his problems, but that wasn’t one of them.

He touched the key ring, snatched up the keys, and pulled them from the
safe. For a second he stared down at his half-closed hand, studied the
jagged teeth of the visible keys, wondering if he could do this. Baxter and
Franco would be very unhappy with him—more than unhappy, they’d
probably hurt him badly. If he really wanted out of the jobs they were
planning, the smart thing to do would be to give them the keys and tell them
to leave him out of their plans from now on. But then the keys would still
lead the cops back to Harpwell’s Garage. He would be questioned, and once
he had turned his back on them he couldn’t be sure about Baxter and Franco
covering for him.

“Shit,” he whispered, feeling the jagged weight of the keys in his grasp.

His decision had already been made. He had to get rid of the keys.

As he reached up to close the safe, the doorbell rang. He twisted around
and stared in the direction of the front door as if he could see it through
walls and floors. Barely breathing, half paralyzed, he clutched the keys and
turned to glance out the window to confirm that the storm still raged



outside. The snow had turned mostly to sleet and it pelted the glass in a
harsh chorus. Who the hell would dare this weather to pay him a late-night
visit?

The cops were definitely a possibility, here to question him or even
arrest him. Baxter and Franco were another possibility. Either way, a late-
night visit in an ice-and-snow storm did not bode well. Doug wetted his lips
with his tongue; his throat and mouth were feeling very dry. What was he
supposed to do with the keys in his hand? There was nowhere he could
really hide them, which left him with only one practical choice. He put the
keys back into the safe, closed the door, and relocked it.

Whoever was at the front door began to knock loudly, a series of raps
followed by a long pause. He stood and listened. Then the doorbell came
again and he thought he heard a distant voice, perhaps female, so faint that
it might have been his imagination. He narrowed his eyes, paranoia turning
to curiosity.

The house went silent. In that moment the idea of a surprise visitor
seemed somehow preferable to letting whoever it was walk away without
his ever knowing who it had been. He would be wondering—and fretting—
about it for days.

Doug strode out of his bedroom and pounded down the steps. The
sidelights on either side of the front door were veiled by gauzy curtains
Cherie had picked out when they’d first moved into the house, so he
couldn’t see outside. As he approached the door he had every intention of
opening it, but he hesitated as he reached for the knob. The outdoor lights
were off and the only noise was the skitter of sleet on the panes of the
sidelight windows.

“Who is it?” he called, but too quietly.

The doorbell did not ring again, nor did anyone knock, but he had the
unsettling sense that his visitor had not left, was instead waiting outside in
the freezing rain.



“Hello?” he called again. “Who’s there?”

Wary, thinking again of the keys upstairs and what they might mean,
and studying the dark, gauze-veiled sidelights, he forced himself to reach
out and twist the dead bolt open.

When he heard the voice again there could be no mistake. His visitor
was a woman. She still sounded far away but he heard the shriek of the
storm around the house—the whole house shuddered with it—and he
figured the wind had carried her words away.

“Doug?” she said, standing just on the other side of the door.

His first thought—a crazy, impossible dream of a thought—was that
Cherie had come home. Though he had watched them lower her casket into
the earth, he could not deny the sureness that came over him that somehow
she had come back.

A shiver of fear ran up his back, his heart rejecting the impossible, even
as he smiled excitedly and turned the knob, tugging the door open. It blew
inward with such force that he nearly lost his grip on the knob. The wind
blasted him and sleet spattered the tile of the foyer, wet slush immediately
building up on the small rug in front of the threshold.

For a second or two, Doug didn’t recognize the woman who stood on
the front stoop. She held a burgundy umbrella that dripped all around the
edges. Her long coat was black, and the wet slush had begun to build up
into a layer of wet ice on the fabric where the umbrella could not cover her.
Wide hazel eyes gazed out from beneath black bangs, somehow both
pleading and joyful. Her long hair framed her face, and it was due partly to
this change in style that he did not know her at first.

“Hey,” she said softly, and for a second longer she sounded uncannily
like Cherie. But of course it was Cherie that his heart had hoped for.

Doug blinked. “Angela?”

One corner of her mouth lifted in a shy smile. “Hey,” she said again.
And then she shrugged, giving him an apologetic look. “Do you think I



could come in? It’s kind of nasty out here.”

“Shit, yes, of course,” he said, reaching out and taking her hand to guide
her in from the storm. “I’m sorry. I just wasn’t expecting anyone and I was
half asleep and then I wasn’t sure if I’d heard a knock or not. And now I’'m
babbling like a friggin’ idiot.”

As she closed her umbrella, Angela Ristani smiled sweetly at him and
he felt as if he were in some kind of alternate reality. Other than
occasionally at the supermarket or in line at Carter’s Ice Cream, he hadn’t
seen her since they had broken up, more than two years earlier. Somehow,
in the time that had passed, Angela had become even more beautiful. There
had always been an edge to her, a harshness that Doug figured maybe
nurses just had to adopt in order to survive in their profession.

“You’re not an idiot, Doug,” she said, setting her umbrella on the tile
floor.

Angela’s black, heavy wool greatcoat was nearly soaked through. The
sleet that had accumulated on the cloth was quickly melting, some of it
dripping onto the throw rug. Doug pulled himself away from her gaze long
enough to shut the door and then turned back to her. For a second it seemed
like she’d brought the winter inside with her—as if closing the door hadn’t
been enough—and then the chill passed and the warmth of the radiators
struggled to make up for the infusion of cold air.

“It’s good to see you,” she said, still smiling and searching his eyes.
“Really good.”

Doug gave a nervous laugh. “You too, Angie. Really. But also a little
strange. Kind of bizarre, you just showing up on my doorstep in the middle
of a storm.”

She looked stricken. “You don’t want me here?”

Something in her voice, some plaintive quality, made him look at her
more closely. Her beauty had never been in doubt, not even when he had
ended things with her. But Angela Ristani had too many rough edges, some



of them merely abrasive but some of them sharp enough to draw blood. She
had been Cherie’s closest friend, but Doug had first met Angela first. They
had met at a little Irish pub downtown called the Peddlar’s Daughter, both
of them approaching the bar to put in orders on a crowded night. They’d
joked about being beer-gophers for their friends, and soon enough they had
abandoned the people they’d come in with and gone off to huddle in a
corner. Angie had been a flirt and a bit of a bitch, confident and brassy, and
when he asked for her phone number she had done something he would
never forget: she had arched an eyebrow and her smile had been a kind of
challenge.

“I could give you my number,” she had said that night, “or you could
just take me home.”

After that one night together, he had learned that Angela had a
boyfriend and soon their entanglement had become a friendship. It was
Angie who had first introduced him to Cherie. Years after the storm that had
killed his wife and her ex-husband, they’d crossed paths in the Peddlar’s
Daughter again, and found some solace in each other. For months they had
tried to fuck all the grief and anger out of their hearts until Doug began to
believe that they had each been only half successful, leaving him with all
his grief and her with all her anger.

In the months they had spent together she had never really opened up to
him. Her daughter had moved away somewhere but Angela never talked
about her. In the end it was her emotional distance that had eroded the
relationship to a point where it could no longer be saved. With her dark eyes
and high cheekbones, and with a tall, slender figure that drew plenty of
attention, she never failed to distract him with her beauty. In bed she always
seemed hungry, not sexually insatiable but dissatisfied in some other way.
Some nights he’d made her come again and again until at last he was too
exhausted to continue, and every time she would kiss him and stroke his



chest and then cuddle up close to him as if it were his heat she wanted more
than his heart or his cock.

Now all those defenses seemed stripped away. She wore a smile so open
that her happiness shone through and he just didn’t know what to make of
it.

“It’s not that I don’t want you here,” he said. “You’re welcome
anytime.”

“But?” she asked, challenging him, almost pouty. The Angela he knew
was more likely to claw than to pout.

He laughed softly. “Shit, it’s just weird, okay? Come on, you’ve gotta
see that. You show up at my door, soaking wet. No phone call, no text. And
we didn’t end on the best of terms.” Doug sat on the bottom step and
studied her. “Come on, Angie. What is it? You didn’t come over here just
because you suddenly decided you missed me.”

Unbuttoning her coat, she glanced shyly away from him.

“Help me with this?” she asked.

Doug rose from the steps and grabbed the heavy coat by its collar as she
slipped out of it.

“Thing is, Doug,” she said, “I did come over here because I missed you.
But you’re right about one thing.”

Half turned toward him, she lifted her gaze and he saw that her mascara
had started to run in the storm, turning her expression vulnerable and tragic
and wild, all at the same time.

“I am soaking wet.”

She reached behind his neck and pulled him down to meet her kiss. Her
lips only brushed his at first and she let out a breath as if she’d been holding
it for ages, shuddering into his arms. Her kiss turned hungry, but this was a
yearning, loving hunger instead of the sorrowful, bottomless hunger he had
seen in her before.



“Oh my god,” she whispered, nuzzling his throat, pressing her body
hard against his. “I’ve missed you so much.”

When he tried to speak, Angela silenced him with her mouth. After that
he kept mostly silent, at least in terms of words.

Whenever Ella Santos made love to her husband the rest of the world
vanished around them. Tonight she sat astride him, rising and falling in a
slow, deliberate rhythm that made her drunk with arousal. Sometimes,
especially after they’d been fighting, she wanted him to dominate her
completely, to make it rough and fast and primal, so that they both felt that
she was all his. Other times she wanted the other side of the coin and she
took control, making love to him so exquisitely that they shuddered with
each delicious moment of connection.

Ella traced the contours of his face, her heart suffused with a mixture of
love and regret that she saw reflected in his eyes. Making love with TJ, she
felt herself plugged in to a simpler time between them when all he had to do
was pick up his guitar and she would see how he really felt about her and
about their future together. Their pattern had changed in recent years.
Agitated by stress factors they could not control, one or both of them would
say something hurtful, something that could be forgiven but not forgotten,
and those cruel things would plant seeds of discontent and anger.

Only with TJ inside her, the two of them desperately searching for the
past in each other’s eyes, could she find the happiness she had once felt.
Only by making love to him did her thoughts clear enough for her to
recognize that there was a path back to that happiness for them, but it lay
forward.

“Ella...” He reached up to caress her breasts, to run his thumbs over her
nipples and pinch them gently, making her shiver.

His hips rose to meet her, his urgency growing even as she felt the crest
rising within her, carrying her toward bliss. She studied his eyes and wished



that he would always look at her that way.

“This is how it should be,” she said breathlessly. “You listening, honey?
This, right here ... we’ve got to find a way to ... to bottle it. Hold on to it.”

She glimpsed a fleeting sadness in him and then, face flushed, TJ
smiled.

“We could just never stop,” he suggested, thrusting suddenly upward.

Ella shivered with pleasure and bent lower over him, her hair brushing
his face, suddenly weak with need and pleasure. Her legs began to shake as
her orgasm approached and she gripped his shoulders fiercely, both wanting
to reach her climax and wanting to hold back and savor this crest.

“Good idea,” she managed. “Just do this ... forever.”

Forever. No more fighting. No more tension. Just this feeling of unity.

TJ went rigid, trapping her on top of him. They came together, which
hadn’t happened in a very long time. Panting, smiling, nuzzling into each
other, they sank down on the bed and tangled themselves up, limbs
purposefully wound together. Aftershocks of pleasure rolled through Ella
and she grabbed the back of TJ’s head and kissed him deeply, then laid her
head on his chest and ran her fingers through the blond curls there.

“You’re right, you know,” TJ said quietly. “We’ve got to hold on to
this.”

For long, wary seconds, she did not reply. Then at last she managed to
speak.

“How do we do that? We haven’t had much luck so far.”

“We start like this,” he said. “Just talking about it. We owe it to Grace.”

“We owe it to each other, too. I do love you, you know?”

TJ shifted onto his side in bed, extricating himself from her so that they
were face-to-face on the same pillow. Ella ran her hand over the scruff
along his jaw that he never quite allowed to turn into a beard. She searched
his gaze, heart pounding, wondering whether it was too late for them. If



their relationship fell apart it would be due to neglect, and they would both
be to blame.

“I love you, too,” TJ assured her. “But where do we go from here? We
keep blaming each other—”

“For everything,” she agreed.

The economy had begun to recover a little, but not quickly or vigorously
enough to save them financially. Not yet, anyway. Ella had done everything
she could to keep The Vault from going under, changing the menu and the
marketing, but the restaurant was still barely paying for itself. She hadn’t
drawn a salary in years. They’d been living off whatever TJ could earn as
an electrician and musician. If he hadn’t inherited their little house from his
mother, there would have been no way for them to afford rent or a
mortgage. It did feel as if their prospects were brightening, but she didn’t
know if it would happen quickly enough to keep them above water.

“We can’t gamble on this,” Ella said. “All the bullshit and blame—
they’re habits now. Maybe we need someone ... a referee.”

“A therapist?” TJ asked. “You’d do that?”

“Would you?”

Ella said a silent prayer of thanks and hope. She didn’t know if they
could make this moment of calm understanding last, but she certainly
intended to try.

“I think we should—" she began.

Down the hall, Grace began to scream.

Jerking away from TJ, Ella scrambled from the bed. Her legs tangled in
the sheets and she fell to the floor, whacking her elbow on the hardwood.
She cried out as she tore free, looked up and saw TJ pulling on a pair of
sweatpants he’d discarded by the bed. He called out their daughter’s name
and Ella echoed him.

“A nightmare?” TJ asked.



Ella tore the sheet off the bed and wrapped it around herself, rushing out
of their bedroom behind him.

“I don’t think so,” she said.

A mother knows her baby’s cries, even when the baby in question isn’t
really a baby anymore. This fearful, panicked scream had been born from
more than any bad dream. They ran down the short upstairs hall, past the
bathroom, and charged through Grace’s open bedroom door, TJ in the lead.

Ella ran in behind him and went straight to their daughter. Grace knelt
on her bed, pressed into the corner between the headboard and the wall with
a pillow clutched against her like a shield. Her eyes were wide with terror.
She spared them only a single glance, her focus locked on an empty spot at
the foot of the bed.

“What is it, Gracie?” TJ asked, turning right and left, searching for some
threat to his girl.

When Ella took Grace in her arms the girl stopped screaming, but still
could not help staring at that spot at the end of her bed.

“What happened?” Ella said quietly. “What frightened you, kiddo?”

Grace blinked, shook her head as if waking, and turned to stare at her
mother.

“An old lady,” the little girl said. “Right in my room, down at the end of
the bed. A ghost lady.”

Frigid fingers danced along Ella’s spine and she shivered, glancing at
TJ. There were only the three of them in the room, that much could not be
argued. But instead of turning to look back at Ella and Grace, TJ could not
tear his gaze from the window on the far wall from Grace’s bed, which
stood open a couple of narrow inches.

“Did you leave that open?” Ella asked.

Snow had swirled in and built a thin, ridged layer of white on the sill. It
had begun to turn to sleet, a thousand icy little pinpricks on the window
glass.



“No,” TJ said, turning to her. “I don’t think so.”

Ella didn’t think she had, either.

“Ssshhh,” she whispered to Grace, holding her daughter tightly. “It’s
okay. It was just a bad dream. You’re okay now.”

One of us must have opened it and not remembered, she thought.

She held the girl close but her eyes were on TJ. He stood frowning at
the open window for several seconds longer and then at last he walked over,
swept the snow from the sill to the floor, and shut it tightly.

The wind and the sleet continued.

One of us must have.



EIGHT

Detective Keenan rolled through the red light at Winter and Main without
bothering to turn on the siren. It was after one A.M. and the roads were
abandoned except for the plows, whose drivers were trying to scrape the
sleet and snow from the street. The coming day promised to be even colder,
and if the slush froze solid before they could get it off the pavement, the
streets would be even more treacherous.

The engine purred as he guided his unmarked to the next intersection,
then turned left along the river. The blue lights built into the grille of the
vehicle threw gliding blue phantoms onto the snowbanks around the car.
The tires splattered the slush to either side as he drove but he kept his hands
tight on the wheel, ready to act if he hit an ice patch.

Another winter, another friggin’ snowstorm, he thought.

But this wasn’t just another storm. The sleet had made sure of that. He
remembered worse, of course—both snowstorms and ice storms—but this
one had turned out to be pretty bad, and very weird. The department had
received more than a dozen calls from folks who claimed to have seen
ghosts. Detective Keenan figured they were either cranks or nutjobs and
had said as much when the dispatcher had called him several hours before
to see if he would drive up nearly to the state line to talk to a woman who
had asked for him by name but not given her own. Keenan had declined;



he’d been off duty, and there was no reason the woman couldn’t give her
statement to a uniformed officer and wait until tomorrow for a detective to
investigate her ghost story.

Insane, he thought now, driving along Riverside Road, the water
churning by on his right. A little snow and people go batshit crazy.

“You’re one of them,” he said aloud, his voice filling the quiet of the
car.

It was true enough. During most snowstorms in the past dozen years,
people in Coventry had gotten ... twitchy. There were always frantic calls
about missing kids who turned out to have gone sledding or—with the older
ones—were out drinking with friends. Joe Keenan had been through enough
of these that he’d become almost numb to the skittishness that came over so
many Coventry folks in the wintertime.

Tonight felt different.

Ghost stories were different. As unsettled as the town always grew
during a storm, this was a new development. A dozen calls, each with a
story. He could still recall with anxious clarity the sound it had made that
night twelve years ago when he had hit something in the blizzard with his
car. The dent had been there for months before the police department’s
mechanics had gotten it fixed. And he remembered the deaths of Charlie
Newell and Gavin Wexler, and the way the Wexler kid’s father had been
there one second and gone the next. Lost in the storm.

Detective Keenan thought the people who had been unnerved by
snowstorms for the past dozen years needed to move on, but tonight people
—too many people—were talking about ghosts, and it freaked him out a
little.

Stupid, he thought.

Maybe it was, but he kept his hands tight on the wheel and surveyed the
road ahead with great care.



The wipers scraped the icy windshield and freezing rain pelted the roof.
Nothing came out of the storm to smash into his car and he sure as hell
didn’t see any ghosts. But then he hadn’t come out tonight because of ghost
stories. He had made it clear to Trisha, the dispatcher who’d called, that he
wasn’t responding to crazy complaints unless the captain on duty ordered
him to do it. That call had never come, but twenty minutes ago he had
received a different one—a call that had gotten him out of his chair and
moving so quickly that he’d left the TV on, only realizing it when he was in
the car, headed for the river.

Now the icy water churned past on his right, visible through the trees
that grew along its banks in this part of Coventry. To Joe Keenan, the best
thing about the city had always been its eclectic nature. If you wanted a
busy downtown or a modern suburb or a remote rural farmhouse, you had
to only drive a couple of miles and you could find it, all within the city
limits. That also meant that the Coventry PD saw all kinds of crime and had
to be equipped to handle everything from meth dealers to petty theft and
breaking up high-school parties. None of those things would have
persuaded him to put in overtime tonight. But there were things that even
the most hardened cynic could not ignore.

Up ahead, red-and-blue lights swirled in the darkness, reflecting off the
newfallen snow and the droplets of sleet that still slashed down from the
sky. Detective Keenan slowed his car and pulled in behind a darkened
Coventry PD patrol vehicle. He made sure not to box in the ambulance that
sat waiting for a passenger. Cursing the wind and the tiny daggers of sleet,
he climbed out of the car and opened the battered black umbrella that he
kept on the floor in the backseat. Some of its spokes had torn through the
fabric but it did the job.

Detective Keenan walked through the trees, greeted by uniformed
officers with a wave or a grim word. A group of police officers had
gathered at the river’s edge. Beyond them, a silver Mercedes lay on its roof,



halfway into the river. The current dragged at the front end, which was
almost entirely submerged, and he wondered idly if the current would be
strong enough to pluck the car from the bank and swallow it entirely.

A loud beeping echoed along the riverbank and he glanced farther
south, where a tow truck had pulled over and was now reversing through a
narrow gap in the trees often used by local fishermen. The beeping came
from the tow truck, that backing-up alarm that he had always found more
irritating than helpful.

The group standing by the river included cops both in and out of
uniform, paramedics, and Al Dyson from the county medical examiner’s
office. Two men in hip waders were thigh deep in the icy river, checking out
the car, neither of them stupid enough to stand downriver from the vehicle,
just in case the current dislodged it.

Callie Weiss saw him first. She tapped her partner on the arm and they
both peeled away from the group to greet him.

“Detective,” Callie said. She was a slim brunette with a Roman nose
and full lips who spent her off hours at a dojo and her summer weekends at
Warrior Camp. Callie Weiss might be only a few inches over five feet but
Keenan knew she could have kicked his ass without breaking a sweat.

Her partner, a big ginger guy called Ross, seemed to sneer at the sky.
“Nice night for it, huh?”

The freezing rain pelted Keenan’s umbrella but he was glad to have it.
Callie and Ross wore waterproof jackets and the hats that would keep the
worst of it away, but he knew that the rain must have gone down their necks
and soaked through their pants and shoes by now. It would be a shitty night
for all of them, and it was just getting started.

“Paint me a picture,” Detective Keenan said.

“This picture isn’t clear enough?” Ross asked. Keenan shot him a dark
look and turned to his partner.



“The car is registered to Christopher Stroud,” Callie said. “Home for the
Strouds is Falcon Ridge Road. Officers sent to the residence found a family
friend house-and-cat sitting for them, said they were on a ski weekend in
New Hampshire and were due back tonight.”

Detective Keenan glanced at the Mercedes. He’d taken note of the ski
rack before but hadn’t paid enough attention. The car had gone into the
river upside down, tearing the rack right off the roof. At least two pairs of
skis had been torn off, left scattered along the bank, but one pair of skis
remained locked to the ruined rack, shorter than the others. Kids’ skis.

A tight knot formed in his gut and he started for the car, stood behind it
and tried to see through the night-black glass of the rear windshield.

“What’ve we got?”

Callie and Ross had followed. He felt them just over his shoulder,
watching him the way he watched the two guys in waders who were peering
in through the shattered driver’s side window.

“We broke the passenger window,” one of the guys said. “Car was
filling up. Water would’ve dragged it off the bank. This way it flows right
through.”

“People,” Detective Keenan said, hearing the sharp, cold edge in his
voice and not caring. “I meant people.”

Now that he’d shifted his position he had a better angle and he saw at
least one body inside, hanging upside down by the seat belt.

“Driver is presumably Christopher Stroud,” Callie Weiss said, coming
to stand beside him on the bank. “Safe to assume the passenger is his wife,
Melissa.”

A clanking noise made Detective Keenan look up. The tow-truck driver
had backed as close to the water as he dared and now he stood at the back
of the truck with the hook and chain in his hand. With the flick of a switch,
he set the electric winch moving, unfurling lengths of cable until he had it
long enough to secure to the car.



Keenan barely took note of the tow driver or the winch. He stood
waiting. Listening. After a few seconds he turned to look at Callie.

“What about the kid?”

“Kid?” Ross asked.

Detective Keenan stared at him. The umbrella sagged in his grip and he
let it slip down to hang loosely beside him, upside down just like the car. He
glanced at Callie and then turned to look at the other cops and the
paramedics and even Al Dyson from the ME’s office. They were just
waiting for the tow truck to haul the Mercedes out of the water so they
could bag and tag the bodies of Mr. and Mrs. Stroud. Detective Keenan had
been called out to survey the scene, make sure it was just an accident, a
happy couple who’d foolishly chosen to drive home in this weather, a little
too fast around a corner, a date with the Merrimack River.

“The goddamn kid!” Keenan snapped. He pointed at the ski rack. “The
kid who belongs to these skis. Or didn’t the cat-sitter tell you the Strouds
had a kid?”

Callie Weiss had gone pale, staring at the car and the river and then
forcing herself to meet Keenan’s gaze.

“I don’t know if ... I mean, I wasn’t the one who...”

The tow-truck driver had hooked up the car. As he walked back to the
winch controls, Detective Keenan felt a strange, dark certainty come over
him. He barked at the others to get out of the way, waved the waders back
from the car, and then stood to watch while the Mercedes was dragged from
the river, sliding on its roof in the snow, hundreds of gallons of water
pouring out of the broken windows.

The two guys in waders sloshed toward the car but Detective Keenan
beat them to it. Abandoning his umbrella, he dropped to his knees in the
slush. Water soaking through his pants, he bent to shine his flashlight
within. The Strouds had drowned. Mr. Stroud hung limply from his seat
belt, the deflated air bag a dead white balloon. He’d sustained a massive



contusion to the side of his head, likely when the car had rolled. It was
probably his head that had broken the driver’s side window; chances were
that he had died before the car had even gone under water.

His wife had managed to get her seat belt undone but it hadn’t saved
her. Upside down, she lay in a tumble of limbs on the inverted ceiling of the
car. Melissa Stroud’s eyes were wide and staring as if they saw into another
world and water had pooled in her gaping mouth. Keenan had seen too
many corpses in his life, but there seemed something especially obscene
about Mrs. Stroud.

The backseat of the car was empty. He’d barely noticed before but the
rear passenger window was broken, just like the front one.

“Did you do that?” he asked the two waders, pointing to the window.

“No,” the talkative one replied. “The back of the car was mostly above
water when we got here.”

It made sense, of course. The windows were likely to shatter when a car
rolled. The fact that the rear windshield and the front passenger window
hadn’t broken in the crash was more of an anomaly than the rear passenger
window breaking.

He shifted his flashlight around, examining the backseat. The beam
halted on the door latch and he frowned. Keenan used his flashlight to brush
away loose shards of safety glass and pushed himself through the broken
window, taking a closer look.

“Blood,” he said, flashing the light around for a moment longer before
pulling out of the car.

“The kid, you think?” Ross asked.

Detective Keenan shot him a hard look, then turned to Callie. “Get me
information. Now. I want a description of the Stroud child within five
minutes. Name, gender, height, weight, identifying marks. I want a
photograph in fifteen minutes or less. And at some point between the two, I



want as many people on this site as you can muster. We’re going up and
down the river, full-on search party.”

“You don’t want to wait till morning?” Ross asked, glancing dubiously
at the riverbank. “If the body snagged on the shore, it’s not going anywhere
till dawn. If it’s still floating we’re not going to find it tonight anyway.”

Keenan felt his fists clench. He swallowed hard and begged himself not
to punch the guy. Bile rose in the back of his throat and he thought of
Charlie Newell and Gavin Wexler—other kids he had not been able to save.

“And what if this kid’s alive?” he asked, staring at Ross. Stepping back,
he spread his arms, addressing the rest of the gathered men and women.
“The back of the car was not submerged. Rear window was broken. There’s
blood on the handle. Someone who was in the backseat and who sustained
injuries in the crash tried to get out with that handle before climbing out the
window.”

He shone his light up and down the riverbank.

“Whoever owns those smaller skis might be in the river, yeah,” he went
on. “But the way it looks, we have to assume that the kid wandered away
from the crash, probably looking for help. We are going to be that help.”

People were scrambling. The guy from the ME’s office did his job,
supervising the recovery of the bodies of Christopher and Melissa Stroud
from their vehicle. Everyone else was refocused on the task of finding the
missing child. Maps came out and zones were marked off, but several
officers had already spread out to search the immediate vicinity of the
crash. Phone calls would be made. If the kid had been picked up by another
car or shown up at a hospital, they would know soon enough.

Keenan stood staring at the river, hoping. He wondered why Jake
Schapiro hadn’t shown up with his camera. It might be helpful later to have
photos of the site and the inside of the car before the small army of
searchers arrived to trample the area.

“Zachary,” a voice said behind him.



He turned to see Callie Weiss holding a police radio as if it might ward
him away.

“Zachary Stroud,” she said. “Ten years old. Goes to Whittier
Elementary. A picture’s on the way. We should be able to get it to everyone
shortly.”

Detective Keenan could not speak. Could barely breathe. He only
nodded and then returned his attention to the river. Cars were approaching.
He heard their engines and knew that the search was about to begin.
Nobody else would be out in the middle of the night in this weather. The
chief wouldn’t be among them yet, but he wouldn’t be that far behind.
Chief Romano would take charge. Keenan would be relieved; he wanted to
be out there searching in the dark and freezing rain.

Zachary Stroud, he thought, setting the name firmly in his mind.

Another boy lost in the storm.

“No,” he muttered to himself. “Not again.”

He wouldn’t let it happen again.



NINE

Ella came awake on Sunday morning with sunlight streaming through the
windows in her bedroom. They had left the curtains open last night and now
she had to turn her face away from the brightness, burrowing into her
pillow’s cool shadows. The memory of the night before returned to her
slowly. Furrowing her brow, she wiped sleep from her eyes and flopped
onto her back.

After Grace’s bad dreams, she and TJ had first insisted that their
daughter try to go back to sleep on her own. She was eleven years old, after
all, not a baby anymore. But when for the third time an anxious Grace had
appeared at their bedside, Ella had gone back to her daughter’s room and
they had climbed into bed together. This had been their pattern for years
when Grace was troubled or ill. Most of the time it seemed preferable to
letting her get into the habit of sleeping with her parents, but there had been
nights when Ella cursed TJ for his firm resistance to letting Grace drift off
between them. She understood his reluctance to set a precedent, but at three
o’clock in the morning, when she’d had only small snatches of broken
sleep, Ella didn’t give a crap about precedent.

During the night she had tried to depart Grace’s bed several times, only
to have the girl stir and call for her to come back. Finally, after hours
without any decent sleep, she had slipped from beneath Grace’s covers and



shuffled back to her room. TJ had sprawled across their bed, claiming most
of it for himself, and she’d had to shake and poke him to get him to move
over. This morning, her eyes burned and her head felt heavy, as if she’d had
too much to drink the night before. Of TJ there was no sign save a tangle of
sheets and bedspread that had been twisted up and hung off the bed on his
side.

Groaning, Ella sat up and swung her legs out of bed. She dragged on a
pair of yoga pants and rose, going to the window and squinting against the
bright sunshine. The storm had been fierce yesterday, but now the sky was
nearly cloudless. The yard and driveway were covered with a thick layer of
snow capped by a gleaming crust of ice. The plows had been through,
evidenced by the white ridges on either side of the road, but given how
much frozen mess remained, it had been many hours since the last one went
by.

What a shame, she thought. Grace would want to play in the snow
today, would insist that Ella, and possibly TJ, accompany her outside. But
Ella thought her daughter was going to get bored very quickly when she
realized this snow was no good for sledding or snowballs or for building
snowmen.

Still tired, she managed to trudge into the corridor and downstairs to the
kitchen. A glance into the living room did not turn up Grace as she had
expected. The TV wasn’t on. Nor was Grace in the kitchen; instead, she
found her husband at the counter with a mixing bowl and a mess.

“Morning,” she said. “What’re you up to?”

TJ gave her an open smile, no hesitation or reservation. She felt
tentative herself. Making love with him last night had given her hope for
the first time in a long while that their relationship could be healed, but one
night could not erase the injuries they had inflicted upon each other in the
past few years. Looking at him now, though, she wondered if she wasn’t
making it more difficult than it had to be.



“Banana pancakes!” he said happily, digging into a corner cabinet.
“And, if you’ll give me a minute, coffee.”

He pulled out a couple of pods for the big Keurig on the countertop.

Maybe it actually is this easy, she thought. Her mother had always said
that all men ever really needed to be happy was food, sex, and peace at
home. Ella had thought about that many times over the years of her
marriage, but watching TJ now, she felt that she was having a minor
epiphany. Could it be that those three things were all she needed to be
happy as well?

“Grace is still sleeping?” Ella asked.

“She was when I came down,” he replied. “It’s a good thing, too. Maybe
she’s had some nicer dreams to wash away the scary ones.”

“You’re awfully cheery this morning,” she said as TJ popped the first
pod into the coffeemaker and slipped a mug into place.

He glanced up at her, a flash of regret in his eyes. “Sorry. I know you’re
probably exhausted from being up with Gracie, but ... I don’t know.” He
shrugged. “Nightmares aside, it was a good night, wasn’t it?”

“It was,” she agreed, “though maybe ... incomplete. We might need a
redo.”

He smiled the same rakish grin that had first stirred her twelve years
before.

“That can be arranged.”

TJ set the pan on the stove and turned on the gas flame. While the pan
heated up, he chopped up a banana and then whisked the batter for a few
seconds. Ella just watched him, looking for signs of strain behind his
demeanor. The tension between them had abated but not vanished and she
knew he still felt it. But at least he was trying.

A for effort, babe. A for effort.

And if TJ was willing to make the effort, could she do any less?



“What do you think that was all about?” she asked, fetching orange
juice from the fridge. “The ghost thing, I mean.”

“Bad dreams,” he said.

“Sure,” Ella replied, getting a small glass from the cabinet to the left of
the stove. “But she’s never had one like this. I just hope...”

TJ poured dollops of pancake batter onto the hot pan, doling it carefully
with a wooden spoon. When he’d made the third one, he glanced up at her.

“What do you hope?”

Ella finished pouring her juice, then shrugged. “I don’t know.
Sometimes nightmares come from stress in your life. I just hope things
haven’t been so tense around here that we’ve been planting those seeds in
her mind and they’re coming out like this.”

This sobered him. “I’d never want that.”

Ella put the juice bottle away and then turned to him. “Me either.”

TJ touched her face and she felt a delicious ripple pass through her, a
memory of the night before. Ella slid her arms around him and tilted her
head back to accept his kiss. Their lips met and she inhaled his breath,
giving him her own, mingling themselves in that way that had always
seemed so intimate to her.

When he pulled back, she winced in disgust. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I
need to brush my teeth.”

He laughed. “Yeah, you do. But that’s love, honey. Morning breath can’t
kill it.”

She whacked his arm and then as if to test the theory she kissed him
again, though more chastely.

“You’re burning the pancakes,” a voice said.

Startled, they both jumped a little and turned toward the kitchen
entrance. Grace stood there in her pink New England Patriots T-shirt and a
pair of loose cotton pajama pants that were covered in penguins. The
clothes were hers, but something about her seemed different. She stood



almost at attention, head tilted back with an air of dignified disapproval that
might have been comical if that disapproval hadn’t seemed aimed at her
parents.

“Grace?” Ella said.

“Hey, Gracie, I'm glad you’re awake,” TJ said cheerily. “Want banana
pancakes?”

“Not those, TJ,” the little girl said. “You’re burning them.”

The first time she’d said it, neither of her parents had really registered
the words. Now TJ swore and hurried to the stove, using his fingers to flip
the pancakes over; he’d been too busy kissing Ella to get the spatula from
the drawer. Ella saw that Grace was right: the pancakes had burned a dark
brown on one side. This batch would end up in the sink disposal. The good
news was that he hadn’t gotten to the stage of adding banana slices.

Suddenly Ella heard an echo of her daughter’s words and realized what
had sounded so wrong to her.

“Since when do you call your parents by their first names?”

Grace ignored her, instead watching her father scrape the burnt pancakes
off the pan. TJ cleaned it off as best he could and then set it back down on
the burner.

“No, no,” Grace said, huffing as she approached the stove. “You’re just
going to get that burnt flavor in the next batch. You’ve got to clean it first.”

The little girl took the pan from her father and ran water into it over the
sink. The hot pan hissed and steamed when the water struck it.

“Careful!” TJ said. “You should really let me do that, Gracie. I know
you want to help, but—"

As he reached for the pan, she turned her back to block him, finishing
the job and making short work of it. Ella and TJ just watched as she turned
and gave her father a look that seemed to say there, that’s how it’s done, and
then set the pan back on the burner.



“There,” Grace said, reaching up to tug at some unruly locks of her hair,
tucking them tightly behind her ears. “Don’t put the banana in too early and
you’ll be fine.”

What the fuck was that? Ella thought.

“Grace,” she said sternly.

The little girl turned to study her gravely, as if Ella were some new and
unwelcome discovery. Grace had always been a little sassy with her, and
Ella knew that lots of girls reached the point where they tried to act more
maturely and to distance themselves from their parents and the children
they had once been, but this went way beyond anything she’d ever
expected ... and it had arrived in her daughter’s behavioral repertoire at
least two years before Ella had thought it might.

“Yes, Mother?” Grace said at last.

Mother?

“Don’t call your father by his first name.”

Grace smiled. “Of course,” she said, turning to her father. “Sorry about
that, Dad.”

As her parents watched, Grace Farrelly turned and left the room. “I’m
going to watch some TV,” she said. “Please let me know when the pancakes
are ready. I’ll have three or four, I think. I’m starving.”

Ella realized that her mouth had been hanging open for several seconds
before she turned to stare at her husband.

“Where did that come from?” she muttered.

“Not a clue,” TJ said.

Her husband remained staring at the kitchen entrance, as if thinking that
Grace might return and take a laughing bow to let them in on the joke. But
Ella felt pretty certain it hadn’t been a joke at all.

It sure as hell hadn’t been funny.



In his years on the Coventry Police Department, Joe Keenan had seen the
ugliest facets of human behavior—rape and murder and addiction, suicide
pacts, parents prostituting their kids in exchange for drugs—but every once
in a while he was reminded of the basic decency of his community. As
dawn gave way to morning, the sunlight making the frozen hardpack glisten
like diamonds, he paused and leaned against a tree, exhausted and out of
breath, and watched people moving through the woods around him. There
were police officers, on duty and off, and there were also firefighters and
EMTs and city workers and ordinary volunteers who had responded to a
summons in the middle of the night and gone without sleep to beat the
bushes in search of a little lost boy who’d become an orphan overnight.

None of them wanted to believe that Zachary Stroud had drowned in the
river. For hours, as the storm wound down from snow to sleet to rain to a
morning of dissipating clouds, they had searched behind and in the
branches of every tree, checked every depression in the ground, and
followed the riverbank looking for footprints in the wet soil there. Police
cars cruised the neighborhoods just inland from the river. Now that dawn
had arrived, some officers had begun canvassing door-to-door on the
nearest streets.

“Falling down on the job, Detective?” a deep voice said.

Keenan glanced to his right, toward the deep, rushing whisper of the
river, and saw Harley Talbot approaching. Officer Talbot must have been
off duty because he was out of uniform, clad instead in a blue cable-knit
collared sweater, jeans, and boots.

“I know you’re screwing with me, Harley, but today’s not the day,”
Detective Keenan said.

“I’ve got you, man,” Harley said. “You’ve been out here all night and
we haven’t found a damn thing. Gotta be demoralizing. But don’t lose hope,
Detective. Nobody’s giving up yet.”



Detective Keenan nodded. “Why is that, do you think? I mean ... if we
haven’t found the kid by now...”

He let the words trail off but the question was clear. The search would
continue all day long. Dogs had been brought in overnight but with all the
new-fallen snow they had not been able to get a scent to follow.

“Not that big a riddle,” Harley said, veiled in the golden early-morning
light, almost ghostly. “They don’t want to believe the worst. Holding on to
hope when most people would give up ... that’s faith, man. Everyone
knows how this is gonna end, but they hold on because giving up the search
means giving up hope, and nobody’s ready for that.”

Keenan inhaled, cold morning air filling his lungs. His eyes burned with
exhaustion and his limbs felt leaden from slogging along a mile or more of
wooded riverside, but he could go on. They had to keep looking.

“I’m with you, Harley,” Detective Keenan said. “Though I have to tell
you, it takes more than hope to keep going. It takes coffee. If I don’t get a
massive caffeine injection I’m not going to be any good to anybody.”

Harley grinned. “Shit, Detective, that’s easy. Head out to the corner of
Riverside and Harrison. Got a food truck there. The owner’s giving away
free coffee to all the searchers. It’s no Starbucks, but it’ll pick you up.”

Detective Keenan thanked him and headed west. The stretch of woods
he had found himself in was maybe four hundred yards from river to road,
not far at all, but it took him nearly fifteen minutes of moving through
underbrush and around trees to reach the pavement. As he did, his cell
phone rang.

The food truck was parked as promised. Lights were on inside the truck,
though the sun had come out. Half-a-dozen people were standing or sitting
near the big open window on the side of the truck, including two women
who sat cross-legged on the snow, too tired to care if the dampness soaked
through their clothes.

“Joe Keenan,” he said, phone to his ear.



“It’s Sam.”

“Lieutenant Duquette,” Keenan said. “I hope you’re calling with good
news.”

“I’m afraid not,” the lieutenant replied. “We’ve got more searchers
coming in, but just no sign of the boy.”

Keenan eyed the food truck longingly, craving the coffee so powerfully
that his need for it unnerved him. But this conversation could not be
avoided.

“You sound defeated,” Detective Keenan said. “This isn’t over,
Lieutenant.”

“We’ve scoured the river’s edge and the woods,” Duquette replied. “If
the Stroud boy was out there, we’d have found him. He’s in the river, Joe.
You know it and I know it.”

Keenan’s heart turned to ice. He flashed back to Charlie Newell dying in
his arms.

“I know nothing of the kind.”

“Detective—"

“You’re not abandoning the search,” Keenan said quickly.

“Don’t be an idiot,” the lieutenant said. “The media would be so far up
the mayor’s ass that they’d be camped out in his colon. He’d take it out on
the chief and we’d all pay the price. We’ve got to keep it going a couple of
days, but I’'m telling you we’re not going to find anything. You’re not a
rookie, Joe. You know this. Unless the kid was snatched—"

“I’m not saying he was snatched. But if he wandered away, could be
somebody picked him up—”

“In the middle of that storm?”

“There were people out in it. The Strouds were out in it.”

“And they’re dead.”

“Not everyone who was driving in the storm finished the night upside
down in the river, Lieutenant. All due respect.”



Seconds ticked by. Detective Keenan felt the sun warming him, heard
the wet snow slipping off branches and footsteps clomping through the
snowy woods. Voices called to one another hopefully, just as Harley Talbot
had said. There were so many people in Coventry who were hurting, just
like the rest of the country, people who were still weathering years of a
struggling economy. But the people out searching didn’t care about their
own troubles this morning.

“My search for this kid isn’t for show,” Keenan said quietly, the phone
tight against his ear. “We’ve got people searching the banks downstream for
miles. I’'m not discounting the idea that Zachary Stroud ended up drowning,
but I’'m not going to just assume it either, not when the only evidence we
have indicates that he got out of the car on dry land, or near enough to it.”

He heard the lieutenant sigh on the other end of the line. “We’re both
tired, Joe. I’m not asking you to stop searching. But we’ve known each
other a long time and I know you take things like this pretty hard. I’'m just
trying to prepare you, that’s all.”

Keenan froze. Lieutenant Duquette trying to protect the feelings of one
of his detectives? Wonders never cease, he thought. But then he realized
that the sympathy might not be so benevolent.

“Yeah, I do take it hard if a child dies on our watch,” Keenan said. “I
don’t think you can be human and not be affected by something like that.
But if you’re questioning my ability to do the job—"

“What are you talking about?”

“I just want to assure you that I’'m fine. I’'m up to it. All I need is
caffeine. We’re going to find this kid, Sam.”

“I hope like hell that we do, Detective. But you can’t spend the next two
days out there looking for him. You have other work to do.”

“I’m not chasing down ghost stories,” Keenan snapped, heart racing.
“You want to spend time on nutjobs who saw UFOs or fairies, you can send
uniforms to take their statements. I’ve got a few open robberies that you



and I both know we’re never going to solve with the evidence I’ve got, and
that assault case from yesterday, which turned out to be the woman’s ex
ransacking her place for drugs. That guy’s already in custody, as of
yesterday afternoon. Given that, do you really want to pull me off the
search for a kid who escaped the car his parents died in?”

“I’m not pulling you off the search,” Lieutenant Duquette said. “But you
need to be practical. I can keep you out of the detectives’ rotation today and
maybe tomorrow. But if something else comes up that I need you for,
you’re going to have to do your job.”

“That’s exactly what I’'m doing.”

The lieutenant sighed loudly again.

“Word’s going on to the media about the Strouds. There’ll be pictures of
Zachary on TV and online all day. If someone picked him up, even if the
kid can’t remember his own name, they’ll know it by dinnertime for sure.
But I’1l tell you what’s worrying me.”

“What’s that?”

“If someone picked the kid up, why haven’t they called us already? If
he’s injured, why haven’t they shown up at the hospital?”

Detective Keenan had no answer for that. The same questions had been
gnawing at his gut all night and had only grown worse as morning arrived.

“If Zachary Stroud’s alive,” the lieutenant went on, “chances are he’s
still out there somewhere. I hope you find him, Joe. And I sure as hell hope
you find him hiding in some bushes somewhere instead of at the bottom of
the river.”

“Sodo I.”

“Call me the minute you find anything,” Lieutenant Duquette said. “I’m
keeping the chief informed.”

The call ended before Keenan could reply. Not that he had anything
more to say. Sam Duquette was a good man and a good cop, though he
could be one hell of a ballbuster at times. Like everyone, his nerves were



frayed. Bad enough this family had to suffer such a crushing tragedy, but if
the boy was alive and they couldn’t find him, the Coventry police would
look completely inept. Detective Keenan wasn’t much worried about the
city’s reputation, but his higher-ups had to be.

Slipping his cell phone into his pocket, he crossed the street and headed
for the food truck. His craving for coffee—for anything other than finding
Zachary Stroud alive—had vanished, but if he didn’t get some caffeine into
his body, his addiction would punish him with a splitting headache, and he
couldn’t afford that. He needed to be awake and alert, not just to search for
the boy but to figure out what to do if the search became a mystery. He
didn’t believe the boy had gone into the river, but if he wasn’t in the woods
and hadn’t wandered into one of the surrounding neighborhoods, then
where had he gone? People didn’t just vanish.

The thought made him freeze, standing in front of the food truck,
drawing curious glances.

Sometimes people do vanish, he thought, remembering Carl Wexler.
Sometimes they do.

Jake Schapiro dreams of his dead brother. They’re watching TV in the living
room, some ancient episode of SpongeBob that they’ve seen a thousand
times before. Their mom sits in her chair in the corner, correcting school
papers and telling them stories about the crazy kids in her class. She never
names the kids, always starts her tales with “one of the girls” or “one of
the boys,” but Jake and Isaac can usually figure out whom she’s talking
about.

Mom looks tired tonight. Even more so than usual, and that’s saying
something considering how little sleep she gets during the school year.
Summers aren’t really vacations so much as opportunities for Allie Schapiro
to catch up on her sleep. Teachers and the children of teachers understand
the dynamic better than other people, understand how much work it is to go



in and face the kids every day, keep them thinking and keep them
entertained and try to inspire them to give a damn about their futures. She
earns those bags under her eyes. Truth is, Jake doesn’t mind those bags. A
couple of the boys in his class have told him they think his mom is hot, so
anything that makes her look older and less attractive is okay with him.
Even as he thinks this, he knows it’s unkind, but he can't help it.

A commercial comes on. Isaac jumps up and zooms around the room in
that irritating way he’s been doing since he could walk. He sings a song he
knows only because it’s on Jake’s iPod.

“Isaac, is all of your homework done?” Mom asks.

Jake smiles. He has math practice questions to do but intends to dash
them off in homeroom. He relishes the knowledge that Mom won't ask him—
he never gives her reason to worry about his schoolwork—but Isaac is a
little ADHD and when he starts acting like a little spaz, she worries.

The little goofball rushes from the room, arms out like he’s an airplane,
totally lost in his own brain. Isaac-world, they sometimes call it.

“Isaac?” Mom calls.

Jake rolls his eyes. He doesn’t much care about SpongeBob these days,
but he just wants them both to chill.

“Ike!” he shouts.

There’s a pause, like his little brother has skipped a beat. Like the way
the TV sometimes seems to freeze and become pixilated and then catch up
with the sound and image of whatever Jake might be watching.

Out of the corner of his eye, Jake sees Isaac come back into the room.
He continues to make his airplane buzz for a couple of seconds and then
interrupts himself. “Yes?”

“Did you do your homework?” Jake asks, not looking at him.

Wake up, Jakey.

Isaac’s voice sounds strange, suddenly. Like it’s a whisper in his ear
instead of coming from across the room. Jake frowns.



“I’m not asleep, dumbass.”

“Hey!” Mom snaps. “Watch that. You know I don’t like when you two
speak that way to—"

Wake up, Jakey. Please, wake up.

“My homework’s all done,” Isaac says, in a whiny sort of why-don -
you-leave-me-alone voice.

“I wish mine was,” Mom mutters.

Reluctantly, because it’s easier to think of himself instead of someone
else—even his mother—Jake turns to his brother, thinking that he’ll make
nice with Isaac and the two of them can go upstairs and watch TV or read
comics or something in order to give their mother some quiet time to work.

Jake cannot breathe. His heart races and a scream begins to build in his
chest, right in the middle where he thinks his heart must be.

“What?” Isaac demands, pouting angrily and crossing his arms. “Why
are you looking at me like that?”

The scream bursts from his lips in a wordless babble of terror. Jake
scrambles, falls from his chair, and then lurches to the other side of the
room, taking cover beside his mother’s chair. He’s screaming and crying at
the same time, shouting out words that his mother doesn’t even realize he
knows, calling out to God in the same breath as he mutters ohfuck ohfuck
ohfuck.

Then the pain of it hits him, the grief, the terrible sadness beneath his
fear.

“What happened to you?” he cries.

“Stop it,” Isaac says. “You’re scaring me.”

But Isaac is blue-white and rigid in death. His eyes have collapsed into
his head and there is ice in his hair and frost on his skin.

“Stop it, Jake,” the little dead boy says.

Jake keeps screaming, and somehow in his ear he hears the whisper—
the other Isaac voice—speak again.



Please, Jake. You’ve gotta wake up.

He woke with a cry, gasping for air as if somehow in sleep he had been
suffocating. In his bed, snow falling outside, he lay wide-eyed and stared up
at the ceiling, trying to steady his pulse and his nerves and forcing himself
not to fall back to sleep too quickly for fear that he would drift back into the
same dream.

Jake often dreamed about Isaac. Sometimes they were sweet dreams that
broke his heart as he woke, remembering the tree fort they’d built in their
backyard and the way that—though Isaac had driven him crazy sometimes
—Jake had always loved sharing his room with his brother. Together in the
dark, when they were supposed to be trying to fall asleep, they would share
their secrets and talk to each other with a kindness and joint sense of
aspiration that they never would have while awake.

And sometimes the dreams were nightmares.

He thought about his mother. For the first time in a while, he wondered
how often she dreamed of Isaac and how often she had nightmares about
searching for Niko Ristani. As far as Jake knew, his mother had never fallen
for anyone after Niko’s death. He wasn’t sure she would ever allow herself
to be in love again. Instead she spent her days teaching school and her
nights drinking too much wine, and Jake thought that was a tragedy. He
wanted his mother to be happy. She deserved that.

A scratching at the window made him shiver. Snow and ice against the
glass—he told himself it had to be that. Not the things he didn’t like to think
about, didn’t usually allow himself to remember. Not the things that slipped
their icy hands right through the screen and dragged little children to their
deaths.

“Get it out of your head,” he said to himself, a whisper in the dark.

Please, Jake. I'm afraid.



The words rose as if from his dreams, just as much inside his head as his
own voice. Twisting under the covers, shoving himself against the wall, he
turned to face the rest of the room.

Isaac stood six feet away, just as icy blue and dead as he’d been in the
dream.

Jake screamed ...

... And started awake, gasping.

“Holy shit,” he muttered. “Ohfuck ohfuck.”

He sat up in bed, morning sunlight streaming in through the windows,
melting snow and ice dripping from the roof outside, falling past his
window. Just a dream, he reassured himself. A dream within a dream. He
laughed uneasily but he was unconvinced, glancing around the sun-soaked
bedroom in search of dead boys in the shadows.

The cobwebs of dreams were still in his head and it took him several
long moments and deep breaths to dispel them. He felt the chill in the room
and the softness of the sheets. He rubbed his eyes, waking further, and
became aware of the cottony film inside his mouth. Morning breath.
Dragon breath, his mom had called it when he and Isaac were little. That
was definitely not the kind of detail that usually populated his dreams.

“Okay,” he said. “Not a dream.”

Needing to relieve his bladder, Jake threw his sheets back and started to
climb out of bed.

“Is it really you?” a small voice asked.

Jake froze. Heart pounding, he turned to look at the open doorway to his
bedroom. In the hallway just outside the room stood a small boy who was
not his brother, Isaac. Perhaps ten—the same age Isaac had been at the time
of his death—the boy had dark blond hair and impossibly blue eyes. His
face was smeared with dirt and his nose and mouth were caked with dried



blood, swollen and on the way to a serious bruising. He had no jacket and
his clothes were torn and dirty.

“Jake?” the little boy said, his voice resonating in the bedroom, a
plaintive sound that put the strangest thoughts into his head.

“What are you doing, kid?” Jake asked, grabbing the jeans he’d left
crumpled on the floor and sliding into them. “You can’t just come into
somebody’s—"

“Is it really you?” the boy interrupted. He stepped into the room,
flinching from the bright sunlight.

A shiver went through Jake. Surreal. Maybe his nightmares were just
lingering, but the kid’s voice sounded familiar.

“What are you doing in here, kid?” he asked. “You can’t just walk into
somebody’s house. And what happened to your face?”

His memory flashed back to the night before. He’d thought he had seen
someone at the edge of the woods during the storm. Standing before him
was an explanation.

“How did you—" he started.

“Jake, please,” the boy said, his upper lip quivering as tears began to
spill from his eyes. “Is it really you? Don’t you ... don’t you know me?”

All the breath went out of Jake. The winter chill in the house sank to his
bones. That voice.

“No way...” Jake said. “No fucking way. Who put you up to this you,
kid? Tell me right now and you won’t be in trouble. You tell me—"

The little boy—this blond boy with the unfamiliar face but the voice
Jake remembered too well—shushed him.

“Please,” the boy said, glancing around nervously. He came deeper into
the room, approaching Jake’s spot by the bed. “It’s going to be okay. If you
keep it secret, if you hide me when the time comes, it will all be okay. We
can be together again.”

“Isaac?” Jake whispered.



The little boy put out his arms like airplane wings. He smiled at Jake,
wiping at his tears.

“Buzz buzz, Jakey,” he said.

Jake staggered backward a step, shaking his head, his breath coming in
small, hitching gasps. No, he thought. No, no.

The kid put out his arms, reaching upward as if he expected a hug ... as
if this impossible creature, this dead boy speaking from the mouth of a
stranger, thought that his brother would embrace him.

Shaking, Jake moved aside. The hurt in the boy’s brilliant blue eyes
should have stung Jake’s heart. Instead it stoked his fear. That hurt could
not be a dream.

“Jake—"

“No!”

He bolted around the kid and raced out the door. Words tumbled through
his mind. Ghostdemonzombie. And then another: dream. He went down the
steps of the old farmhouse two at a time, flung open the front door, and
hurtled himself out into the ice-encrusted snowpack in jeans and a T-shirt,
his feet bare. Sometimes, if he was falling asleep while driving, he would
slap himself in the face. He did it now, standing there freezing, and the sting
of his palm brought him into vivid reality.

“Wake up!” he shouted, feeling brittle reality crumbling around him,
remembering the way it had felt that night twelve years earlier, when it had
happened to him the first time. This couldn’t be real. It couldn’t. “Wake
up!”

Turning, he saw the little boy through the open door—coming down the
stairs, pursuing him, lips pouting, tears on his cheeks.

“Jake,” the boy said, the name a tremulous plea. “You’ve got to be quiet
or they’ll get us. They’ll get us both.”



TEN

Doug Manning woke slowly, breathing in the scent of the woman in his
bed. A smile crept across his features even before he opened his eyes to find
himself spooning behind Angela Ristani, the two of them burrowed beneath
flannel sheets and a thick down comforter. He nestled himself more tightly
behind her, pressing his face into her hair and enjoying the touch of his bare
skin against hers, the softness at the curve of her ass meeting his growing
hardness.

“Well, well,” she said, her voice raspy as she came sleepily awake.
“Good morning to you, too.”

She stretched, pressing back against him, and then turned to face him,
black hair fanned out on the white pillow. Even with her smeared makeup
and the years that were creeping up on them both, she looked beautiful.

“Looks like that wasn’t a dream I had last night,” he said.

Angela gazed into his eyes, seeking something that Doug hoped she
would find.

“No dream, buster. I’'m real. And I hope you thought it was a good
dream.”

“Are you kidding? I wouldn’t ever have wanted to wake up.”

He touched her face, pushed his fingers through her hair, and then
kissed her. She responded with a passion that startled him, cleaving to him



and moaning lightly. He felt as if she were opening beside him, as if she had
been bound up with tension and uncertainty that fled in that moment of
surrender. Emotional, not sexual, and that was what surprised him most.
The Angela Ristani he knew, his late wife’s best friend, the woman with
whom he’d shared a torrid, volatile relationship, had been full of sharp and
cynical edges. All that hardness seemed absent now.

Doug whispered to her, urgent words. Primal things. Amazement and
wonder. He slid a hand along her leg and then lifted it, resting her knee on
his hip as he opened her more fully, his fingers tracing along the inside of
her thighs. She shivered and gave a little gasp as he touched her, and he felt
the familiar animal need rising within him.

“Wait,” she said, pushing his hand away.

He blinked as if waking for a second time. She withdrew from him
slightly, closing her legs, and kissed him once before drawing back so that
they were face-to-face, but each on their own pillow island.

“Are you going to want me to leave?” Angela asked. “Y’know ...
after?”

Doug ran his hand over the curve of her hip. “You can stay forever as
far as I’'m concerned.”

She smacked his chest. “Don’t do that. I’'m asking a serious question.”

“Okay, okay. Serious question deserves a serious answer.”

He glanced at the window, where the morning sun shone brightly. A
small drift of snow had formed in one corner and clung to the screen, but it
was all melting now. Icicles dripped water, shrinking. It was going to be one
of those days when the whole world seemed to have quieted down. Winter
wonderland, he thought. The kind of day that was best when shared. Did he
want her to go?

“I don’t have to work today,” he said. “I’d like to spend the day with
you, in or out of bed.”



She kissed him, then pulled back to reveal an exuberant grin. Throwing
back the covers, she sprang from the bed, picked up her panties and slipped
them on, then grabbed the T-shirt he had been wearing the night before.

“Where are you going?” he asked, starting to climb out of bed as well.

“No, no. You stay there,” she said, slipping on his T-shirt.

Angela picked up the remote control from the nightstand and tossed it
onto the bed.

“Watch TV or something. A morning like this ... it’s a time to spend
cocooned inside. Making love and watching old movies and eating in bed.”
She went to leave but paused just inside the bedroom door, smiling
playfully. “Scrambled eggs with Tabasco and bacon on the side, right?”

Doug laughed. Suddenly the morning seemed just as surreal as the night
before.

“You’re making me breakfast in bed?”

“Unless you’re not hungry.”

His stomach growled at the mere suggestion. “Breakfast would be
amazing.”

“Coming right up, then. Don’t move a muscle.”

Angela darted into the hall and he heard her light footfalls on the stairs
as she went down to the kitchen. Doug stared after her for several long
seconds, happily befuddled. Whatever had gotten into her, he was pretty
sure he could get used to it. Not that he wanted to jump back into a
relationship with her, but she had definitely changed. The Angela Ristani he
thought he knew would have scoffed at the idea of making him breakfast in
bed—once upon a time she had teased the hell out of Cherie for just that
sort of romantic gesture—but this morning she acted like she’d suddenly
woken up from a cynical dream to discover that she was actually kind of
sweet.

And how does she know about the Tabasco? He tried to remember if
they’d ever had breakfast together, but even if they had, was Angie the kind



of woman who would remember what her boyfriend liked for breakfast?
Maybe, but he would never have guessed it.

Doug picked up the remote and turned on the TV. Channel 5 had always
had the best newscast in Boston—people who seemed real, like you’d bump
into them on the street and they’d say hello. He’d remained loyal to the
station for as long as he could remember paying attention to the news.

Naked, relishing the feel of the flannel against his skin, he propped
himself up on a pile of pillows and relaxed with the talking heads of
channel 5. The scent of Angela remained in the pillows and the musk of the
sex they’d had the night before lingered as well. If the shyly smiling woman
who’d just gone down to spoil him with breakfast in bed was indicative of
some new leaf she had turned over, Doug believed he could get used to
having Angie back in his life.

Wistful, the familiar ache returning to his heart, he thought of Cherie. In
truth, he would always think of Cherie. He knew that. And it wasn’t just
because Cherie and Angela had been best friends. No matter who came into
his life, even if he married again, he would always be in love with Cherie.
But twelve years of cycling between loneliness and superficial relationships
had been long enough. He deserved something good in his life.

“Don’t get ahead of yourself, man,” he whispered to the room.

It’s just sex and breakfast so far.

The so far made him smile. Time would tell. It always did.

A frown creased his brow. He’d been only half paying attention to the
television but now he sat up a little higher. The gorgeous brunette who did
the morning weather—hugely pregnant, as she seemed always to be—had
just brought up the screen with the five-day forecast.

“Right around thirty degrees Monday and a couple of degrees cooler on
Tuesday, but it’ll feel warmer thanks to the sunshine we’ll be getting.
There’ll be plenty of melting as well, just in time for what could be some
huge snowfall on Tuesday night leading into Wednesday. We’re looking at



some massive totals, folks, along with potential blizzard conditions north
and west of Boston. It’s too early for really accurate numbers, but...”

Doug stared at the screen as the map of the greater Boston area
appeared, showing the snowfall projections. The swath of color that
included the Merrimack Valley indicated a possible fourteen to eighteen
inches.

The smile that spread across Doug’s face was entirely different from the
one he had shown to Angela just a few minutes earlier. It came with a
nervous tremor in his stomach, and his pulse quickened.

On the nights that he had met with Franco and Baxter to plan their petty
little burglaries or to case a property before a break-in, they’d talked idly
about an ice storm that had shut down southern New Hampshire for a
week ... and about the blizzard that had taken Cherie Manning’s life.
During a storm like that, people lost their power. Many lost their heat. Some
—mostly those who could afford it—got out early and set up in a hotel for
the night, enjoying being catered to.

They’d talked about a storm when most house phones and burglar
alarms wouldn’t work. When cell phone service would be unreliable at best,
thanks to all the people trying to make sure their loved ones were all right.
A night when even if the alarms when off the cops wouldn’t be able to
make it out to the crime scenes. They already had the guns and the masks,
and Doug and Franco knew a guy who would loan them some big-ass
snowmobiles and not ask questions as long as he got a cut.

In his gun safe, Doug had keys to four of the most expensive houses in
Coventry.

Another tremor went through him and his smile faded. The idea scared
the shit out of him, made him queasy, but he had no intention of letting his
fear get the better of him. He had played by the rules for most of his life,
and what had it gotten him? A part-time job, and not even that when things
got lean at Harpwell’s. An empty little house that his wife had inherited



from her mother. An empty fridge. Old friends who behaved awkwardly
around him because they felt sorry for him.

As crazy as it sounded, even to him, stealing from people was the first
thing he had ever done that made him feel as if he was in control of his life.
If the government couldn’t fix the economy enough for him to get a fair
shake, a full-time job with a fair wage, then he would take what he felt he
was due.

The smell of frying bacon wafted up to him and he felt a flicker of
regret. This thing with Angela seemed promising. Based on the way the
morning was going, it certainly didn’t feel like a one-night stand. Doug
thought it would be nice to have someone in his life who looked at him the
way she did, but the timing left something to be desired. He didn’t want her
to feel that was blowing her off, but he would need to get on the phone to
Franco and Baxter as soon as possible. Things needed to be set in motion.

All they needed to fulfill their ambitions was the right storm, and it
looked like it was on its way.

Coventry wouldn’t know what hit it.

The little boy sat in Jake Schapiro’s kitchen, a plate of french toast in front
of him. Jake had cleaned the blood off his face, thinking it was likely that
the kid’s nose was broken, though the very mention of a doctor—or of
leaving this house at all—caused such a panic in the kid that Jake didn’t
dare mention it again. At least not yet.

He’d given the kid clean, dry socks as well as a T-shirt and sweatshirt
that floated on him, but at least he was warmer and cleaner than when he’d
arrived. The question of just how he’d arrived—how he’d gotten in without
breaking locks or windows—remained a puzzler. The kid claimed he’d
come in through a second-story window that had been open mere inches
and Jake was too baffled to debate the point. There were bigger mysteries
here.



As Jake watched, the kid ate hungrily and washed down each bite with a
sip of hot chocolate. Isaac had often done the same. As the kid wolfed his
breakfast, Jake tried to convince himself it wasn’t his little brother sitting in
that chair. That should’ve been easy: his brother would have been twenty-
two now, if he hadn’t already been dead for a dozen years. And this kid
didn’t look anything like Isaac.

It’s just not possible. Jake repeated this in his mind like a mantra. He
leaned against the kitchen counter and watched the kid from a distance,
studying his every word and gesture for echoes of Isaac. He felt cast adrift,
not only floating on an undulating sea of fear and uncertainty but unable to
decide which way he ought to hope the wind blew him.

The little boy hummed happily to himself while he ate, almost
imperceptibly dancing in his chair. This meal gave him such pleasure.

Isaac had done that as well.

Stop it, he thought. You’re thinking crazy thoughts. It can’t be him.

You saw him dead.

But as Jake watched the boy sipping hot chocolate in between bites of
french toast, he knew the truth. He could feel his brother in the room with
him. And although—except for in a crackly old family video—he hadn’t
heard Isaac’s voice since that horrible night, he recognized it. Every time
the boy spoke, Jake felt the world tilt beneath him a little. It felt like he was
watching an expertly dubbed foreign film, where the words fit the
movements of the lips but the voice somehow did not match the character.

“Thank you,” the kid said now, glancing up at Jake as he took a sip of
hot chocolate. “I was so hungry. It was hard to even remember what it felt
like to...”

The little boy trailed off.

Jake leaned against the counter, trying to keep the urge to freak out
under control. It bubbled just beneath the surface but he managed to keep a
leash on it.



“What it felt like to what?”

“To eat,” the kid said. “I remember wanting to, and what my favorite
foods were. But I couldn’t remember what anything tasted like. Isn’t that
weird?”

“Yeah,” Jake said, his mouth going dry. “Pretty weird.”

Weirdness abounded.

“What were your favorites?” he asked.

The kid narrowed his brilliant blue eyes and then seemed to surrender a
little of himself. “You’re testing me. I know. I understand.”

A tiny shard of guilt lodged itself in Jake’s heart, but he ignored it,
watching the boy. Not pulling his gaze away.

“Burgers and milk shakes at Skip’s,” the boy said, sticking a forkful of
french toast into his mouth and talking as he chewed. “Apple Jacks.
Chicken pot pie. The blintzes Mom makes at Hanukkah.”

Jake flinched. Allie Schapiro hadn’t made blintzes during the holidays
in all the years since Isaac had died. They had been a thing between mother
and younger son; Jake had never liked them.

He stared at the kid, who was practically swaddled in the New England
Patriots sweatshirt that Jake had loaned him. With the sleeves pushed up so
that his hands were free, swimming inside the voluminous sweatshirt, he
looked like some kind of refugee. And maybe that was precisely what he
was.

I can’t deal with this alone, Jake thought. I need perspective.

The kid glanced at him in alarm, as though he had read Jake’s mind.

“You can’t tell anyone I’m here,” the boy said quickly, his french toast
forgotten. He shifted his chair and it squeaked on the floor. Whatever else
he was, the kid was tangible. Solid flesh and blood.

“Explain that to me,” Jake said. “Why not?”

The kid glanced away. “If they know I’m here, they’ll come for me. I
just ... I want to stay with you.”



“You talked about them before. But you haven’t said who they are.”

The boy shuddered. His lower lip pushed out, not in a childish pout but
on the verge of tears. It hit Jake in the gut. He thought of all the times he
had cried in the months after Isaac’s death, promising that if God would just
give his little brother back, he would be so much kinder to him.

“No, hey,” Jake said, moving away from the counter at last.

He slid into a chair across from the boy, but Isaac looked away.

Isaac. He had thought of the boy as Isaac. Emotion roiled inside him, a
swirl of hope and fear and wonder and sorrow that made him feel sick and
elated all at once.

“It’s okay,” Jake said. “You’ve been through something. I’'m not sure
what I really believe, but I believe that much. We don’t have to talk about
this now. It can keep a little while.”

The boy lifted his gaze, his eyes full of hope. “You promise?”

“I do. For now, I do.”

When the kid went right back to hungrily demolishing his french toast,
Jake could only smile. Why, he wondered, was it so easy to pray to God for
miracles but so hard to accept one when it had been granted?

Was that truly what had happened? Had he been granted a miracle? And
what did it mean for life and death ... and afterlife? The kid that sat across
from him with a frothy hot-chocolate mustache had to be some kind of
ghost, but he was tangible and solid and alive.

“Are you ... reincarnated?” Jake said.

Isaac gave a shrug. “I don’t know what that means.”

“You know my brother ... you know that you died?”

The boy’s face fell. He slouched in his chair a little and nodded, pushing
away his plate. He’d lost his appetite.

“You have Isaac’s voice but not his face. Were you just ... dead for a
while ... and then you were born again to a different family?”



Isaac’s eyes lit up—and it seemed okay, somehow, to start thinking of
them as Isaac’s eyes.

“That’s it,” the boy said, tapping the table. “That’s what happened. Is
that re-in...”

“Reincarnated. Yeah.”

Jake fell silent. He had more questions, like how old the boy had been
when he realized that he had lived another life. Had he always had his old
memories or had they come to him gradually? Jake let out a breath of
amazement, trying to wrap his head around the whole thing.

Isaac started twisting up the paper napkin Jake had given him. It frayed
a little and he began to tear it apart.

“You can’t tell anyone, Jake. Especially not Mom.”

“Why not?”

Isaac looked up at him, his eyes suddenly older, tired, and weighted
down with difficult knowledge.

“Most people wouldn’t believe you,” Isaac said. “They’d think you were
crazy, right? And even if they did believe you ... it’s just got to be our
secret. It’s not safe for either of us if you tell.”

He said “tell” the way that little boys always did, as in “I’m going to
tell.”

“What about Mom?” Jake asked. “Why can’t [—”

“I want her to know,” Isaac interrupted. “More than anything. I want to
see her. That would be...” He began to well up with tears again. “But not
yet, okay? She thinks I’'m dead, just like you did. We need to think about it,
figure out the best way to talk to her about it. I’'m afraid if we just, y’know,
spring it on her, she might have a heart attack or something.”

Jake hesitated, but one look at the emotion filling the boy’s face made
his decision easy.

“Okay. We wait.”



Two hours later, Jake sat on the couch, struggling with the promises he’d
made. Isaac’s small body lay curled next to him, totally conked out. The kid
slept the same way he’d eaten breakfast—as if he hadn’t done it in years.
They had talked and talked, both about their childhood together and about
Jake’s life now. The conversation had never for a moment lost the
dreamlike sheen that had surrounded them from the moment of their first
encounter that morning. Despite the persuasiveness of the kid’s voice and
memories and solidity, Jake kept waiting for someone to jump out and tell
him he’d been punked. As a child he’d been fascinated by magicians, loved
watching them and trying to figure out the trick. This felt much the same.

Isaac snored lightly. His mouth hung open and a tiny string of drool lay
across his cheek. He looked as if he could sleep forever.

Jake glanced at the television, marveling at the cartoon images on
Nickelodeon. Talking to Isaac had been surreal enough, but after they’d
spoken for a while, the kid had asked if they could watch something. Sitting
there on the couch watching cartoons with his dead brother as if there was
nothing extraordinary about it ... that had been the most surreal moment of
all.

He didn’t want to get up. Didn’t know what he’d do with himself. How
could he have a normal conversation with anyone right now?

Isaac’s dirty sneakers were pushed up against his thigh. Jake felt the
pressure, the confirmation of reality. But as he sat there with the soft
snoring of the reincarnated boy for company, he could not help but begin to
wonder about the nature of reality. Back in high school, one of his friends
had suffered a serious psychotic break, thought that aliens were monitoring
his every conversation and that the entire government was a vast,
conspiratorial network of collaborators serving alien overlords. The jokes
had been nonstop, but Jake had never thought it was funny. He knew the
little psycho—Jeff Tanner—pretty well. He’d seen the fear and confusion



and paranoia in Tanner’s eyes. With therapy and serious drugs, Tanner had
recovered.

The question, as Jake now saw it, was whether or not his brain had gone
“full Tanner,” as the kids at Coventry High had often said when someone
started acting crazy or belligerent.

Jake looked at the sleeping boy beside him and smiled. Isaac’s nose
remained swollen from whatever had bloodied him that morning, but he
still looked pretty adorable, snoozing away and drooling. If this was a
psychotic break, it was an incredibly detailed bit of imagination.

A thought struck him and he rose from the couch. Isaac slept on
undisturbed as Jake strode into the little dining room. Like so many rooms
in the house, this one was unfinished. Capped wires jutted from the ceiling
where a chandelier belonged. The walls had been painted an antique-rose
hue but he’d left the plates off the outlets. The floors needed to be done, and
the table and chairs were much too obviously a set he’d picked up from a
yard sale.

His camera sat with some of his equipment on the scratched and uneven
table. Jake grabbed the camera and left the still-unfinished room. Perhaps,
he had begun to think, it was not meant to be a dining room. Time would
tell.

Returning to the couch, he raised the camera and studied the boy who
might be Isaac through the viewfinder. He snapped a picture and then three
more in quick succession, afraid that the tiny noises would wake the boy,
but Isaac did not stir. Tapping the button on the back of the camera, he
scanned back through the photos he’d taken. Isaac showed up in all of them,
looking no different from the way he looked to the naked eye. He wasn’t a
vampire, at least, but as for a figment of the imagination, Jake could not be
certain. If all this was some psychotic episode, what did the camera prove?

Nothing.



He set his camera on the coffee table and picked up the remote control,
settling back onto the couch, careful not to rouse Isaac. After a storm he
usually liked to be outside taking pictures. Today would have been the
perfect day for it, warm sun melting ice and snow all over town, but instead
the gauzy drapes were drawn to keep out prying eyes. Isaac had pleaded
with him and Jake had thought it a small concession. The kid had obviously
suffered some kind of trauma. He would speak about it when he felt
comfortable enough. Until then, Jake just had to keep from going nuts.

Aiming the remote, he started surfing channels in search of a movie or
one of the home-improvement shows he always thought would inspire him
to complete some of his projects around the house. He bounced through a
couple of news stations as well and landed on a flick with a young Denzel
Washington before he froze and started back through the channels.

Hurrying through the news stations he had seen a photograph of a boy, a
familiar face, for it belonged to the kid sleeping on the couch beside him. A
terrible car accident in the middle of the storm, a Mercedes upside down,
half submerged on the edge of the Merrimack River. Husband and wife
dead. Police searching for their son, Zachary Stroud.

Isaac had been reborn as Zachary Stroud.

Local police and volunteers were searching for him. The state police
were putting divers into the river, though the current might have carried the
boy miles beneath the frozen surface, at least according to the news anchor.

Only the current hadn’t carried the boy anywhere. He was asleep on
Jake’s couch.

A terrible paralysis gripped him. Jake stared at the television, not
wanting to look at Isaac—at Zachary Stroud—not wanting to think about all
the people searching for this boy. Divers in the river. Relatives who’d
already lost the boy’s parents and didn’t know the kid was alive. Alive and
safe. Snoring on Jake Schapiro’s couch.

He should call. He knew that.



But the ache in his heart would not let him.

He had just gotten Isaac back. Somehow, through means he would never
have believed possible the day before, his brother had returned to him. Now
he had to think about what to do—the right thing to do. Reincarnated
somehow, Isaac was here with him. If he called the police, if he handed the
boy over without telling their mother, without giving her the chance to
speak to her dead son, it would be an unimaginable betrayal.

Jake simply couldn’t do it.

Isaac doesn’t want you to, he told himself. He doesn’t want anyone to
know he’s here.

But it was more complicated than that, wasn’t it? Rationalizations
wouldn’t cut it. Even if this kid was Isaac, he was also, somehow, Zachary
Stroud.

“Jesus,” Jake whispered.

Not a prayer, but nonetheless a plea. He had to talk to someone, but who
would believe him? Who would listen to this crazy-ass story and not try to
interfere? Whom could he trust? He racked his brain but couldn’t come up
with anyone he dared share his story with.

Then he glanced at Isaac, sleeping so peacefully, and it hit him. There
was one person he could call, one who would understand, maybe the only
person in the world who might believe him. Someone who no longer had
any connection with Coventry and would be too far away to interfere.

Jake rose from the couch and went to the kitchen, opening the drawer
where he kept the phone book. Beneath it were all sorts of business cards,
take-out menus, and scraps of paper going back a long while. He found a
torn blue scrap upon which he’d hastily scrawled a cell phone number he’d
acquired six months before.

It won’t work, he thought. She’ll have a new one by now.

But he picked the phone up off the kitchen counter and dialed the
number, then stood and listened to it ring and ring.



In the moments before sunrise, even the forgotten corners of Seattle took on
a glow that suggested their best days were still ahead. Miri Ristani jogged
past the silent hulk of the Brimstone Brewery, her breath fogging the crisp
winter-morning air, her heart keeping rhythm with her feet as she ran. Four
years earlier, when her wanderings had first washed her up on the
proverbial shores of the haven that Seattle had become for her, the old
Brimstone Brewery had been a brick eyesore of boarded windows and
rusted pipes. Now it was being refurbished as a nightclub with upper floors
dedicated to studio space for artists and musicians, just another way in
which the passing days seemed to be scouring the rust off the face of the
whole Georgetown neighborhood of Seattle. One of the oldest
neighborhoods in the city, it was somehow also one of the newest. Its
rebirth had not yet arrived, but it was gestating nicely.

Miri ran with a steady, even gait, breathing the winter air, understanding
with every step that her friends were frustrated by these early-morning runs.
Bad enough to be out alone so early in the summer months, they would say
—had often said—but to run the streets of Seattle before dawn by herself, a
woman alone, was just asking for trouble. She raced past a bagel shop, the
smell of coffee spreading up and down the block, then crossed to the other
side of the street to avoid roadwork. The storefronts were familiar territory
to her by now, a florist, a karate school, a tiny Chinese restaurant, a
Laundromat ... and sprinkled among them, plenty of abandoned shops with
soaped windows and drooping For Lease signs. The neighborhood might be
improving in spite of the economy, but it still had a long way to go.

Still, she wasn’t afraid to be out in the dark alone. In the years since her
high school graduation, Miri had walked far more dangerous streets and
come through unscathed. Alone never bothered her. Alone, in fact, had
become her sanctuary. Five years earlier she had hit the road, put
Massachusetts behind her, and not stopped until she hit the Pacific Ocean,



which seemed like it might be just far enough away from her mother in
order for her to breathe.

On mornings like this, just breathing was enough.

As she rounded a corner past a pub that still reeked of last night’s beer,
she saw the sun coming up over the tops of the buildings to the east. Its
reflection flared in a hundred storefront windows and she felt as if she were
entering some brilliant hall of mirrors. This early on a Sunday morning the
only people on the street were workers headed home from the night shift
and people like Miri, who knew that half the beauty had already spilled out
of a day by the time nine o’clock rolled around.

She relished her isolation. Breathed it in. Blessed the spirit of winter.

Felt her cell phone buzz against her abdomen.

Just the vibration threw off her stride. She considering ignoring the call,
but at half past seven on a Sunday morning it could only be something
urgent, so she slipped the phone from its clip and glanced at the screen as
she darted around a tree that grew up out of the sidewalk.

Call from ... JAKE.

The contact listing on her phone didn’t have a last name for Jake, but
she didn’t need clarification. There were other guys in her life with the
same name but the rest of them needed modifiers, either last names or Jake-
From-Philosophy or Jake-From-the-Gym or Jake-From-Oklahoma.

Miri held the vibrating phone by her hip as she ran on another half-
dozen paces. The idea of talking to Jake opened up so many questions in
her mind, little windows that offered views of parts of her heart she wasn’t
sure she felt like seeing again. Six months had passed since she’d last
spoken to Jake, six months since she’d had contact with anyone from home.
This early in the morning he could only be calling about something terrible
or something wonderful. He’d know she would be awake—if anyone truly
knew her, Jake was that someone—but courtesy would keep him from
dialing the phone unless it was urgent.



The dread that clutched at her nearly stopped her in her tracks but she
managed to take a deep breath and keep going. She exhaled, phone still
vibrating in her hand.

Maybe he’s getting married, she thought, calling to tell me he’s engaged.

But Miri didn’t think so. She thought it must have something to do with
her mother, that the bitch-queen Angie Ristani had finally drunk herself to
death or ended up in jail for slapping a cop or inadvertently killed one of the
patients she was supposed to be nursing back to health. Miri hadn’t spoken
to her mother in two years and had no interest in hearing about her now.

Not even if she’s dead. Not even if she’s dying, and needs you?

“Fuck,” Miri whispered.

She slowed her run, the rhythm of her heart now as off-kilter as her
stride, and answered the call.

“Hello?” she said, coming to a halt.

Silence greeted her. The line sounded flat and empty. She glanced at her
phone and saw that the call had ended. Jake had either given up or been
shunted to voice mail. Breathing, feeling the winter chill creeping in now
that her muscles were at rest, she watched the phone and waited for it to tell
her there was a voice message. A full minute passed before she decided that
Jake had simply hung up.

With a glance to make sure she wouldn’t bump into anyone, Miri started
walking toward home. Her heart still beat its running rhythm and her arms
and legs felt good, ready to work, but her phone seemed an anchor in her
hand.

At the intersection with Carpenter Street she turned left instead of right,
toward home. Four shifts a week, in between classes at the university and
the tutoring she did to help pay for school, Miri worked at a café and
performance space called Mocha, which would have been cooler if it hadn’t
been across the street from a hair salon. There was nothing hipster about
blue-haired old ladies.



Still, she loved Mocha and the friends she’d made while working there.
Right now she wanted coffee as much for warmth as for the companionship
it would bring. Most of the time she preferred being alone, felt her soul
expand in isolation, her understanding of the world growing. But not today.

Swearing quietly, she glanced at her phone and went to the Recent Calls
screen. Her thumb hovered over JAKE. She didn’t have to call him back—if
it was something important he would call again—but her heart held a
certain amount of guilt where Jake Schapiro was concerned. When she’d
left Coventry, she’d left him as well. Sometimes she felt like it was good to
be rid of him, healthy to put behind her a relationship that had been
poisoned by mutual grief more than a decade before. Other times she
missed him and resented him for being the one person from Coventry she
hadn’t been able to forget.

The phone buzzed in her hand.

This time she didn’t hesitate.

“It’s awful early,” she said, glancing ahead at the welcoming sight of the
stylized, steaming coffee cup on the sign in front of Mocha, a block away.
“Tell me it’s good news.”

No sound came through the phone. Even the telltale hollowness of an
open line was absent. The call was just as flat and dead as the first one had
been. Must be dropping calls, she thought, and was about to hit the red
button to end the call when someone spoke.

“Miri.”

She froze, phone clutched to her ear. The Mocha sign seemed a
thousand miles away. Winter seemed to sense an opening, sliding into the
space between clothing and flesh and then somehow between flesh and
bone. When she inhaled, she felt the frost in her lungs.

The voice did not belong to Jake.

“Miri, honey?”

Impossible.



“Daddy?”

Niko Ristani had wandered off in a blizzard in search of help and ended
up frozen to death. Her father had been dead twelve years, but there could
be no question—it was his voice on the phone.

“Come home, Miri. I need you here. Jake and Allie need you, too.”

The February morning had made her skin so cold that her hot tears stung
her face.

“Daddy,” she whispered, staring at the Mocha sign ahead but feeling as
if the ground had suddenly slanted, as if she had slipped sideways out of the
world. “Is it really you?”

“The storm is coming back to Coventry, Miri. Everyone we loved is in
danger. I want to help them but the only way I can do that is through you.”

A hiss of static burst from the phone, a wail and shush that might have
been interference or might have been wind and ice.

“I don’t understand,” she said softly. “What kind of—”

“Miri,” he said, his voice almost lost in the static.

The line went dead. Numb, not breathing, she looked at the phone. Two
words were on the screen—CALL FAILED—but there were two other words

echoing in her mind, the last words she thought she had made out amid that
hiss before the call had been cut off.
Come home.



ELEVEN

The lunchtime crowd that Sunday at The Vault could have been charitably
described as thin. The plows had finished up their work in midmorning and
the sun had done a perfect job of melting whatever ice remained on the
roads. The temperature had risen above forty degrees—warm for February
—and narrow little streams of snowmelt ran along the drifts and into sewer
gratings. The warm-up would not last very long, especially with a more
troubling storm just days away, but for the moment Coventry was a winter
wonderland. People should have been out taking advantage of it, but there
were fewer than fifteen customers inside The Vault.

Halfway through playing an obscure old tune by The National, TJ
glanced at the clock. He hit a wrong note and sang over it, hoping nobody
noticed. The hands of the clock were crawling toward one PM. and he knew
Ella must be thinking the same thing he was—where were the Faithful?
They never used the phrase at the restaurant, but at home that was how they
always referred to the people who rolled in between twelve and one, after
the eleven o’clock Mass had gotten out. Without the Faithful, there wasn’t
much point in opening for lunch on Sundays.

As he sang and played he glanced around the restaurant again. He
spotted Mrs. Bridges and Mr. McFarland, a pair of single oldsters who had
become regulars for Sunday lunch. At their age, he figured, they didn’t call



each other boyfriend and girlfriend, but Ella had told him they’d both lost
spouses to cancer and seemed to have a very nice thing going on Sundays—
Mass, and then lunch at The Vault. Their presence reassured him that there
hadn’t been some church boycott of the restaurant, but that was cold
comfort.

He finished the song to a smattering of polite applause from the table
nearest the corner where he always set up. Everyone else in the place
seemed to think the music must be coming from speakers somewhere. Up
until the economy had bottomed out, Ella had done a robust Sunday-brunch
business. Sometimes TJ had played and at other times he had arranged for
various local musicians to come in. Jazz, blues, folk, and holiday music
when the Christmas season rolled around. But people without jobs didn’t go
out for Sunday brunch and that wasn’t going to change even if Michael
Jackson and Whitney Houston got out of their graves to serenade them over
Belgian waffles.

TJ glanced around and spotted his coffee on top of his amplifier. What
the hell he’d been thinking by leaving it there he had no idea, but he
retrieved it and took a sip. It had cooled too much to taste very good but he
took another long sip anyway, then set the mug on the floor.

When he looked up, Grace had appeared beside him. She leaned against
the wall, sipping pink lemonade and looking as adorable as always in black
boots, leggings, a green top, and a white down vest with a faux-fur fringe
on the hood. At home she still seemed like his little girl but out in public
she liked to adopt a more sophisticated air. If this was what eleven years old
brought, the idea of fifteen terrified him.

“Hi, sweetie,” he said, strumming the guitar and adjusting the tuning.
“Did you have lunch?”

“Pot pie,” Grace replied, her nostrils flaring in distaste. “It’s dreadful.”

“You love the pot pie,” he said, bristling a bit. She’d been behaving
oddly since breakfast. “I hope you didn’t say that to your mother.”



Grace fixed a disapproving frown upon him. “Of course not. That would
be rude.”

“Good. I don’t know what’s gotten into you today, but—"

“Why do you do this?”

A shiver passed through him. He couldn’t have said why, but he
certainly didn’t like the way she looked at him.

“Do what?”

He knew he ought to be playing another song, but it wasn’t as if the
dozen people in the restaurant were paying much attention.

Grace gestured toward empty tables. “This. I just don’t know why you
bother.”

“Hey. That’s enough of that.” He clicked off his microphone and gave
her a withering look. “You know exactly why I’m here.”

“Enlighten me.”

Enlighten her? He wanted to slap her face. If he had been the kind of
man who would ever strike a child, he’d have done just that. On the other
hand, he couldn’t deny that in the middle of his anger was a tiny spot of
pride. What eleven-year-old used the word enlighten in a sentence? Grace
could probably even spell it properly. Had Ella had that kind of vocabulary
in the fourth grade? TJ surely hadn’t.

He took her arm, not hard enough to hurt but firmly enough to let her
know he meant business. Her lips made a thin line but she did not complain
or try to pull away as he drew her nearer, lowering his voice to a whisper.

“I get it, okay?” he said. “Things have been tense. Maybe your mom
and I have been at each other’s throats a little, but we love each other and
we love you. If we’re fighting, that doesn’t mean you have to choose sides
and it damn well doesn’t mean you have to act out to get attention.”

“I’m not acting out.”

“You’re being rude and condescending to your parents and you’re only
eleven years old. That’s not okay. Wouldn’t be okay if you were twenty or



forty, either. We’re doing our best for you and for us as a family.”

TJ glanced around to make sure no one had taken an interest in the
whispers being traded in the corner. “They’re lean times, kid, but not so
lean that you didn’t get the whole outfit you’ve got on for Christmas. I’'m
here playing because live music is something we can offer that most local
restaurants can’t afford right now. We can’t afford to have anyone else do it,
so here I am.”

“It’s supposed to bring in customers,” Grace said, her eyes gleaming in
the sunlight coming in the window behind them, the same rich chocolate
brown as her mother’s.

“Exactly,” TJ said.

“Does it seem to you that it’s working?” the little girl said, sighing as if
she were a teacher about to give up on her student.

TJ flinched. Another ripple went through him but this wasn’t anger; it
felt more like embarrassment. He worked his jaw, tamping down the urge to
snap at her.

“We’re doing everything we know how to do,” he whispered. “It’ll turn
around.”

The Vault had cut back its hours so that it was closed on Mondays and
Tuesdays and open for lunch only on the weekends. The landlord had cut
the rent considerably, knowing that the chances of getting another restaurant
into the space in difficult times were slim.

“Will it?” Grace asked, sipping her pink lemonade.

“I just said it would,” TJ barked.

A clink of silverware brought him around. He blinked and saw that half-
a-dozen heads had turned and some of the customers were observing them
now. He swore inwardly. Most of these people were regulars. They couldn’t
afford to scare even one of them away.

“Listen,” he said, bending to get his coffee mug. “Do me a favor, all
right? Go and get your dad a fresh cup of coffee.”



He held the cup out to her. For a moment Grace looked at it with disdain
that bordered on a sneer and then, reluctantly, she took it from him with her
free hand.

“Sure,” she said, starting to turn away.

TJ clicked his microphone back on.

“But ... Dad?”

He glanced at her.

“She doesn’t appreciate it,” Grace said, tossing her head to get her hair
out of her eyes. “You realize that, don’t you? You’re like the band that kept
playing while the Titanic went down. You’re doing all you can to keep her
dream alive, but she never spares a moment to wonder what happened to
your dreams.”

The microphone probably hadn’t picked up what Grace had said, but it
would catch his voice for sure. It took him a second or two of numb
astonishment to react, and then he reached up to click the mic off again, but
Grace was already walking away.

“This place is doomed,” she said.

She smiled, then, but it didn’t reach her eyes. They were grim and
knowing, not cruel but brutally cold.

That is not an eleven-year-old, he thought. And then he gave a dry,
humorless laugh, knowing that must be what every parent thought at one
point or another.

As he started into another song, his anger turned to worry. The ugliness
between him and Ella had begun to tear their daughter up inside. What
she’d said had some truth in it, and that hurt, but it hurt far worse for him to
think of what they were doing to her childhood.

Something had to change, for Grace’s sake. He hoped that his marriage
could be healed, but he thought the status quo would be even worse for
Grace’s psyche than divorce.



He watched his daughter go up to the bar and offer up his coffee mug
for a refill. Leaning against the bar, back arched in a confident, almost
defiant pose, she looked over at him and gave a little shrug and toss of her
head, as if to say, Sorry, Dad, it’s just tough love. When the bartender,
Herbie, had poured a fresh cup of coffee, Grace touched his hand and
mouthed a thank-you. Everything about the gesture—the look in her eyes,
the way she stood, the small, knowing, confident smile—gave off the aura
of a grown woman, not a child.

TJ lost his place in the song and faked it, repeating an earlier verse.

Nobody seemed to notice. Or maybe it’s just that nobody cares. He
didn’t like to think that, but Grace’s callous pragmatism had rubbed off on
him.

As she came back to him with the coffee, he watched her poise and gait.

Who the hell are you?

The thought startled and saddened him, haunting him for the rest of the
set. It felt to him as if, when he wasn’t looking, some grown-up girl had
replaced his baby. It happened to every father. He’d known the day would
come but had never suspected it would be so soon, and now he was
blindsided.

His little girl was gone.

Doug Manning stood near the foot of his bed, trying to pull on a blue cotton
hooded sweater while conducting a phone conversation.

“Yeah, I’'m watching NECN right now,” he said quietly, switching the
cell from one ear to the other as he dragged the sweater over his head.
“They just did the weather. Looks like it’s gonna hit us on Wednesday,
twenty inches or more. Slow-moving. It’s a monster.”

A chill went through him that he knew a lot of people in Coventry
would share. Watching the computer model of the storm churning in from
the west, all he could think about was blinding snow, a city buried in



paralyzing drifts of white, and the frostbitten cheeks of his wife when
they’d finally found her and brought him in to identify her corpse.

This storm would be different, though. Instead of destroying his life it
would help him build a new one.

“Looks like this is it,” Franco said on the other end of the line.

“Looks like,” Doug replied.

“Are you up to it? Second thoughts? You lose your nerve in the middle
of this thing and me and Baxter maybe end up in jail. I can’t take the risk.”

Doug tamped down the anger rising in him. “You kick a dog enough and
he can’t help biting you, man. I’ve been kicked enough over the years. I’'m
ready to start biting, and I’'m gonna sink my teeth in deep.”

“What the hell you talkin’ about, man?”

“I’m ready, that’s all. I’'m not going to screw this up. If the plan goes
south it’s going to be one of you guys who blew it.”

Franco grunted. “Better not let Baxter hear you talking like that. You’ll
get him paranoid about working with you.”

“Fuck Baxter. It’s happening this week, during this storm. I have one
chance at really turning things around and I’ll do it alone if it comes to that.
I ain’t doing this for fun and I sure as hell ain’t doing it for you and Baxter.”

Franco went quiet. A few seconds of silence passed between them while
the sports guy reported on the Celtics’ latest winning streak.

“I don’t think of you as a friend,” Franco said at last.

“Feeling’s mutual.”

“No, listen up. I think of you as a tool—”

“Franco—"

“A tool is useful as long as it works,” Franco went on. “You don’t want
to see your place in this, I can’t be responsible for what happens.”

Doug laughed softly, but loud enough for Franco to hear him over the
phone.



“I’m no master criminal, that’s true,” he said, with a glance at the
bedroom door to make sure that Angela hadn’t come back upstairs. “But
this is my plan. My goddamned idea. Never mind that I’'m the one who got
us the house keys; I’'m the one whose ass is on the line. Somehow I
managed to give you the impression that I’'m some kind of pussy, maybe
because I haven’t been ripping people off since my cradle days the way you
and Baxter have. But this is my gig, man. The keys are mine. The life I’ve
been living since I lost my wife ... if I’'m gambling my life and my house
and my freedom, that doesn’t feel like a lot of risk to me. So we’re either in
this together, all of us, or I try to pull it off myself. You want to trade bullets
over it, let’s go and do it. Otherwise, stop pushing me. You want me to bare
my throat to you like we’re some dog pack, but it’s not gonna happen,
Franco.”

Again, Franco hesitated. The anger churning inside Doug started to cool
and harden into grim confidence when he heard that silence on the line. He
felt good, really good, for the first time in so long. While Angela had gone
downstairs to make them some lunch, he’d taken a shower and shaved and
pulled on clean clothes. Watching the weather forecast had filled him with a
peculiar excitement, a dreadful anticipation.

“You going to say all this to Baxter when we meet tomorrow?” Franco
asked.

“I am.”

“All right, Dougie. We’ll see how that goes. You might regret asking to
meet in the damn woods instead of somewhere public where he’d be less
likely to snap your neck.”

“I guess we’ll find out,” Doug replied.

He ended the call without saying goodbye and tossed the phone onto the
bed. He felt powerful somehow. Energized.

“Well, that was interesting.”



Doug looked up to see Angela standing in the doorway with a tray of
grilled cheese sandwiches and coffee, which were just about all his kitchen
had to offer at the moment.

He blew out a long breath. “How much of that did you hear?”

She arched an eyebrow. “Enough to know you’ve been a bad boy.”

Doug picked up the remote and clicked off the TV, trying to interpret
her facial expression.

“You don’t seem all that troubled.”

Angela slid the lunch tray onto the low bureau. She started to speak and
then her smile faltered and a terrible sadness seemed to descend upon her.
Powerful emotion made her voice crack when she tried to speak, and she
waved a hand in front of her face, mustering control of herself.

“Sorry,” she said, forcing a smile.

Doug took a step toward her, hands up, wanting to comfort her. “I didn’t
mean for you to hear any of that, and I’m sorry, but I can’t apologize for
any of it.”

With her sad smile, she put a hand on his chest, grabbing a fistful of his
sweater. “I’'m not looking for apologies and I’m not gonna judge you. The
world owes you an apology, babe.”

Doug stared at her, having trouble processing her acceptance. They’d
had a brief, torrid relationship several years ago. Angela had been just as
broken and needy as he’d been and they’d abused each other emotionally,
each forgiving the other. By nature she was loud and a bit crass and rough
in the manner of young beasts who don’t know their own strength.

“Who the hell are you?” he asked.

Angela stepped in close to him, pressed her body against his and her lips
to the softness of his throat.

“I’m the woman who’s not running away.”

“What I can’t figure out is why.”



With a soft kiss, she pushed him backward until he struck the bed and
sat down, and then she straddled him playfully. They were both fully
clothed and she made no effort to undress him or herself, just touched his
face and gazed into his eyes with something like love. She couldn’t love
him; Doug felt sure of that. They didn’t know each other well enough. But
something in her eyes made his mouth go dry.

“You may be up to no good, but you’re a good man,” she said, almost in
a whisper, more vulnerable than he had ever seen her before. “I don’t like
the idea of you doing something criminal mostly because it makes me
afraid for you. I know you’re not some killer or rapist and you’re not going
to really hurt anyone. You’re stealing from someone, right?”

He knew he ought to keep his mouth shut. A crazy thought struck him:
could her showing up have been something other than serendipity? Had
Baxter somehow sent her? Or the cops?

Her eyes put the lie to that.

“Yeah. Something like that,” he confessed, drawing in a deep breath,
feeling something inside him that he didn’t quite understand.

Why was he telling her the truth? He’d never been the kind of guy who
turned into a fool in a woman’s presence. Only Cherie had ever had that
effect on him. He thought of Jack Nicholson, of a famous line in one of his
movies that he’d always told Cherie applied to the two of them: You make
me want to be a better man.

“And you’re not going to take anything from someone they can’t afford
to lose?”

“No.”

She smiled. “Told you.”

Doug slid his fingers into her hair, bent to kiss her, and stopped.

“You’re just going to trust my word? You’re so sure I’m a good man?”

Angela’s only answer was a kiss.



“Listen,” she said, adjusting herself on his lap, rocking a little bit as she
straddled him, rubbing denim against denim. “This thing that happened last
night and this morning ... I think it’s going pretty well, don’t you?”

“Is that a trick question?” he asked, enjoying the friction.

She grinned. “Me too. And I’m not ready to let it end. I don’t want to
freak you out but I called my boss from downstairs and told her I’m taking
a week of my accumulated vacation time from the hospital, starting now.
We had something, once upon a time ... the beginning of something,
anyway. And I want to see if we can make it grow again.”

Doug’s pulse had begun to race. He let out a shuddery breath and
pushed against her, grabbing her ass and pulling her more tightly to him.

“Something’s growing,” he said.

“Hey,” she said, giving him a little slap on the arm that made him laugh
and wince at the same time. “I’m serious.”

“I know you are,” he said, stroking her hair. “And I’'m not gonna lie. It’s
a little fast. Kind of abrupt. What we had before ... it didn’t feel like
romance to me, y’know? It felt like two people trying to save each other
from drowning.”

Angela kissed him gently, breathing words into his mouth.

“This feels different, doesn’t it? From before?”

“Completely,” he said, pulling her down onto the bed.

They made love again, lunch entirely forgotten, and if Doug forgot
himself amid the passion and whispered his dead wife’s name into her ear,
Angela seemed not to notice, or not to mind.

Officer Harley Talbot hated the stereotype of the doughnut-eating cop,
which meant that every time he pulled into the Heavenly Donuts parking lot
he felt as if he were somehow betraying his fellow police. Not that most
cops shared his concerns. A morning never passed at the Coventry police
station without a couple of dozen doughnuts being put out on the table in



the break room and then slowly devoured, usually by men. Even now,
female officers had to work their butts off to be treated equally by their
superiors, and one of the ways they did that was by staying fit, working
harder, and making more arrests.

Harley appreciated that in so many ways. He knew what it was like to
hold oneself to higher standards than those around you. His size and the
unusual darkness of his skin caused people to make assumptions about him
and he proved them wrong through his actions and words. It came in handy,
being able to intimidate the hell out of most people just by looking their
way without a smile on his face. But it could be tiresome as hell. The last
thing he needed was another assumption being made about him. But Heavy
D, as some of his brothers and sisters in blue called the doughnut shop,
made the best damn cup of cocoa in town. And he loved his cocoa.

He’d been out all night looking for Zachary Stroud and had been
ordered home shortly after sunrise. Four hours’ sleep and a shower later and
now he was in uniform and headed back to the river to rejoin the search.

Pulling into the parking lot of Heavenly Donuts, he slouched a little in
his seat, barely conscious of it, then parked his patrol car up against a
snowbank in the back. They had a drive-through, but he’d developed a nice
rapport with the staff, and when he had a few minutes he liked to see them
in person. When he went in and chatted with the owner, Rick Newell, or
one of his employees, he always got an extra helping of whipped cream on
his cocoa.

Harley worked hard to keep fit and treated his body right, but a man
couldn’t resist a little extra whipped cream. He was only human, after all.

As he strode to the doughnut shop, shoes squelching in the dirty slush,
the door slammed open and a young guy hustled out and nearly collided
with him.

“Whoa,” Harley said, grabbing the guy’s shoulders and nudging him
back to arm’s length. “Watch it, man.”



The guy looked up and Harley blinked in surprised recognition. Nat
Kresky went to the local community college and worked at Heavenly
Donuts to pay his way. He still lived with his parents but covered the
minimal tuition with his savings and what he made slinging coffee. Harley
had never seen Nat without a smile on his face—the kid always piled on the
whipped cream for him—but this afternoon, Nat looked lost in despair and
confusion.

“Sorry,” Nat mumbled, and tried to go around.

Harley grabbed his arm. “Nat, what’s the matter? Something happen?”

Ordinary human concern had prompted the question, but so had cop
instincts. Harley believed his were pretty good, and something told him this
kid wasn’t upset just about a girlfriend dumping him or bad news at home.
He didn’t know Nat well, but they’d talked enough for him to see how far
off the rails his troubles had sent him.

When Nat looked at him, though, Harley wondered if maybe he didn’t
know the kid at all.

“I’m fine, Officer. Sorry, but ... I’m fine.”

He tried to pull away but Harley held him without effort.

“‘Officer’?” Harley said.

“Sorry,” Nat replied, glancing down at his name tag. “Officer Talbot.
Can I go now?”

Harley released him but blocked his way. “What’s up with you, Nat?
You hit your head? You okay?”

“I’m not okay,” the kid spat, shooting an angry glance back at the door
of the shop. “I just got fired ’cause I don’t know how to work the stupid
machines!”

Harley’s insides gave a little twist. Getting fired was the least of Nat’s
troubles.

“Nat, what’s my name?”



“What, did I pronounce it wrong?” the kid whined, glancing away with
the petulance of a middle-schooler. “Officer Talbot.”

“You don’t know me?”

A change came over the kid instantly, like a wave passing through his
body, an alarm bell that had just gone off in his head and echoed inside him.
His eyes went dull and crafty.

“Course I do.”

Harley didn’t believe him. “What is it, then? My first name?”

Nat hesitated, caught.

“You screwed up at work ’cause you couldn’t remember how to work
the machines. That’s what you’re saying, right?” Harley asked. “There’s not
much to them, and Mr. Newell’s a good guy, so I'm figuring it had to do
with the cash register, screwing up orders, the kind of stuff you’ve been
doing here for years.”

Nat’s lower lip quivered. “He thought I was on drugs, all right? They all
thought I was on drugs! He should know I’d never...”

The kid silenced himself, turning away. “Just leave me alone, okay? I’'m
going home. I just need sleep.”

Harley shifted to intercept him, not letting him leave.

“It’s more than that, Nat, and I can tell you know it. You don’t even
recognize me and we see each other three or four times a week right inside
the shop. Something’s goin’ on in your head. Hop in the car and I’ll run you
over to the hospital. You need a doc to check you out, make sure it’s not
serious.”

Nat wouldn’t look him in the eye. “I’m just going home. I’'ll get my dad
to take me.”

Again he tried to pass by and this time Harley grabbed his arm harder.
He pointed toward the cruiser he’d parked in back.

“Get in,” he said. “You wanna go home first, that’s fine. I’'ll take you
there. No way I’m going to let you drive. It’s either me or I call you an



ambulance.”

Nat’s lips were pressed into a thin, angry line. Harley had expected the
kid to stamp his foot, but finally he started for the patrol car.

“Fine,” Nat huffed. “But this is stupid.”

Harley followed, hoping the kid was right. But you didn’t suffer the
kind of memory loss Nat was showing signs of without having something
wrong with you, some trauma or an aneurysm or something.

As he got the kid into the backseat, he spared one last, regretful glance
at Heavenly Donuts. He had a terrible feeling he wasn’t going to get his
cocoa today.



TWELVE

Recent years had brought some unseasonably mild winters, but this had not
been one of them. The cold weather had swept down from Canada in early
November and never really abated for more than a day or so. There were
times when the sun shone brightly enough to chase the chill away for a few
hours. Now, late afternoon brought on the early arrival of darkness that had
always made Joe Keenan want to hole up inside his house with a book and a
few logs burning in the fireplace. In early February, spring seemed
somehow further away than ever.

He leaned against the hood of his unmarked, drinking weak coffee that
tasted like it had been strained through a brown paper bag, and watched the
industrious local-media people setting up lights for the live shots they
would do during the five o’clock news. They’d be getting under way
anytime now, and the reporters were choosing their shots, figuring out the
best places to stand in order to have police or volunteer searchers—or at
least the icy river—in the background.

Keenan knew what they’d be reporting: nothing. No headway had been
made in the search for Zachary Stroud, which had been going on for nearly
fifteen hours without a single lead beyond the initial discovery of the boy’s
blood inside the car. The vehicle itself had been removed long ago, as had
the corpses of Zachary Stroud’s parents. Searchers had combed the woods



by the river and begun a door-to-door canvass, hoping to find someone who
had seen the boy wandering in last night’s storm or even this morning—
maybe wet, maybe bleeding.

The Coventry Harbor Master had come out and taken a look at the river,
confirming what Keenan had already guessed: while the current ran strong
under the frozen surface, there was too much ice for them to attempt to drag
the river in search of a body. State-police divers had gone into the water in
midmorning, picking places up and down the bank to enter and search
beneath the ice, but to no avail. Keenan didn’t believe the boy had fallen
into the river, but even if he had, the chances of their finding his body down
there were slim.

He sipped his lukewarm, paper-bag-tasting coffee and watched the last
of the sun sliding behind the roof-and-treetops on the western cityscape.
Going without sleep had become just part of the job over the years, but that
didn’t mean he didn’t get tired. His eyes burned and his body felt like he
had suddenly found himself on a planet with heavier gravity, every step a
slog. Since last night his only fuel had been crappy coffee and a slice of
cold pizza, but he had passed beyond hunger by now.

A rookie in uniform tramped through the trees to the line of cars where
Keenan rested. The detective tried to remember his name.

“Taking five?” Keenan asked.

“Maybe ten,” the rookie replied. He seemed troubled and distracted,
shifting around as he poured himself a Styrofoam cup of crappy coffee from
the little snack table some volunteers had set up. “What about you?”

“My brain is fried,” Detective Keenan said. “Tired as I am, I might see
Bigfoot out there.”

Instead of the chuckle Keenan had expected, the rookie gave him a dark
look. “You’re giving up on the kid?”

The detective bristled. “Who said anything about giving up?”



“A lot of the searchers are saying there’s no way he could’ve survived in
the storm last night, or he drowned, or whatever,” the rookie said.

Something about his tone made Keenan take a closer look at the man.
His name tag identified him as Marco Torres. Short, muscular, black hair
buzzed close to his scalp, he’d been with the Coventry PD just a few
months, but apparently he thought that gave him the experience to needle a
detective.

“It’s weird,” Keenan said. “You say that, but it doesn’t sound like you
believe it.”

What it really sounded like, to Keenan, was a test of faith, like Torres
had thrown out that comment to see if the detective would agree with him,
like a girlfriend commenting on the beauty of another woman just to gauge
her guy’s response.

“I don’t know what to believe,” Officer Torres said, turning away as he
sipped his coffee. “I just hope we find him soon, or that he’s got somewhere
warm to spend the night. Nobody should have to die alone, out in the cold,
especially not a child.”

Though he agreed, something about the guy’s tone still troubled
Keenan,. He studied the rookie from behind, trying to decipher what it was
about Torres that set him on edge.

The sound of tires on gravel made Detective Keenan turn. In the
gloaming of the day, light fading, a familiar, unmarked Crown Victoria
pulled onto the shoulder and stopped. The engine shut off, ticking as it
cooled. Keenan didn’t have to be able to see through the tinted windows to
know who was behind the wheel and his belief was confirmed when the
door popped open and Lieutenant Duquette emerged. The fiftyish man had
a rounded belly, a walrus mustache, and a balding pate, and he wore round
little glasses that reminded Keenan of the aging actor in the diabetes
commercials that were always on TV.

“Torres,” Keenan said.



The rookie turned around just as the lieutenant approached them,
hitching up his belt. Lieutenant Duquette glanced at Torres but then turned
his entire attention on Keenan.

“You look like shit, Joe.”

Keenan nodded. “Thank you, sir.”

“I’m not kidding. You’ve been out here too long. It’s taking a toll. You
should rein things in a little, go home and get some sleep.”

“I don’t look much better than this on my best day, Lieutenant.”

“I’m not asking, Detective.”

Keenan frowned. He was aware of Officer Torres watching them but
this seemed very personal and he had no idea why that might be.

“What’s changed?” he asked.

The lieutenant arched an eyebrow. “I don’t take your meaning.”

“You tried to get me to pull back on the search this morning and here
you are, in person. Sorry, but I just want to know if there’s been a break in
the case I don’t know about, because it seems to me we’ve still got a
missing kid.”

Lieutenant Duquette shot a glance at Torres. “Give us some breathing
room, would you, Officer? But don’t go far. I'll need you momentarily.”

“Yes, sir,” Torres replied, taking his coffee off in the direction of the
lieutenant’s Crown Vic because his other choices were toward the river or
toward the media.

When Torres had excused himself, the lieutenant took a step closer to
Keenan, invading the detective’s personal space with his belly and his
’stache and his bad breath.

“The Stroud boy must be in the river,” Lieutenant Duquette said.
“We’ve gone house to house on all of the adjacent streets, combed the
woods, checked the hospitals, put out a call for help through the media ... it
doesn’t take a detective to realize there’s only one logical explanation.”



The last bit had been meant as a jab, Keenan knew. He felt it, but didn’t
let it show.

“The divers found nothing,” he said, dumping out the rest of his paper-
bag coffee. “There are other possibilities. And there is zero evidence that
the kid went into the water. None. Maybe you don’t believe he’s still out
there, but I do. Zachary Stroud was injured in the accident and wandered
off. Maybe he hit his head and he’s confused. Maybe he asked the wrong
person for help and got abducted. Hell, maybe the crash was no accident
and the whole thing was set up to snatch the kid.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“But not impossible,” Keenan insisted, his irritation burning some of the
exhaustion out of him.

The lieutenant sighed and it was like the sound of a whale venting from
its blowhole. Stroking his mustache, Duquette looked around and then
turned back to Keenan, lowering his voice to a conspiratorial tone.

“The search isn’t coming up with anything, Joe. We’ve done all we can
on the ground. The divers will be back in the water tomorrow but we’re
cutting back on the man power out here. We’ll keep leading searches for a
couple of days on a smaller scale, but if we still haven’t found him by then,
the river gets the blame.”

Detective Keenan knew better than to argue any further. The decision
had been made, and as much as he hated it, he understood.

“All right,” he said. “I’ve got two more days.”

The lieutenant’s eyes narrowed and he tapped one finger to Keenan’s
chest.

“Go home, Joe. You’re no good to this kid if you can’t even think
straight,” the lieutenant said. He turned and called to Torres to return to
them. “I’m going to make sure you get home in one piece. I don’t want you
behind the wheel on so little sleep.”

“I’m fine, Lieutenant—"



“No, Joe. You’re not. You’re going home. Unless you want to tell me
what makes you so damned special?”

“What?” Keenan said, unable to hide his anger. “When have I ever—”

“Do you honestly think all of these other police officers and the
volunteers—some of them firefighters and EMTs and veterans—do you
really think they need you here to tell them what to do?”

Detective Keenan faltered, exhaling, feeling all the anger bleeding out
of him. Much as he hated to admit it, the lieutenant had him.

“Of course not,” he said.

Lieutenant Duquette nodded, then cleared his throat as he turned back to
the rookie.

“Officer Torres, I'm worried about Detective Keenan falling asleep
behind the wheel. Run him home, would you?”

Minutes later, Keenan sat in the passenger side of his own car as Torres
chauffeured him. Another officer would swing by and pick Torres up
afterward. The nighttime rushed in around them, somehow managing to
make the car’s headlights seem altogether brighter.

They rode in silence for a while before Torres piped up.

“Ugly storm coming,” the rookie said. “Weatherman says it could be as
bad as the Big One.”

“So I hear.”

Silence, save for the purr of the engine and the tires on pavement and
the occasional burst of police-radio static.

“I don’t know how you kept it together after that night,” Torres said, his
voice flat, carefully neutral.

Detective Keenan turned slowly to look at him.

Torres flexed his fingers on the steering wheel and shifted in his seat,
feeling Keenan’s displeasure.

“I’m just saying,” Torres went on. “It had to be traumatic for you, those
two boys being electrocuted, one of them dying right in front of you. Then



the father just vanishes. It has to change you, something like that. I only
wondered if it made you care more in a case like this, or care less, and just
work harder so you don’t have to add to the guilt you’re already—"

“Who the fuck do you think you are?” Keenan shouted.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean anything. I just heard about—"

“You’ve been with the department what, six months?”

Expressionless, Torres gripped the wheel and kept his eyes forward.
“Something like that.”

“And you think you’ve earned the right to ask me questions like that?”
Keenan said, fuming, slowing his breathing, trying to get a handle on his
anger. His pain. “You don’t know me, Torres. Don’t ever talk to me about
the storm again, or about anything I might think or feel. Just do your job
and I’ll try my best to keep you from being shot in the back of the head by
some meth-head because you’ve got no common sense and you’ve
alienated your fellow officers.”

“Detective, [ —”

“Shut it.”

Torres complied, but for only a minute or two. When he took the turn
onto Detective Keenan’s street, just blocks from his house, the rookie made
the mistake of speaking up again.

“You’re not going to give up, are you?” Torres asked hopefully, as if
he’d never asked a more important question in his life. “Just tell me that
much.”

“Hell no,” Keenan said, still fuming. He shook his head in frustration.

The tires skidded in sand as Torres braked in front of Keenan’s house.
Detective Keenan popped the door and got out, sticking out his hands for
the keys, which Torres promptly turned over.

“The higher-ups want us to move on already, but I intend to find that
kid,” Keenan said. “Alive.”



Torres slammed the door to Keenan’s car, then leaned on the roof. For
all his deference before, his expression had turned defiant.

“I only ask because of the bang-up job you’re doing so far,” Torres said,
biting off the words. “Your track record of bringing missing kids home alive
kind of sucks.”

Keenan snapped, all rational thought driven out of him. He circled
around the front of the car, keys gripped in his right fist, anger boiling in his
head and heart.

“You son of a bitch,” he sneered. “How fucking dare you?”

He issued no threats. Threats were for people who still saw a path other
than violence. In his mind’s eye he could see Torres’s nose broken and
bleeding, jaw swollen and teeth missing.

Torres made no apology. Instead, he scowled and stood there waiting,
his own hands curled into fists. Younger and probably faster, the rookie
looked formidable. Keenan faked a punch, grabbed his wrist when he tried
to block, then head-butted the prick with enough force to make his head
ring.

The rookie reeled away from him, staggered, and went down on one
knee. Keenan watched Torres’s gun. He didn’t know the guy, had no idea
how far he’d go. Keenan leaned in toward him, still flexing his hands,
wanting to do more damage.

“You don’t know a damn thing about that night.”

Ready for a fight, knowing the disciplinary action he would face and not
caring, Keenan braced himself. But when Torres looked up at him, Keenan
saw the one thing for which he wasn’t prepared. The last thing he would
have expected.

Tears.

“You might be surprised,” Torres said through gritted teeth.

Keenan took a step back. Before he could figure out how to react, he
heard a vehicle approaching and looked up to see a patrol car rolling down



the street toward them.

Torres stood, quickly wiping at his eyes, and it was as if the tears had
never been there at all.

“What do you mean by that?” Keenan asked, as the cruiser pulled to a
stop.

Torres opened the passenger door, turning back to face Keenan.

“Sorry, Detective,” the rookie said. “My ride’s here.”

He slumped into the seat and slammed the door. Keenan stood and
watched the car pull away, his skull still ringing, trying to figure out what
the hell had just happened. Everyone in Coventry started acting hinky when
a big storm was on the way and the one due Wednesday was a monster.
How else could he explain the way Torres had talked to him and the
violence of his own reprisal? He’d never been a brawler, even when
somebody pushed his buttons the way Torres had.

Maybe Torres had lost someone he loved in what they called the Big
One. The killer storm, he thought. The upside was that now he knew there
was at least one person as convinced as he was that Zachary Stroud could
be found.

If the kid was out there, even if someone had snatched him up,
Detective Keenan would find him.

Before the next storm rolled in.

Ella pulled into the driveway and Kkilled the engine quickly, dousing the
headlights, surprised to find her heart racing. She smiled to herself in the
darkness inside her car, a strange excitement building. It seemed a pitiful
thing that this many years into her marriage she ought to feel the sort of
uncertainty that gripped her, the exhilaration that came with a moment of
daring, a breathtaking venture out on a narrow limb.

Maybe that’s what’s wrong with us, she thought. Not enough time spent
out on a limb. She and TJ had become expert at hiding their emotions



instead of laying them bare, and Ella knew that was wrong. Love meant
risking your heart, and she had spent too much time over the past few years
swathing hers in layers of dissatisfaction and indifference that had more to
do with herself than with her husband.

Ella stepped out of the car and closed the door softly, pressing the
button on her key fob to lock it. A wave of reluctance swept over her—what
if she made a fool of herself? Her face burned at the mere thought of it.
After all the arguments and the nights they’d spent with their backs to each
other in their marriage bed—the space between them taking on a weight of
its own and growing heavier by the week—the wrong word or the wrong
glance could end it. The past day or so, she had felt the ice beginning to
thaw between them, but she knew it was a tenuous thing. One more ugly
moment might kill the life they’d made together.

She took a deep breath, then went and unlocked the door. Slipping
quietly inside, she paused in the foyer and breathed in the scent of
something delicious in the oven. With a curious frown she went through the
sitting room and stood in the open kitchen doorway, watching her husband
stirring something in a small pot on the stove. Scruffy as ever, he wore a
thick green cotton sweater, threadbare blue jeans, and socks with no shoes.
In that moment it felt as if ten years had been erased from the calendar and
they existed in a simpler time. Nostalgia stabbed her in the heart.

“Hey,” she said, her voice cracking.

TJ spun around, startled, and put a hand to his chest. “Jeez!” he said.
“What are you trying to do, give me a heart attack?”

She smiled. “What are you cooking?”

“That phyllo-wrapped chicken thing with the scallions and the red-
pepper sauce. It won’t be ready for a while, though. I didn’t...”

“Didn’t expect me for at least a couple of hours,” she said. “Were you
making this just for yourself?”



His brow knitted. “Of course not. You haven’t been eating at the
restaurant lately and I figured when you came home, you might...” He
shook his head. “You know what? Never mind.”

Ella sighed. “I didn’t mean it like that, sweetie. I swear to God. I just
thought maybe somebody had called and tipped you off that I was coming
home early.”

He looked like he might want to continue being angry, to fuel the
argument, but instead he turned his back to her and stirred his sauce.

“What brings you home so early anyway?”

Heart pounding, she realized her palms were a little damp and chuckled
softly at herself. Fortunately, TJ didn’t hear—the last thing they needed was
for him to think she’d been laughing at him.

She crossed the kitchen and stepped up behind him, hands resting
tentatively on his hips before she slid them around to his belly, embracing
him and laying her cheek against his back.

“Us,” she said.

TJ stiffened but she did not back away, just held on to him and held her
breath. After a moment he began to turn and she had to release him so that
he could face her.

“What’s going on, Ella?” he asked, studying her carefully.

“I left early. Gary’s closing for me. I just...” She dropped her gaze. “I
wanted to come home.”

She hated how fragile she sounded, hated the way she had just exposed
herself to him. She knew how easy it was to be injured in a vulnerable
moment; she had done it to him often enough.

TJ said nothing. Long seconds passed until at last she lifted her eyes and
found him staring at her with a sadness so profound that it seemed to open a
chasm in the floor beneath her.

“Should I not have come?” she asked, thinking about love and risk
again, but not favorably this time. She spun away. “Jesus, should I go



back?”

Tears came to her eyes and she angrily swiped at them. They weren’t
born of sadness or even embarrassment, but surrender.

TJ touched her on the arm. “Honey, listen—"

She pulled away. “No, it’s okay. I know problems don’t vanish just
because we pretend they’re gone. I just thought—”

“Ella.”

He spoke her name with a quiet fragility of his own that froze her in
place and made her forget whatever words she had intended to speak next.

“I’m glad you’re home,” he said in that same voice. She did not turn to
face him, afraid that the walls between them that had somehow fallen might
reappear. “I’m always happy to see you, but I’m much happier when you
want to see me. I want to have dinner together, have a glass of wine, talk
about how bad business was today. I want desperately to pretend our
problems are gone and hope they’ll vanish if we wish hard enough.”

Ella felt so tired. Tired of fighting. Tired of things not going their way.
She slumped back against him, letting him take the weight of her bones and
her worries. His arms encircled her and he kissed her head and then her
temple and then she slid around to face him and TJ kissed her mouth with
what felt like a kind of surrender all its own.

“Is it so impossible?” she whispered into the space between them. “I
mean, if we try to stop thinking of them as problems, can’t they go away?”

TJ exhaled, holding her hands tightly, and she felt one of the walls going
back up between them.

“It’s not that simple,” he said.

“I know I can be a bitch. I know it’s unfair.”

TJ frowned. “It’s not that. We’re both at fault. But no matter how happy
I am that you came home and how much I’ve wished we could talk to each
other without all the tension and bullshit...”



He glanced past her at the open kitchen doorway, looking wary and
troubled. Ella turned to see if they were being watched, if Grace had come
in, but they were still alone.

“But?” she asked.

“I think there’s a problem we can’t wish away.”

TJ looked over at the doorway again and suddenly she understood.

“Grace?” she said quietly. “What are you talking about?”

He stepped away from her, ran a hand over his face, glancing around as
if the words he sought might appear in the air. Whatever they were, he
seemed to find them.

“It was weird this morning, right?” he whispered.

Ella nodded. “A little. But she’s—”

He halted her with a raised hand. “Just listen. She came up to talk to me
during my set today and it was even worse. She’s talking like...”

“Like what?”

TJ cocked his head, staring at her with that imploring look that she
knew so well, the one that said, You know. You know, Ella, don’t make me
say it.

“She talks like she’s an adult,” he whispered.

“They all do that.”

“No,” he said, raising a finger. “Not like this. It’s like she’s this wise,
cynical old lady now instead of an eleven-year-old girl. And it’s too weird,
too ... intimate. Like she knows us better than we know ourselves.”

Ella felt herself stiffen. She narrowed her eyes. “I think you’re
overstating it a little, don’t you? Kids are always trying to redefine
themselves, figure out what makes the difference between them and adults.
When I was nine I told my parents that I had rights and they had no
business bossing me around.”

TJ shook his head much more fiercely. “This isnt that. I don’t know
what it is, but it isn’t. Trust me. Better yet, go and take a look at her.”



Ella hesitated, then shrugged. “Okay. Living room?”

“Yes,” TJ said. “You go take a look out there and you tell me that she’s
not acting weird ... that she’s still the same kid.”

“What are you—"

“Go look,” he said with a quiet urgency that got her feet moving.

Ella went back out through the sitting room and foyer to the other side
of the house. She could hear the sitcom laugh track even before she entered
the living room and she allowed herself to wonder about the thing that had
been sneaking around the shadowy corners of her mind for the past couple
of minutes. Is it really Grace who’s acting strange, or is it him?

Then she stepped into the living room.

Grace sat way back on the sofa, tucked primly against the cushions. She
wore a yellow cardigan that Ella recognized as having come from her own
closet; the eleven-year-old practically vanished inside it. Grace had
buttoned the sweater all the way to the top. Across her legs the little girl had
thrown an old blue blanket that TJ’s late mother had knitted by hand. On the
coffee table was a small tray, a porcelain teapot, and a little teacup to match.

Another ripple of laughter came from the television, drawing Ella’s gaze
to the screen, where a half-century-old episode of The Dick Van Dyke Show
unspooled in crystal-clear black-and-white. Ella frowned, trying to force her
mind to make sense of the scene before her. It’s a game, she thought. Some
kind of make-believe, like a tea party, only she didnt have anyone to
pretend with.

More canned laughter on the television—Mary Tyler Moore giving her
husband the cold shoulder—and it occurred to Ella that most of those
laughs, recorded so very long ago, belonged to dead people. It’s like the
ghost of laughter, she thought, and a chill went through her unlike any she’d
ever felt before.

Grace leaned forward to pick up her teacup and the motion startled a
tiny noise out of Ella. The little girl froze for a moment, aware of her



presence, and then continued as if nothing at all had happened, taking a sip
of her tea.

Slowly, Grace turned to look at her, teacup in hand, the blue light from
the television making strange shadows on her face, and Ella’s little girl
smiled at her.

“Come and watch with me, Mother,” she said, oh so properly. “You’ll
adore this episode. It’s one of my favorites.”

Dread traced cold fingers along Ella’s spine. Heart pounding, body
trembling ever so slightly, she backed up two steps and then fled the room.



THIRTEEN

On Monday morning, Allie stood on the sidewalk in front of Trumbull
Middle School, monitoring the cars that were pulling up to the curb so that
parents could drop their children off. The school put two teachers out front
every morning, ostensibly to greet the students who did not take a bus, but
Allie knew that a part of morning-drop-off duty was chiding the parents
who didn’t follow the rules. The instructions were given at the beginning of
the year and they were clear. Parents were not to allow students to exit their
vehicles until they were at the curb in front of the school, and then only on
the passenger side of the car, so they could step right out onto the sidewalk.
Still, some of them bypassed the line and let their kids out in the middle of
the street, never mind the traffic around them and the possibility that their
children might be struck by another vehicle.

Allie hated those people and envied them all at the same time. She hated
them for putting their children in danger and envied them for the innocence
that allowed them to be so cavalier about the safety of their kids.

They’re not safe, she wanted to tell them. None of them are sdfe.
Sometimes they die.

It was twelve years since she’d lost Isaac and these thoughts still filled
her head every time she had to do morning-drop-off duty. Twice a week for
twelve years, watching parents take their children’s lives for granted.



From time to time she knew that she took it too far, going into the street
and sternly admonishing the parents, sometimes allowing a shrill edge to
creep into her voice. In those first years after Isaac’s death, most of the
parents knew that she had lost her son and had the decency to look stricken
when she reminded them of the rules. But as the years passed, those
children had gone on to high school and their parents had gone with them
and fewer and fewer people were aware that she had once had two sons
instead of only one.

What an odd thing it was to have endured such a loss and to have daily
contact with so many people who had no idea. Allie knew that everyone
had tragedies, large and small, that were not visible to those who
encountered them each day, and once that anonymity had returned to her
school days she found that she appreciated it. She liked being just another
teacher—just another mother—and hated those moments in conversation
when people learned of Isaac’s death for the first time. But morning drop-
off was different. When she saw parents being so careless she wanted them
to know what those few minutes they might save by skipping the line could
cost them.

“Mr. Roche?” Allie said, stepping off the curb.

A couple of students stopped to watch but she smiled and waved them
on. “Get inside, guys. Please.”

The boys walked off, muttering to each other. Allie lifted a hand to
signal the driver of a Subaru and moved between the cars waiting in line.
Out in the street, Kitty Roche’s father had stopped his red Volkswagen
parallel to the line and the seventh-grade girl climbed out and then reached
inside to retrieve her backpack.

“Mr. Roche?” Allie called, quickening her step.

Kitty—a skinny blond girl with a red bow in her hair—gave her an
apologetic look and then slipped her backpack over one shoulder.



Inside the car, Mr. Roche kept one hand on the wheel as he leaned over
the passenger seat to peer out at her.

“Sorry, Ms. Schapiro. Just couldn’t be helped today. I'm late for a
meeting.”

There were so many things she wanted to say to him, so many different
ways she could express her fears. More than anything, she wished that she
could let him feel for just a few minutes the pain that she carried with her
every day ... if only so that he would never have to feel it again.

“Mr. Roche,” she said, “better to be late for a meeting than on time for
Kitty’s funeral.”

He gaped at her.

“Jesus,” Kitty whispered, shooting her a look of wide-eyed horror as she
hurried off between the waiting cars and then onto the sidewalk and across
the lawn toward the school.

“That’s a little much, don’t you think?” Mr. Roche said, his expression
both angry and bewildered.

Allie felt her cheeks flushing with embarrassment. She hadn’t intended
the words to come out. She had already reminded half-a-dozen parents
about the rules this morning.

“I’m sorry,” she said, as the line of cars continued to move behind her
and an SUV coming up the street behind Mr. Roche’s VW had to drive
around him. “There are a lot better ways for me to have gotten my point
across.”

Mr. Roche looked as if he might still be angry but then his features
softened.

“It’s all right,” he said. “I get how frustrating it must be out here, having
to police all us rule breakers. But maybe cut down on the caffeine?”

Allie smiled. “I’ll do that if you’ll use the line from now on.”

“I’ll do my best,” he said. “But right now I’ve gotta go.”



Kitty had left the door open because they were talking. Allie was
holding him up. Confused and frustrated, wondering how the moment had
reversed itself so that she was the one apologizing, she wished him a good
day and swung the car door shut. She stepped back as Mr. Roche drove
away, leaving her standing on the wrong side of the drop-off line, out in the
street.

It’s the storm, she thought.

Though it was cold enough for her to be wearing gloves and a scarf and
hat, the sun shone, a beautiful blue-sky day, so rare for February. But if the
forecast turned out to be accurate, in two days they would be in the middle
of a major winter storm, the worst blizzard in years. With such a storm on
the way, was it any wonder that her grief seemed heightened, that Isaac’s
death felt like it had happened twelve days ago instead of twelve years?

What was twelve years after all? She knew that once upon a time, when
she was a little girl, she would have thought twelve years an eternity. But as
she grew older she had begun to realize that a year was nothing. Twelve
years was nothing. She still remembered details from her childhood with
clarity, remembered things from a decade ago that seemed like fresh
experiences to her. She wondered if she would reach old age and still look
back and think the years had passed like nothing. A lifetime ... was
nothing. But it was more than Isaac had gotten.

»
!

“Morning, Ms. Schapiro!” a student called.

She turned to see Claire Nguyen waving to her as the girl hurried across
the lawn from her mother’s car. Allie smiled and waved back.

At least the kids will have a snow day or two, she thought, trying to
make light of the dread that had coiled itself like a snake around her heart.

She glanced at the line of cars, made sure Claire’s mother saw her, and
then slipped between them. She had just reached the sidewalk when she
heard the crunch of metal and a squeal of skidding tires. Students making

their way across the snowy lawn spun around with wide eyes. Allie ran to



Mrs. Nguyen’s car and stood on her toes to get a glimpse of a dark blue
Cadillac drifting away from the parked pickup truck it had just sideswiped
on the other side of the street.

The Cadillac coasted toward the back of the morning drop-off line, its
driver’s-side mirror dangling from some wires.

Students were yelling, some hurrying toward the sidewalk to get a better
look.

“Get back!” Allie said. “All of you get—"

The Cadillac’s engine raced, speeding up instead of slowing. It struck
the last car in line with a whump of crumpling metal and fiberglass. The
chain reaction slammed three or four vehicles into the cars ahead of them,
and then it was over with the hissing of a cracked radiator and the enraged
swearing of several parents who were already popping open doors and
leaping out to survey the damage.

Allie whispered a prayer and rushed to the nearest car, looking in the
passenger window at an eighth-grade boy named Ryan Morretti. The kid
opened the door and stumbled out.

“Ryan, are you all right?” she asked. “Are you okay?”

“I’m good,” he said, shaking his head. “What just happened?”

Allie left him standing there and hurried along the line of cars as the
students got out, none of them apparently injured, grabbing their backpacks
and walking toward the group of parents who were gathered around the
Cadillac. Its hood had buckled, the front end punched in, but the rear end of
the little gold Ford Focus ahead of it had been demolished. Both airbags
had deployed and now she saw that Lauren Cappuccio and her mother were
still in the car. A parent Allie didn’t recognize had opened the driver’s door
and was helping Mrs. Cappuccio extricate herself, so Allie tried to do the
same, but Lauren’s door had been jammed shut by the collision.

The window had shattered, so Allie crouched and peered in at Lauren.
“Are you okay?”



Ordinarily full of confidence and sarcasm, the girl had gone pale, but
she nodded.

“Feel like I got kicked in the chest, but I think I’'m okay.”

“You can breathe all right?” Allie asked.

Lauren smiled wanly. “If I say no, does that mean I don’t have to go to
school?”

“You probably should have a doctor look you over anyway,” Allie said.

“I can breathe fine, but my ears are ringing,” the girl replied.

“Sit tight. I’ll make sure you’re taken care of,” Allie said, turning back
to the Cadillac.

A shouting match had begun. Mrs. Cappuccio seemed to be trying to
calm everyone’s nerves but the driver of the Cadillac had the misfortune to
have included the queen bitch of the PTO, Helen Smith, in his collision.

“Is everyone okay?” Allie asked, looking for injuries.

Heads turned.

“Does it look like we’re okay?” Mrs. Smith barked.

“Actually it does,” Allie said. “But Mrs. Cappuccio’s daughter might
have a concussion.”

And how lucky you all are, Allie thought. Banged up but alive. Your
children alive.

“Oh my god, Lauren,” Mrs. Cappuccio said, rushing around the back of
the Cadillac so that she could get to her daughter, passing right by Allie.

Only then did Allie realize that she recognized the driver of the
Cadillac. Tall and broad and carrying thirty extra pounds, Eric Gustafson
had won election to the city council the year before. His son, Kurt, was one
of Allie’s students, though Mr. Gustafson had not come in for parents’ night
or parent-teacher conferences—his wife had come alone. Allie recognized
him only from his pictures in the local paper. With his Nordic features,
chubby face, and buzz-cut red hair, it would have been hard not to
remember him. She wanted to be furious with him but his expression was



so pathetic and he was surrounded by so much anger that she could only
pity him.

“Are you drunk?” Mrs. Smith demanded, poking Mr. Gustafson in the
chest. “Is that it? Don’t think you’re going to get away with this just
because you’re on the city council!”

The other parents—three of them, not including Mrs. Cappuccio—had
seemed angry before, but with Mrs. Smith’s tirade ringing in the air they all
seemed to be feeling more awkward than angry now. All the students had
slunk away to a safe distance on the snowy lawn where they could watch
and mock with their friends. Even Kurt Gustafson stood twenty yards away,
looking alternately enraged and humiliated by his father.

“I’m sorry! It was an accident!” Gustafson protested, his face reddening.
He looked on the verge of tears.

“Drunk driving isn’t an accident, it’s a crime!” Mrs. Smith snapped.

“I’m not drunk!” Mr. Gustafson cried. He looked around as if searching
for someone to back him up, and when his eyes lit on Allie, he pushed past
the other parents to approach her. “Ms. Schapiro, please. You can smell my
breath. I swear I haven’t been drinking.”

Allie stared at him. Maybe he hadn’t been drinking but his behavior was
certainly odd. Mr. Gustafson seemed on the verge of panic, like a child in
trouble for something and trying to get out of it instead of a grown man—a
city councilman, no less—facing people who were angry about the damage
he’d caused.

“Mr. Gustafson, I have no interest in smelling your breath. You need to
calm down.” She looked at the other parents, focusing on Mrs. Smith. “You
all need to calm down. It’s a fender bender. They happen every day. I’'m
sure you’ve all been in one at some point or another.”

“I am going to be late for work!” Mrs. Smith declared, crossing her
arms defiantly. The sun glinted off her glasses and picked out the cat hairs
that clung to her jacket.



A siren blared in the distance; someone had called the police. Allie
turned around and saw the principal, Mr. D’Amato, and the gym coach
hustling the students toward the school. Relief flooded her. She would be
happy to leave this mess to Mr. D’ Amato.

“All of you please go back to your cars,” Allie said, glancing over at
Mrs. Cappuccio, who had knelt down on the sidewalk to encourage her
daughter. Lauren had begun to release herself from her seat belt and the
airbag, making her way to the driver’s door.

“Not until T get an answer,” Mrs. Smith said, striding over to where
Allie stood with Mr. Gustafson, who had taken up position behind her as if
she could shield him from Mrs. Smith’s wrath.

“Look, I’'m sorry,” Mr. Gustafson said, but he wouldn’t meet Mrs.
Smith’s gaze. He kept shifting his weight from foot to foot, glancing around
with an air of awkward frustration. “But I’'m not drunk.”

“If you haven’t been drinking, then what the hell were you thinking?”
Mrs. Smith demanded. “You hit that pickup truck back there. I saw you
coming in my rearview mirror. You were all over the road and then you hit
your damn accelerator instead of the brake, like one of those ninety-year-
old ladies who crashes through a convenience-store wall. We all had our
children in the car! If you’re not drunk, you must be high—”

“I’m not high!” Mr. Gustafson roared.

“Then what happened?” Mrs. Smith roared right back. “And don’t tell
me your pedal stuck, because I will slap you right in the—"

“I don’t know how to drive a car!” Gustafson shouted.

That silenced them all for a moment.

“I mean...” he fumbled, “I mean I don’t remember how. Something
happened to me. I ... I had to get my son to school and he wanted me to
drive him. His mother went in to work early this morning and I was his only
ride, but I don’t know ... I can’t remember how to drive!”



They all stared. Allie knew there was something he wasn’t saying but
she could also tell that much of this was the truth because it hurt him so
much to reveal it.

A police car turned the corner seconds ahead of an ambulance that came
from the other direction. Principal D’ Amato had been striding toward the
gathered parents but now he redirected himself to meet the police car. Allie
glanced around and saw that all the students had gone inside and only the
cars involved in the accident remained at the curb. The school bell clamored
inside, the sound rolling across the lawn.

Mrs. Smith abandoned them abruptly and marched toward the
policeman, probably to insist that Mr. Gustafson be tested for drugs and
alcohol. And that was the right thing to do, Allie knew. It might have been
accident, but Gustafson could have killed someone. She didn’t like Helen
Smith at all—nobody did, really, not even Mr. Smith—but Allie wondered
if the bitch might be the only one who really understood what she could
have lost this morning.

Penitent and yet somehow also a little petulant, Mr. Gustafson wiped his
eyes and waited for the policeman and the principal. Allie stood close to
him, though all the others had turned their attention elsewhere.

“Did you hit your head recently?” she found herself asking.

Gustafson looked at her. “What?”

“Did you hit your head or fall down or something? I mean, people don’t
usually just forget how to drive.”

He turned away, unwilling to meet her gaze. As she studied him,
something occurred to her that made her knit her brow.

“How did you know my name?” she asked.

His expression changed, turning from irritated to anxious. He cast a
quick glance her way, as if he was guilty of something, but he didn’t
answer. A chill ran up her spine.



Then the policeman was there with a pad and pen out, ready to take a
statement, and Mr. D’ Amato swept Allie away for a private chat so that she
could fill him in. As she spoke to the principal she kept glancing back at
Mr. Gustafson, but he seemed determined not to look her way.

Leaving her to wonder.

Miri lay in bed, looking at the clock on her nightstand, telling herself she
ought to get up. The darkness outside her window had begun to lighten with
a hint of morning. Soon the sun would rise—as much sun as Seattle was
likely to get in February. Sleep had eluded her, save for several brief
respites when she had drifted off for fifteen or twenty minutes only to wake
again, her late father’s voice fresh in her mind, as if he had been speaking to
her in her dreams.

The trouble was that he had spoken to her, but not in a dream.

She studied the clock as it ticked over toward six A.M., but her true
fascination lay not with the time but with the cell phone on the nightstand,
just beyond the clock. She’d plugged it into the wall before going to bed to
make sure it would be charged today, but she had also turned off the power.
The phone lay dormant and harmless and yet she had found herself
convinced that it would ring in the middle of the night. The prospect had
alternately terrified and thrilled her.

Daddy, she thought, as if she could summon him.

Miri had been half convinced that she would have a different
perspective in the morning. People said that sort of thing all the time and
she had found it to be true, but not today. The passing of night and slow
arrival of morning did not chase away the previous day’s events, did not
make her suddenly realize that it had all been a dream or that there was
some legitimate explanation.

The voice on the phone had belonged to her father. Her father was dead.
She had therefore spoken to a ghost.



She sat up and rubbed her eyes. Her hand strayed unconsciously toward
the cell phone before changing trajectory. Picking up the TV remote, she
clicked it on and climbed out of bed, peeling off her fading Decemberists
concert T-shirt and heading for the shower. She splashed some cold water
on her face at the bathroom sink and then found her mind drifting as she
stared at her reflection in the mirror, studying the small rose tattooed on her
hip. Her father had sometimes called her his beautiful flower.

Shaking off her fugue, she turned on the shower and let the water run
until steam began to cloud the room. Only when she had stepped into the
hot spray did the stiffness in her shoulders and neck begin to ease. As the
water cascaded over her and she washed the previous day’s grime from her
body, she at last allowed her thoughts to drift.

Miri thought of home.

On an April morning during her senior year in high school, her mother
had told her that she could no longer afford their house and that she had
stopped paying the mortgage months before. The house was being
foreclosed upon, and Angela would be moving into an apartment. Miri
could stay with her until she went to college and during vacations, but
Angela had made it clear that her one-bedroom apartment was not intended
to be Miri’s home. The fight that had erupted over this decision had been
short, bitter, and one-sided. Although Angela had always had an ugly
temper, she let Miri do all the yelling. The lack of emotion had been the
thing that cut Miri the deepest. Her mother had made a decision and she
was resolute; Miri’s feelings didn’t factor into that at all.

Angela might not have abdicated her responsibilities as a parent, but she
had cast Miri adrift. As a little girl, Miri remembered her mother’s constant
refrain about giving a child roots and wings. Roots and wings. Now her
mother wanted to set the nest on fire.

Miri had never forgiven her for that.



The idea that her childhood home would be gone had distressed her, yet
in some odd way it had freed her as well. She had spent that fall at UMass
Ambherst, and when her mother had asked what she wanted for Christmas,
Miri had told her “a backpack and hiking boots.” The day after Christmas
she had abandoned everything she owned except what she could fit into the
backpack, laced up her new boots, and hit the road, silently vowing never to
sleep on the sofa in her mother’s little apartment again.

Miri had hitchhiked all the way across the country, sleeping in parks and
campgrounds. Despite the horror stories she had heard throughout her life,
no one had attacked her, robbed her, or raped her. Out on the road she had
found only free spirits and lost souls. Along the way, she had spent her time
making bracelets and earrings with beads that she had brought along. She
had been making jewelry as a hobby for years, and when she reached
California she set up a blanket on the beach and began to sell the things she
had made on her travels.

For three years she had wandered the roads of America, visiting forty-
seven of the contiguous states but not returning to Massachusetts. Never
going home. After those three years she had found herself in Seattle, where
at last she decided that her odyssey had ended and a new journey ought to
begin. She got a job and an apartment and went to college and tried to put
Coventry, Massachusetts behind her for good, all except for Jake, her best
friend from high school, with whom she had shared the worst night of both
their lives.

Thoughts of Jake brought her mind back around to the phone call the
day before, and suddenly even the hot water could not drive away the chill
that raced through her. Rinsing out her hair, Miri shut off the tap and dried
off, wrapping her towel around her hair and stepping out into the steam-
filled bathroom. The mirror had frosted over with condensation, so she
could not see her reflection, as if she weren’t really there at all. As if she
existed in the same world where that other phone call had originated.



After she’d dressed and dried her hair, she sat for a time on the edge of
her bed in the company of muffled television voices and stared at her cell
phone. Gray morning had arrived and muted daylight streamed through the
window.

Miri picked up her phone, disconnected it from the charger, and
powered it on. She hesitated for only a second before going to Recent Calls,
where she saw JAKE at the top of the list. Her throat constricted and she felt
her pulse quicken; she had thought that in the light of day, without a second
call or some other evidence, she would be able to tell herself that it hadn’t
happened—that she had not spoken to her dead father on this very phone.

“Shit,” she whispered.

Leaving the cell phone on the nightstand, she went to her closet and
dragged out a travel bag. There were preparations she would have to make,
work to reschedule, people to whom she would have to apologize, so today
was out of the question.

Tomorrow, though. Tomorrow she would go back to the only place she
had ever really thought of as home.

Harley Talbot pulled his cruiser into Jake Schapiro’s driveway shortly after
three PM. on Monday. The shadows of the towering pines and old oak and
birch trees on the property had already grown long. It had been a beautiful
day, the ground covered with pure white snow and the sky blue and bright,
but the winter days were always ephemeral. Harley had no quarrel with the
night—he had gone through several nocturnal periods—but on those
abbreviated winter afternoons when the color began to seep from the land
so early, he always felt cheated.

Who are you kidding? he thought as he put the cruiser in Park and killed
the engine. It’s not the shortness of the day getting under your skin.

Night falling meant the chief would halt the search for Zachary Stroud
until morning—more than twelve hours, during which anything might



happen to the boy, if he was still alive, out there somewhere. Harley had
been with the search team all day, and now he had to pull a regular shift as
well. Someone had to be out patrolling Coventry, especially at night.

As he climbed out of the car, relieved to be able to stretch his long legs,
he glanced at the house and arched an eyebrow. In the fading light and the
long shadows, Jake’s house looked abandoned. The shades had been drawn
on every window.

“What the hell?” Harley muttered, dropping his hand to his sidearm and
undoing the holster snap.

A quick survey of the property revealed nothing out of place. Jake’s car
sat in the driveway, nose up close to the door of the garage, which was too
cluttered to serves its intended purpose. There were no tire tracks in the
snow that still framed the vehicle’s spot on the driveway—Jake hadn’t
driven anywhere since the storm had ended. Harley glanced into the car and
then went up the front walk. With the placement of the house and the trees,
the walkway didn’t get much sun during the day and still bore a crust of ice
that cracked underfoot.

Up close, Harley saw a ridge of light around the shades on the living
room windows to his left. The sidelights around the front door had gauzy
curtains over them but he tried to get a glimpse inside, to no avail.

He rang the doorbell, then rapped loudly on the door, the sound echoing
off the snow and trees. Seconds ticked past. Normally he would have
assumed that Jake had gone for a walk with his camera to take some
pictures but the oddity of the drawn shades disturbed him, along with the
fact that he had texted Jake half-a-dozen times today and left him two voice
mails without getting any reply. He had dropped by to say hello, hoping to
see if Jake was up for a late-night movie and Atomic Wings, a tiny worry in
the back of his mind thanks to Jake’s radio silence.

Now his worry had grown.

“Jake!” he called, knocking harder. “You home? Open the door, man.”



You’re overreacting, Harley.

Maybe he was, but he had only seen all the shades drawn on a house
like this once before—drawn all the way down, so that nobody could get a
look inside—and that had been at the LaValle murder house. The previous
summer, a twenty-year-old college kid named Martin LaValle had come
home from a night of partying with friends, taken his father’s shotgun, and
murdered his little sister in her bed. When his parents had come running,
woken by the gunshot, he had blown them all over the faded floral
wallpaper in the hall.

Harley didn’t like those drawn shades.

“Jake, answer the door, goddammit!” he snapped, slapping his palm
against the wood, shaking the door in its frame.

Fuck it.

He tried the knob but found the door locked. After staring at it for a
moment, as if his scrutiny alone might open it, he rang the bell one last time
and then pressed his ear to the wood, listening to it echo inside and hoping
to hear movement. It seemed to Harley that he did hear something, a kind of
rustle or whisper.

He flinched away from the thunk of the dead bolt being drawn back.

“Jake?”

The door opened ten or twelve inches and Jake Schapiro’s face appeared
in the gap, unshaven and smiling uneasily. He looked unkempt, hair
mussed, wearing a T-shirt and old, baggy jeans. The way he stood reminded
Harley of the times he’d come back to his dorm room in college only to
have his roommate shoo him away because he had a girl in his bed.

“Hey,” Jake said. “Sorry I haven’t gotten back. I’m in the middle of a
project. You know how I get.”

Harley stared at him. “What kind of project?”

“Finishing the back bedroom upstairs. Gonna make it a library, I think.”

“Cool,” Harley replied.



He tilted his head to get a look inside the house but Jake shifted his
body and narrowed the gap a little and there could be no question that he
did not want Harley to see within.

“Look, [—”

“I have some time tomorrow,” Harley interrupted. “I could give you a
hand.”

“No, no, that’s okay. It’s been weighing on me, y’know? All the stuff I
planned to do to fix the place up that I’ve just never gotten around to. I’'m
determined now, and I'd kind of like to accomplish that myself. No
offense.”

Harley nodded, taking a step back. “None taken.”

As Jake’s friend, he wanted to force the issue, to give the door a shove.
As a police officer, there were rules about entering a private residence
uninvited and without a warrant.

Warrant? What are you thinking, that he’s got somebody tied up in
there?

Harley exhaled, smiling at himself. Yes, Jake had gone all twitchy for
some reason. Maybe he did have a girl inside and just wanted Harley to get
the hell away from there so he could close the deal. Or maybe the story
about the home improvements was the truth; Jake had an artist’s ability to
immerse himself in something and forget that the rest of the world existed.
Harley had seen that part of him before.

“Tell me the truth,” he said. “You got a girl in there?”

Jake rolled his eyes, his grin clearly forced. “I wish. Look, I’ll call you
tomorrow, okay? We need a night out.”

“Atomic Wings,” Harley said.

Jake brightened. “Exactly!”

“Tomorrow, then.”

Harley began to turn to go. As he did, he saw Jake edge back from the
door. In the moment before it closed, Harley spotted something in his right



hand—a fan of what appeared to be playing cards, although the yellow
edges of the cards niggled at his memory, as if he ought to have recognized
the design. Had they had illustrations on them? Harley thought they had.

Whomever Jake had been playing cards with, he clearly didn’t want
Harley to know about it. Strip poker? Always a possibility. Maybe the girl
had been half naked already, sitting in the living room and waiting for him
to depart. Harley figured it had to be someone he knew or Jake would’ve
admitted he had someone inside.

You dog, Harley thought, smiling as it all began to make sense to him.

He climbed into his cruiser and started it up, trying to figure out whom
Jake might be hooking up with. Someone from the ME’s office, maybe, or a
crime-scene tech. Though given the effort Jake had made to keep him out,
Harley wondered if maybe it was actually one of the women on the
Coventry PD. There were several Harley wouldn’t have minded seeing out
of their uniforms.

Tomorrow he would pin Jake down.

Curiosity killing him, Harley backed out of the driveway and headed
toward Carpenter Road, turning on his headlights as the twilight deepened
around him.



FOURTEEN

The surface of Kenoza Lake had iced over by the turn of the year and
wouldn’t melt for another month at least. The weekend’s snowstorm had
left inches of fresh snow on top of the ice, and as the sun slid down behind
the tops of the trees, the snowmobile tracks left behind that day looked like
deep scars, carved in shadow.

“Where the hell are we going?” Baxter asked, glancing back at the small
public lot in the lakeside park.

There were four cars there, one of them an old Chevy Monte Carlo that
Doug had been restoring and one an Audi that he figured Franco had
borrowed without permission from an unsuspecting customer at Harpwell’s
Garage. Doug had arrived first and waited in his car, chewing gum to fight
the urge to smoke—a habit he’d given up two years before. He had been
early on purpose and instantly regretted it, but he sat and watched the sun
drift lower in the sky, people returning to their cars, couples and dog owners
who’d been walking in the woods around the lake.

Franco had shown up ten minutes late with Baxter in the passenger seat.
But now they were all here, and it felt like the beginning of something.
Doug could feel the tension in the air and wasn’t sure if it was the pressure
pushing ahead of the huge storm on the way or just the animosity burning
off Baxter.



Doug kept walking, leading the way along a path that vanished into the
thick woods around the lake. When they plunged into the trees, the last of
the daylight abandoned them, as if night had abruptly conquered the sun.

“I asked you where we’re going,” Baxter said, an edge of danger and
just a trace of nerves in his voice.

“Take a breath, man,” Doug said. He pulled a flashlight from his coat
and clicked it on, throwing a strong, bright splash of illumination onto the
path ahead.

Franco gave Doug a hard shove and he stumbled a bit, caught his toe on
a rock jutting from the path, and nearly fell. Doug spun around and shone
the flashlight in Franco’s face, Baxter like an angry ghost hovering just
outside their pool of light.

“What?” Franco demanded, grinning, eyes lit up with the violence that
his kind of man always used to bludgeon the unknown.

Doug knew that his growing assertiveness was making Franco nervous
and didn’t give a damn.

“You’ve got a decision to make,” Doug said, shining his light first on
Franco and then on Baxter. “Are you going to shoot me? I’'m not armed,
boys. You want to put a bullet in me and leave me for the dogs back here,
then do it.”

Franco looked like he might.

Doug glanced at Baxter, whose eyes were calmer. Baxter had his left
hand stuffed in his jacket pocket but the right hand hung free, open but
poised, ready to grab the gun that Doug had seen him jam into his rear
waistband when he got out of the borrowed Audi back in the lot.

“Ease up, D,” Baxter said. He gave a little sniff of amusement as if to
suggest he was above it all. “If you’re gonna be this wound up, man, there’s
no point in doing this job. Being with you is gonna be like walking through
a mine field. We’re gonna be trying not to get arrested; we can’t be
worrying about whether or not we put a foot wrong and you go off.”



Doug nodded slowly, lowering the flashlight. All their faces were in
shadow, now. The slivers of sky visible through the branches overhead had
turned to indigo, except to the west, where striations of pink and orange
were visible but fading fast.

“Understood. But I can’t be worried about you two, either,” he said,
glancing pointedly at Franco. “This is huge for me. For all of us. Huge risks
along with huge rewards if we don’t fuck it up. I have a plan. I’'m going to
explain that plan to you. If you’re with me—"

“With you?” Franco sneered.

Baxter shot him a hard look. “Shut it.”

“If you’re with me,” Doug went on, focusing on Baxter, who had been
transformed by the deepening darkness into a creature of shadows, “then we
do this thing together on Wednesday night. I’ve spent hours thinking about
the angles of this thing, all the ways it could go wrong, and if we have the
balls and a little luck, we’ll all be happy as pigs in shit come Thursday
morning. On the other hand, if you don’t like my plan then you’re welcome
to go your own way.”

Baxter stepped nearer to him, close enough that the glow from the
flashlight, which Doug still held pointed at the ground, gave strange
contours to his face.

“You’re saying we don’t like your plan then you’re out?”

“That’s the way it’s gotta be.”

“You think you know this shit better than me?” Baxter said, eyes
narrowing. “You’re an amateur. You know how many houses I’ve robbed?”

Doug did not flinch. Instead, he thought of Cherie and of Angie, and of
the new life he wanted for himself. The life he deserved.

“You know how many times I’ve been in prison?” he asked, chin high,
close enough to smell the garlic on Baxter’s breath. “None.”

Franco snorted. “Motherfucker can’t be serious.”



Baxter tilted his head. Doug felt the violence radiating from him like
body heat. The last color in the sky drained away as they stared at each
other and now Franco might as well not have been there at all. In the
reflected glow of the flashlight, it was just the two of them.

“I have a plan,” Doug repeated. “Do you want to hear it?”

Baxter gave a slow nod. “All right. Enlighten us.”

Doug turned away, shining the flashlight on the path ahead. “Follow
me.”

He thought Franco might bitch a little more but it turned out that Baxter
had the leash on his attack dog a little tighter than Doug had realized,
because Franco didn’t say a word as Doug led them along the snowy path.
The warmth of the day had softened the snow but as they trudged through
deeper woods, following a path that branched off to the right—away from
the lake—the icy crust crunched underfoot.

After a minute or two without a word among them, Doug used the
flashlight to pick out an even narrower path, again on the right. They had to
duck beneath some low branches to follow it.

“This better be good,” Franco said.

Doug kept walking. When the path began to lighten ahead he turned off
the flashlight and a moment later they emerged from the woods at the
bottom of a snowy hill. An old house sprawled above them, its roofline
painted darker by the light of the early-evening moon. The house was dark
except for a single, small window that might have been the kitchen.

He turned to face his companions. His fellow thieves.

“I don’t think you knew her, Bax, but back in high school there was this
girl in my class named Tallie Hawes. Short for Natalie. Cute girl who never
met a douche bag she didn’t like. Married Andy Porter, who I hated back
then and who lived up to all of my expectations for him. Rich, arrogant,
executive for some bank or finance company or whatever.”



Baxter smiled. “So this is, what, payback? You want to rob him because
he shit on you in high school? I mean, not that there’s anything wrong with
that.”

Doug returned the smile, feeling good. Feeling fine. Thinking of Angie
waiting in his bed.

“Nah. I don’t want to rob Tallie. Shitty taste in guys, but she was always
kinda sweet.”

“They’re not customers at the garage,” Franco said.

“No. They’re not. I actually grew up in this city, man. I know a lot of
people who don’t bring their cars to Timmy Harpwell.” Doug pointed off to
the left, beyond the big, rambling house. “If you look, you can see the peak
of another building back there. That’s the stable. The Porters don’t have
horses, but the previous owners did.”

He expected Franco to make a crack about him wanted to be Butch
Cassidy or something, rob trains from horseback, but to his surprise the
bastard seemed to be paying attention at last.

Doug took a step nearer to them, boots crunching snow. “There are four
snowmobiles in there and plenty of gas.” He pointed up the hill, where a tall
snowbank marked the bottom of Pinewood Circle. “You go up the street,
right across the road up there, and in a couple of minutes you’re in some
more woods, only the paths up there bring you right up to the backyards on
Winchester Street. Three of the houses on our list are on the near side of the
road. If this storm knocks out the power—and from the look of it, that’s a
pretty good bet—then we come in through the trees, go in through the back,
and we may end up with a haul so big we don’t bother with the other two
houses. But if the night’s going well and we feel safe enough, those other
two are a few hundred yards down Winchester and then up Emerald Road.”

He turned and gestured back the way they’d come. “We need a truck,
something with power. Chains on the tires and plow blade on the front. We
park in the lot by the lake and if anyone goes by, they’ll think it’s some



driver on the city dollar taking a nap. We do the job, use the snowmobiles to
get everything back to the truck, plow ourselves out if we have to, and
we’re home free.”

Baxter had a different sort of smile now, a distant expression that spoke
of the future. He was already there, thinking about the haul.

“What about your friends, the Porters?” Franco said. “They’re just
gonna let us take their snowmobiles?”

Doug glanced again at the dark house. “They’ll never know. They’re in
Florida for the whole month.”

“You know this?” Baxter asked. “You’re sure?”

“Completely.”

Franco narrowed his eyes. “How do you know?”

“Same way I know those snowmobiles are in the stable,” Doug said,
cocky now, not able to help it. “Facebook makes people very stupid.”

Baxter actually laughed and after a second Franco did, too.

“You know we need to confirm,” Baxter said. “Get into the stable, make
sure the damn things run and that there’s enough gas.”

“That’s why we’re here,” Doug replied. He cocked his head. “Does that
mean you’re in?”

“In?” Baxter said, glancing at Franco. “Fuck, yes, we’re in.”

“We’re in,” Franco confirmed. “If that storm hits as hard as they’re
saying, the power’ll be out for days. Most of those rich pricks will do what
they always do—head up to Vermont, stay in a fucking ski chalet or
something until things are back to normal.”

Baxter held out his hand. Doug didn’t like him and definitely didn’t
trust him, but he couldn’t fight the sense of triumph that made his chest
swell. He shook, but Baxter used the grip to yank him closer. The ex-con’s
eyes blazed with flint and fire.

“It’s a good plan, Doug,” he said, his growling. “Just don’t get ahead of
yourself. We go when I say go. This is my show.”



A tremor of fear went through Doug, but he fought it off. He had too
much riding on this to be intimidated. If the night went the way he planned
it, he could finally put his past to rest. His hometown had treated him like
he was nobody. In his darkest hours, no one had so much as extended a
hand. Coventry owed him, and as soon as he collected, he would put the
whole city in his rearview.

Except Angie, he thought. Could be she wants a fresh start somewhere,
too.

“I don’t have any interest in being the boss,” Doug said. “This is it for
me. We do this and I’m gone. So, yeah, it’s your show, man. As long as
you’re good with the plan, I’1l follow your lead.”

Baxter squeezed his hand too tightly, shook, and then let go.

“All right then,” he said, turning to glance at Franco and then looking up
at the clear, moonlit sky. “Now all we need is the storm.”

Within Coventry’s city limits there were four bridges that spanned the
Merrimack River. The least traveled of these was Farmer’s Bridge, named
for its original use as the primary route for local farmers to bring their
goods to the downtown market in an era when a Farmer’s Market hadn’t
been something middle-class suburbanites attended on leisure Sunday
afternoons.

Trees leaned out over the water on both sides of the river and covered
much of the bridge with shade. Joe Keenan liked to think of it as the
Forgotten Bridge, because so many people ignored it. Many people who
had settled in Coventry over the past decade or so were barely aware that it
existed. The two primary river crossings had been rebuilt in those years and
were wide and modern and had black, wrought-iron streetlamps along their
lengths. The Farmer’s Bridge seemed like a relic of the past, connecting old
farm roads on either side of the river, neighborhoods whose houses dated
back seventy years or more. One either had to know how to find it or



stumble upon it by accident, and even then crossing the bridge seemed more
quaint than practical, as it was only barely wide enough for two full-size
vehicles to pass each other by.

The Farmer’s Bridge—the Forgotten Bridge—had been Keenan’s
thinking spot for his entire life. As a child he had walked here with his
mother and played Pooh Sticks, the simplest game ever invented, which
they had taken from the pages of Winnie-the-Pooh. They would take small
sticks and drop them into the river, then rush across the street and watch to
see whose stick floated out from underneath the first. Keenan cherished
those memories of his mother, who’d been the most patient woman in the
world. She had made the game seem both exciting and important, and they
had both received a kind of sweet grace from the playing of it. A calm in
their hearts.

His mother had been dead for thirteen years. He stood on the Forgotten
Bridge and looked down at the icy river and could not bring himself to
throw anything into the swath of open water, not even the broken stick he
held in one hand. Just the thought of doing so made him picture pale arms
struggling and a small head bobbing along with chunks of ice, cheeks
turning blue, fingers reaching as he went down, carried under the bridge
and emerging seconds later, floating, spinning lazily on the current, dead
eyes staring up eternally at the night sky.

Headlights washed across the bridge and Keenan turned, shielding his
eyes, and spotted a police cruiser rolling toward him. He’d parked his
unmarked at the other end of the bridge and walked out here, needing time
to himself. Time away from his phone and his radio and memories of past
storms and fears of those yet to come. As he saw the cruiser, a flutter of
trepidation hit him. The idea that a cop would be driving across this
forgotten bridge while he was there seemed even less likely than that
someone had come looking for him with news of Zachary Stroud. Could the
boy have been found?



When the car rolled to a halt and he bent to peer in at Harley Talbot, he
knew from the officer’s expression that he’d been wrong to hope.

“What the hell are you doing out here?” he asked.

Harley arched an eyebrow. “I could ask you the same.”

“You could. How did you know to look for me here?”

“Finch told me you used to come out here all the time back in the day.”

Keenan knew what he meant. Back in the months—hell, the first couple
of years—after the storm that had killed Gavin Wexler and Charlie Newell
and so many others, he had visited Farmer’s Bridge often, tossing sticks
into the water and not bothering to run across to see them float out the other
side. The rushing water had brought him peace as he pondered the
knowledge that all things were a river, every moment carried away from us,
forever beyond reach. It had helped.

“Finch,” Keenan said. “I wouldn’t have figured him for the observant
type.”

Only the older cops, like Finch and Lieutenant Duquette, would have
remembered Keenan’s visits to the bridge. But none of them had troubled
himself to come out looking for him. Harley Talbot wasn’t just a good cop.
He was a good man.

“I guess you know they’ve basically called off the search,” Harley said,
pain in his eyes.

“I heard.”

“I tried calling you.”

Keenan gestured toward the end of the bridge. “I left my phone. Radio,
too.”

“Needed some downtime,” Harley said, smiling sheepishly. “And here 1
am screwing that up for you.”

“No, it’s okay.”

A line appeared on Harley’s forehead. In the light from his dashboard,
the massive cop looked grimly unhappy.



“Storm’s coming in day after tomorrow,” Harley said. “They’ll have a
skeleton crew out searching tomorrow and then they’re done. Tomorrow the
word will go out that we believe he may have drowned in the river, let the
public know we’ve chalked it up as a drowning.”

“Of course,” Keenan said bitterly.

“Look, Detective, I figured you’d have heard already but I wanted to tell
you face-to-face that I’'m with you on this.”

“What do you mean, ‘with’ me?”

Harley smiled. “I know you don’t think this kid went into the water, so,
officially or not, you’re gonna keep looking.”

Keenan glanced out at the water for a moment, watched slabs of ice
floating along the river in the moonlight.

“Yeah, I’'m gonna keep looking,” he said. “Maybe that’s because I’ve
seen too many dead kids and I just can’t take another one. I get the
impression that’s what Marco Torres thinks.”

“Torres is a punk.”

Keenan smiled. “Doesn’t make him wrong. This whole thing could just
be wishful thinking on my part. The kid’s probably in the river.”

“Probably,” Harley agreed.

Keenan shot him a hard look, eyes narrowed. “Is that what you think?”

Engine idling, dashboard lights turning his skin indigo blue, Harley
frowned.

“I think every hour that passes it’s more likely that the Stroud boy is
dead. But I saw the accident scene and I have a hard time thinking the kid
just stumbled into the water. My gut says no.”

Keenan nodded. “Exactly. If this kid’s still alive, then someone saw him.
Someone knows where he is.”

“Like I said, I’'m with you.”

“Thanks for that,” Keenan said. “Really.”



“But you’re not going to find him tonight,” Harley added. “Get in. I’'ll
run you to your car.”

Keenan hesitated, the broken stick in his hand taking on a strange new
weight. He turned back to the railing, glanced at the icy water, and tossed
the stick down into the churning current. He pulled open the cruiser’s
passenger door and climbed in. As Harley drove him the rest of the length
of the bridge, he felt a pang of regret that he had not raced across the bridge
to see whether it came out the other side.

Maybe it’s better not to know, he thought, gazing out the car window at
the gauzy halo around the moon. At least then there’s still hope.



FIFTEEN

Miri’s flight left Seattle at quarter to seven on Tuesday morning. She was
used to rising early, but the buzz of her alarm at four A.M. had left her with
bleary eyes and a persistent grumble until halfway through the flight, when
she managed to drift off for a couple of hours of additional sleep. There had
been seats available on later flights, but they had been more expensive and,
with the monster blizzard all the weather reports showed moving toward
New England, she wanted to get safely on the ground as soon as possible.

By the time she had landed and waited in line to pick up her rental car, it
was a few minutes after five pM.—the time change obliterating any hope of
seeing daylight today. She had arrived at the airport in Seattle in the dark
that morning, and night had already returned by the time she drove away
from Logan Airport, in Boston, that afternoon. A glimpse out the window at
the sky assured her that she wouldn’t have seen much sun even if she’d
arrived hours earlier. The thick of the storm might not be scheduled to
arrive until after midnight, but the roiling clouds hung pregnant above and
occasional flurries blew around the rented Ford, as if the storm was waiting
just above the clouds, so full that the small flakes kept slipping through
prematurely.

She drove north, discovering each mile as if she had never traveled
these roads before. There were new buildings visible from the highway and



a new overpass on Route 93, but as she wended her way toward her
childhood home she found herself igniting old memories that had lain
dormant for years. Miri did not feel any desire to come back to live in New
England, but still she realized that she had missed it, that she had a
bittersweet love for the place that she had denied for a very long time. The
feeling had a surreal quality that she had never before experienced.

She reached the exit for downtown Coventry just before six o’clock. In
a parking lot that had once held a Toyota dealership, three snowplows and a
sander idled in the darkness, drivers sitting in shadows in the cabs, smoking
cigarettes and talking through their open windows. Miri imagined them as
early settlers, circling the wagons to prepare for an attack. The real snow
wouldn’t start for five or six hours, but the forecast had apparently forced
the city to get its act together for once. They were ready.

Hipster music played on the car radio—she’d tuned it to her old
favorite, The River, which was headquartered right here in Coventry. Gusts
of wind buffeted the little Ford as she drove along Washington Street,
looking at the warm lights burning in the windows of The Tap and Keon’s
and the other restaurants and storefronts that were part of the fabric of her
memories of home.

Home, she thought. Where are you going, Miri?

The answer was not home. She knew she had to see her mother at some
point, and she found that she wanted to see Jake. Needed to, urged on by a
fondness in her heart. It had been so long since she had allowed herself to
miss him, and now that she had let those feelings in, the strength of them
surprised her.

Yet she found herself driving not to her mother’s apartment or to Jake’s
house but pulling into a curbside parking space across the street from The
Vault. Killing the engine—the sudden silence making her aware of the
music she had barely been listening to on the radio—she sat for several
seconds and just looked at the windows. Her mother had taken her to dinner



at The Vault at least twice a month during high school, usually dragging
Jake or another of her friends along. With strangers now living in her
childhood home and the corridors of Coventry High no longer her territory,
this felt like the closest she could find to a real homecoming.

Miri locked up the car, crossed the street, and pulled open the door of
The Vault. From the bone-deep chill of winter, she stepped into the warmth
of the restaurant’s foyer and inhaled the delicious aromas that wafted from
the kitchen. A blaze roared in the large fireplace and she felt the heat reach
her core instantly. A twinge of regret touched her heart, not that she wanted
to live here again but that the past was past, never to be lived again. She’d
been so happy to put Coventry behind her forever, but now that she’d
returned she realized that there had been much to love about this place.

“Can I help you?” a pretty brunette hostess asked. She was young, with
skin like caramel, and Miri wondered if she went to Coventry High or had
recently graduated. For a moment she was tempted to ask about the teachers
she remembered fondly, but resisted the urge.

“Table for one,” Miri said. Once she would have been embarrassed to
eat in a restaurant by herself. As an adult, she had come to enjoy her own
company.

Ensconced in a small, intimate booth by the front windows, she took off
her knit cap and shook out her curly hair. She glanced around in search of
Ella, the always friendly and energetic owner, or her husband, TJ, whose
rich, sexy singing voice was half the reason The Vault had maintained such
a cherished place in Miri’s memory. Neither of them seemed to be around
but she found it didn’t disappoint her very much. She was not sure how
long she would be back in Coventry, but certainly long enough to pay The
Vault another visit.

A frown creased her forehead as she wondered again how long she
would be here.



Never mind how long, she thought. The big question is: why? What the
hell am I doing here?

The phone call from her father seemed so unreal to her now. So much
like a dream. Miri knew it had not been either dream or imagination. Her
presence here—her plane flight and rental car and the lack of any tangible
plan as to what she would do upon her arrival—was evidence enough of
that. But what was she supposed to do now that she was here?

For the moment she had no answer, other than to see her mother and
Jake.

There were other people she knew in Coventry, other old friends, and
there were a small handful that she would not mind seeing during her visit.
Tonya Michelli. Adam Chang. But such wistful thoughts—unusual for her
—vanished in the shadow of the haunting call that had brought her home.

The waiter came, a short Latino guy with incredible eyes and obvious
muscles, a year or two older than she was, at a guess.

“Can I get you something to drink while you’re looking at the menu?”
he asked.

“I haven’t been here in forever, but do you still do that little pot-pie
dish?”

He smiled. “We do. It’s my favorite.”

Miri liked his smile very much. “Then I don’t need to open the menu,”
she said. “I’ll have that, with a glass of water now and a coffee after.”

“A woman who knows what she wants,” the waiter observed.

“For better or worse,” Miri agreed.

The waiter gave her a curious look before he took her menu and went
off to the kitchen. Though it was still relatively early in the dinner hour,
there were a good number of people in the restaurant already, many of them
at the bar, and she overheard talk of the impending storm along with other
chatter and the clinking of glasses. Customers had apparently come in for a
hot meal before the storm crashed in. She overheard several people at a



nearby table talking about the chaos at the supermarket earlier in the day as
people stocked up on groceries and batteries for flashlights and even
candles.

A ripple of nausea went through her. Somehow Miri had managed to
keep her feelings about the impending blizzard at a distance, but now with
these hushed conversations all around her and the strange, breathless
tension she felt among the diners in The Vault, dark memories returned,
along with a terrible fear that she had tamped down inside her for a dozen
years.

For the first time she worried about where she would spend the night.
She had intended to get a room at the old Sheraton on the north end of
town, not far from the New Hampshire border. But now the idea of being
alone troubled her.

A sudden urgency filled her and she wanted the waiter to hurry. Perhaps
it had been a bad idea for her to stop for a sit-down meal. She wondered if
Jake would let her sleep the night on his sofa.

Of course he will, you moron, she thought. He might hate you for
leaving, but that doesn’t mean he doesn't still love you.

Some friendships were forever, and she and Jake Schapiro were
connected by more than just love or friendship. They had shared the most
terrifying and most painful night of their lives together. That linked them
like nothing else could.

Miri glanced out the window at a passing car, its headlights and the
streetlamps illuminating the flurries that danced in the air all along
Washington Street.

A man stood on the opposite sidewalk, almost lost in the yellow glow of
a streetlamp above him, snow flurries swirling around him. Miri couldn’t
breathe. Her heart seized in her chest. The snowflakes moved around
him ... and through him, as if he weren’t there at all.

Icy fingers spider-walked along her spine.



“Daddy?” she whispered.

The figure stepped off the curb and began to cross the street toward the
front of the restaurant and her heart leaped with fear and hope in equal
measure. The snowflakes swirled through him, and though he was
substantial and three-dimensional and as real as the cold glass against which
she now placed her fingertips, she could see through him, his body
translucent and turning to shadow as he stepped out of the dome of light
cast by the streetlamp above.

The ghost gazed at her, a sad smile touching his darkened features as he
reached the middle of the street.

As if coming awake from a dream, Miri bolted into action. She slid from
the little booth, dragging the tablecloth and dumping her knife and fork and
napkin to the floor as she ran for the front door, slammed it open, and
stepped out into the night. A blast of wind gusted so hard that she staggered
a bit.

Miri looked up and saw that the flurry had ended. The sky still hung
heavy with snow, but for the moment it had ceased to fall. Wind eddied a
few flakes along the pavement, but the real storm had yet to begin.

Of her father’s ghost, there was no sign.

Doug watched Angela glide across the ice on rented skates and couldn’t
help smiling. She wore a white knit hat pulled down far enough to cover her
ears and a thick blue cotton scarf that hid her smile, but somehow he found
her more beautiful than ever. He still remembered the irritable, dissatisfied,
volatile woman she’d been when they had first dated, but over the past
couple of days those memories had been quickly fading. As she did an ice
pirouette, her hazel eyes lit up with joy, and he knew that he would do
whatever he had to do in order to see that joy again and again. Tomorrow’s
burglaries would go a long way toward making that happen. He wasn’t



stupid enough to give her any of the jewelry they planned to steal, but
something bought with the proceeds ... that would make her eyes sparkle.

The ice skating at the rink in Veterans Memorial Park—the stretch of
green between City Hall and the town library—had been a Coventry winter
tradition for more than fifty years. Doug knew how to skate well enough,
but growing up he had never understood the point of doing it without a
hockey stick in his hands and a goal to shoot pucks at. Then he’d met
Cherie, and that had changed. The outdoor rink, little more than a wooden
frame full of frozen water, had been her favorite place in the world. Her
mother had brought her there as a little girl and she had always said that it
brought her back to those days, that the Christmas lights strung in the bare
branches of the trees all over the park and her hair flying as she skated
made her feel ten years old again.

Angela turned to him, skating backward and beckoning him to follow,
which he did in the long, powerful strides that his body still remembered
from high school hockey. He had his own nostalgia for the rink, for the cold
air and the couples skating hand in hand, some of them old enough to have
skated there the first year it opened. But his nostalgia was bittersweet.

Making the turn at the far end of the rink, Angela swept into another
pirouette, this one less graceful. She spun around once and then hit a rough
patch of ice and went down on her behind, sliding several feet before she
burst out laughing, her scarf sliding down to reveal the rest of her face.

Doug skated to a hard stop, spraying ice at her.

“Hey!” Angela cried, pouting. “That’s not very nice.”

“I said I could skate,” Doug said, reaching out to give her a hand up. “I
never said I was graceful.”

She took his hand and he hauled her up onto her skates, then pulled her
against him for a kiss. Angela smiled against his lips, then responded more
fully, grabbing the back of his head to deepen the kiss. His body reacted



instantly and he pressed himself against her, nearly unbalancing them both,
so that they had to retreat to arm’s length to keep from falling.

Grinning, Doug skated a few feet away from her. A pair of high-
schoolers went by, shaky on their skates, arms out as if bracing for a
tumble.

“You never told me you could skate so well,” he said.

Angela glided after him. “You mean fall on my ass? Yeah, that was
lovely.”

“You know what I mean. Were you into figure skating as a kid? I didn’t
know you and Cherie had that in common.”

They’d been close friends. Doug figured they must have bonded over a
shared love of skating, but he didn’t remember either Cherie or Angela ever
bringing it up.

“I’ve always loved to skate,” Angela said, turning around to skate
backward and yet still catching up to him and smiling as she passed him by.

“Did you two ever go together?”

“All the time,” Angela said quickly, but she glanced abruptly away and
he had the strangest sense that she was lying to him.

“That’s weird.”

She cocked an eyebrow. “What is?”

“I took her skating all the time during the winters we were together.
How come you never came along?”

With a sad smile, she reached out and took his hand as they continued to
skate face-to-face.

“I did, baby. Trust me. I was with you every time.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” he asked.

But he had barely made it halfway through the question before she
pulled away and turned from him, skating off into the crowd and wiping her
eyes. Just before she’d spun away, Doug thought she had begun to cry.

What are you hiding? he thought.



Through a gap in the crowd circling the rink, he saw her skating alone in
the center of the ice. She had taken off her hat and her hair flew behind her
as she glided along, enjoying the sensation, as if only here on the ice could
she find peace.

Doug waited for a gap in the line of skaters passing him by and then
went to her. When Angela turned to him, her tears were gone but her eyes
held a haunted sorrow that he had never seen in them before.

“What is it?” he asked.

She took his hand. “Just skate with me, baby. I want to remember this,
no matter what happens.”

Doug touched her face, tucked her hair behind her ear. Was she worried
about what might happen to him tomorrow night? About the burglaries?

“What’s going to happen?” he asked.

“Silly man,” Angela said, tugging him along beside her, the air full of
chatter and laughter and distant music. “It’s going to snow.”

Detective Keenan walked into The Tap, relishing the heat blasting from the
vent above the restaurant’s foyer. He shivered a little, but from the warmth
instead of the cold, and some of the stress eased from him. A glance at the
clock above the bar—an antique Elvis Presley whose hips swung from side
to side to tick the seconds away—showed that eight pM. had come and
gone, which meant that he was officially off duty.

The Tap was a combination restaurant and brewhouse, complete with
vats of beer in the cellar. The bar and dining room were separated by a wall
whose lower half was wood and whose upper half was frosted glass. As he
walked to the bar he peeked through the opening between the two rooms
and saw that only a few tables were occupied, which explained the bored
look on the face of the tall, soccer-mom-looking woman by the hostess
stand. She started to reach for a menu as he approached, but he waved her
away and pointed to the bar and she went back to her desultory slouch.



Several people recognized and greeted him as he moved through the bar,
all cops. The Tap had been unofficially adopted by the Coventry PD in the
years since their old haunt, the Lasting Room, had closed. Keenan gave
halfhearted hellos and clapped more than one officer on the shoulder as he
made his way to an empty stool, but he did not linger or stop to chat. He
had come here because it was familiar and comfortable and because he
liked the Coventry Winter Ale they brewed, not to look into the eyes of his
fellow police and see the regret and apology they felt over failing to find
Zachary Stroud.

As he slid onto a stool, the aging blond bartender noticed him and came
down the bar.

“Evening, Joe,” she said, her voice a cigarette rasp.

“Morgan,” Detective Keenan said. “Glad to find an empty seat.”

“Aw, we’re just a little light tonight. Hell, it’s a Tuesday,” Brenda said,
the makeup crinkling on her face, worn by nicotine and years of tanning.
“It’s the restaurant that’s dead.”

“I’m just teasing,” Keenan said. “I’'m actually surprised you’ve got a
crowd at all. It’s gone very quiet out there tonight.”

Brenda wiped down the counter like some bartender in an old Western.

“You know what it’s like before a snowstorm. Coventry always holds its
breath,” she said, then met his gaze. “What can I get you? Winter Ale?”

Keenan smiled, his tension relaxing further. “How do you do that? I
hardly ever come in here anymore.”

“Yeah, yeah, ever since you made detective,” Brenda teased, grabbing a
glass and going to the tap to draw his beer. “But you’ve been drinking the
same thing every winter for, like, ten friggin’ years.”

She poured a perfect glass—just a skim of foam on top—put out a
coaster, and set his beer on top of it.

“If my wife ever throws me out, I’'m going to propose to you,” Keenan
said. “Any woman with that kind of memory should be cherished.”



“Yeah, right. Tell that to my asshole ex-husband.”

Keenan took a swig of his beer and was about to reply when someone
tapped his shoulder. He turned to see Marco Torres standing behind him,
looking pissed off. After the week he’d been having, Keenan had run out of
patience.

“What the hell’s your problem?”

Torres shuddered as if he might cry and stepped in close.

“Personal space, asshole,” Keenan said, but when he reached up to push
Torres away, the younger man grabbed his wrist and twisted his arm aside.

“He’s still out there, you son of a bitch,” Torres whispered. “You’re here
having a beer and another kid is going to die on your watch.”

“Fuck off!” Keenan shouted, shaking loose and shoving Torres
backward, so that he crashed into the wall, his head cracking a panel of
frosted glass.

Other patrons at the bar shuffled away from them, but the cops who’d
been drinking there moved nearer, all of them ready to step in if things got
out of hand. One of them was Ted Finch, who gave Keenan a conspiratorial
grin.

“Didn’t think you had it in you, Joe,” Finch said.

Keenan felt all the fight go out of him. If Finch approved, he knew he
had crossed a line. He stared at Torres, who stood in a kind of defensive
crouch, eyes wide with what looked more like sadness than fear. A chill
went through the detective, a crawling, icy thing that spread through him
with a shiver. Something about the way Torres looked at him made his
stomach knot with unease.

“Why me?” Keenan demanded. “Yeah, I want to find the kid. It’s killing
me. But why the hell do you put this just on me when there’s a whole
department—a whole goddamn city—that should still be out searching?”

Torres straightened, his eyes narrowing angrily. His lips were a thin
white line until he took a single step nearer and spoke so quietly that even



Keenan could not be completely certain what he said.

Then Torres bolted, running for the exit and slamming out the door.

A lot of chatter filled the wake of his departure, patrons reacting to the
scene and cops muttering about rookies coming unraveled because of the
job. Finch came up beside Keenan and offered to buy him a beer as soon as
he’d drained his glass.

“Another night, Ted,” Keenan said, drinking half of his beer in a couple
of gulps and then dropping a ten on the bar. He glanced up and saw Brenda
watching him. “Tell the owner he can reach me at the department about the
glass. I’'ll cover it.”

His voice sounded as if it were coming from somewhere other than his
own lips.

Keenan ignored Finch’s exhortations to finish his beer, to stick around
and join the other cops in the bar for another round, and headed for the
door. He stepped outside into the frigid February night, the wind cutting
through his jacket, the air heavy with the threat of the coming storm. He
shoved his hands into his pockets and glanced around for any sign of
Torres, but the rookie had gone.

The last thing Torres had said had been spoken so quietly that even
Keenan, who had been the closest to him, wasn’t sure he had heard
correctly. But he knew what those words had sounded like.

“Because I'm betting you still remember what my skin smelled like
when it burned.”

Miri sat in her rental car, bathed in the green glow of the dashboard lights.
Hot air blasted from the vents and yet she could not get warm inside. There
were only two possibilities. Either she had seen her father’s ghost standing
on the sidewalk across the street from The Vault in the middle of a snow
flurry ... or she had lost her mind. Such thoughts made it almost impossible
for her to breathe.



She had loved her father deeply and still missed him so much that it hurt
every day, so the idea of being able to see him and speak to him caused a
flutter of anxious joy in her heart. But the existence of ghosts, the
possibility that the dead lingered on and might be around her even at this
very moment, made her shiver. What did they want, if they were there at
all? Were they merely sorrowful, or jealous and spiteful of the living? The
mere thought made her uneasy, and cold despite the car heater as it fought
the winter chill. Miri sat behind the wheel as the car shuddered with every
ominous gust of wind, and glanced anxiously out at the darkness, fearful of
the silent yearning of the dead.

“Where are you, Daddy?” she whispered, her voice barely audible
above the groan of the heater and the purr of the engine.

What the hell am I doing out here?

Miri glanced out the windshield at the house diagonally across from the
spot where she’d parked. She remembered it well, had seen it both in
dreams and in nightmares. As far as she knew, Allie Schapiro still lived
there, and judging by the warm lights inside and the car parked in the short,
narrow driveway, the woman was at home. Though Miri had stayed friends
with Jake all through middle school and high school, she had not set foot
inside that house since the night of the blizzard that had claimed her father’s
life, the night that Isaac Schapiro had fallen to his death.

How hard is it? Just go up to the door and ring the bell.

Jake was the only person in the world with whom she felt she could talk
about what had been happening to her. The only person who would not
outright dismiss her. But at some point she would need to talk to Allie as
well. The blizzard had changed the course of all their lives. If not for that
storm, Miri had no doubt, Allie would have been her stepmother. They’d
have been a family. If her father had a message for her, Miri was sure he
would want her to share it with Allie as well, but this was premature. She
wouldn’t know where to begin.



Miri shivered, still unable to let the warm air penetrate the chill inside
her. She turned on the headlights, put the car into Drive, and pulled away
from the curb, following a route she could have navigated with her eyes
closed. As long as she had been away from Coventry, its streets were
ingrained in her subconscious like the lines she’d memorized for her eighth-
grade play. Discovering just how deeply Coventry was rooted inside her
made her wistful and yet depressed her as well. In some ways it would
always be home, and yet she hoped that once she put it behind her for a
second time, she would never have to come back. All her ghosts were here,
real and imagined. And now she found herself driving toward them, instead
of away.

Her mother had an apartment in Hamel Mill Lofts, less than a ten-
minute drive from Allie Schapiro’s house. Her childhood home had long
been sold and her mother could be a total bitch, but that ninth-floor
apartment at the Lofts was the closest thing she had to a home in Coventry
these days.

“This should be fun,” she muttered to herself as she turned into the big
lot behind the Lofts, a complex of old mill buildings that had been
converted into some of the best apartments in the city.

The old smokestack, now nothing but a giant accent piece, loomed
against the low, winter storm clouds. She craned her neck to glance at it, but
pulled her attention away in time to notice a parking space halfway across
the lot toward the center building. Miri had never visited her mother here,
but she knew from talking to Angela that this was the right spot, and had
the apartment number written down. Once she’d parked the car, she
consulted the strip of paper she’d stashed in her tiny purse.

921.

Shouldering her duffel, she locked up the rental and crossed the lot to
the door. A big, scruffy guy with glasses came out as she approached,
leading a tiny dog wearing a red snowflake-pattern sweater. He held the



door for her and Miri smiled and thanked him, thinking that this was better,
that seeing her mother face-to-face when she opened the apartment door
would somehow be less awkward than talking to her over the intercom from
the building’s foyer.

She could not have imagined how wrong she’d be.

The elevator whirred up to the ninth floor and she found herself wishing
for the distraction of Muzak. Alone on the elevator, it was too quiet, with
too much room for ghosts.

The long, turning corridor surprised her, with its freshly scrubbed brick
and exposed wooden beams left over from the original mill building. At the
door to apartment 921, Miri paused and took a breath, wondering if she
really wanted to do this. She could always go to the shitty little Best
Western on the north side of the city. She exhaled, realizing the truth. No
way would she tell her mother about seeing her father’s ghost, not just yet.
But if this was real, and not just some breathless, fevered wish come to
frightening life, she would need to tell them all in time. Jake and Allie
Schapiro, and her own mother. Although Angie and Niko were divorced,
they had loved each other once. His death had scarred Angela deeply,
especially coming on the same night as her best friend, Cherie Manning,
had died.

The worst night, Miri thought. Ever.

Shifting her duffel to the other shoulder, she rapped on the door, then
waited through twenty seconds of silence before she knocked again, louder
this time. She had just started to wonder if her mother might not be home
when she heard low voices behind the door.

“Who is it?”

So strange hearing her mother’s voice in person after years away.

“It’s me,” she said. “It’s Miri.”

More talking inside, and Miri began to get a terrible, sinking feeling.
Her stomach dropped and she swore softly, wincing with awkwardness as



she heard the lock thrown back, and then her mother was opening the door.

Miri wasn’t prepared for Angela’s pleasant smile or the way her mother
stared at her as if in discovery, looking her up and down as if it had been
forever since they’d last seen each other. But she supposed that, in a way, it
had.

“God, it’s really you, isn’t it?” Angela said, tucking her hair behind her
ear.

Miri took in the unruly hair, the pink flush of her mother’s cheeks, the
hastily tied bathrobe, and any hope that her suspicion might not be
warranted went up in smoke.

“Hi, Mom.”

Several awkward seconds passed before Angela seemed to notice the
duffel, and then realization lighted her face. She gave a kind of sad smile
and stepped back to let her daughter in, opening the door wider, which gave
Miri a glimpse of Doug Manning farther inside the apartment, hastily
buttoning his shirt. Though it had been years, Miri recognized him
immediately. Doug had been the husband of her mother’s best friend, and
he’d always been kind to young Miri, teasing her about boys and ruffling
her hair. At the city’s memorial for those killed in the blizzard, with Doug
grieving for Cherie and Miri for her father, he had stood beside her while
Charlie Newell’s sister sang “Amazing Grace” and put a protective arm
around her, both of them quietly weeping.

“Hey, kid,” Doug said now, the way he always had, as if no time at all
had passed.

As if it made all the sense in the world for her mother to be screwing the
husband of her dead best friend. And probably it did—Miri was no expert—
but in that moment it made her want to throw up.

“Come in, sweetie,” her mother said, oh so tenderly—so carefully. “It’s
so great to see you.”



Angela’s smile seemed almost sincere, but the sweetie sickened her. In
her whole life, her mother had never called her sweetie. Girl, sometimes, or
babygirl, as if it were all one word. Mirjeta, her full name, if she was angry.
Bitch, more than once. But never sweetie.

An image of Doug and her mother having sex swam into her mind and it
was too much for her to take.

“This was a mistake,” she said, shaking her head and taking a step away
from the door. “I’m sorry. I should have called. I should have...”

The thought left unfinished, she turned to walk away. Her mother
stepped out into the corridor and called after her, voice cracking with a
plaintive sadness, a vulnerability that Miri never would have associated
with Angela Ristani, and it very nearly stopped her in her tracks. But
sweetie rang in her ears and the image of the pink, mid-sex flush in her
mother’s face made her rush down the hall to the elevator.

Only when it had arrived and she’d stepped in did she allow herself to
look back down the hallway to confirm that her mother had not given chase.
The combination of relief and disappointment confounded her.

The doors slid shut and the elevator hummed as it began its descent.

Shitty little Best Western it is.

Sometime after one A.M., Allie Schapiro woke from a dream in which Isaac
rushed into her room and slid into bed with her, afraid of the rattling of the
windows caused by the storm and the whistle of the icy wind. It was the
sweetest of dreams, lying there under the covers, whispering assurances to
her little boy in the dark, and when some noise or other roused her from
sleep, she still felt him in her arms, felt the softness of his hair against her
cheek. The dream dissipated like smoke and she tried so hard to hold it
inside her heart and her memory, but like all dreams, it had never been
meant to keep.



Outside her window, it had begun to snow in earnest. This was no little
flurry but the beginning of the blizzard that forecasters had been warning
about for days. The wind gusted and the window rattled and the frigid air
howled in through the single inch that she had left it open.

Allie rose tiredly and went to shut it, closing out the wind and the chill
and turning the lock to secure it.

Out on the corner, just at the edge of a pool of golden light from a
streetlamp, she saw the ghost of Niko Ristani staring up at her.

With a small cry she backed away, her hand over her pounding heart.
She shook her head, not understanding. Pinched her arm to make sure she
was awake. Looked around the room to see if somehow she might still be
dreaming.

When she returned to the window, the street below was empty.

It would have been so easy for her to tell herself that it had been a stray
thread of her dreaming mind that had shown her something impossible, but
Allie could not do that. She was awake, and she knew what she had seen. If
she hadn’t seen Niko’s body herself, hollow and forlorn in the casket on the
night of his wake, she would have thought that somehow he had faked his
death. But she had loved him, and so she knew that her love had died.

Niko, she thought.

Ghost or not, it would have made her happy to know that somehow his
soul still endured, but she had seen the tortured look in his eyes, the worry
there. The fear in the eyes of a dead man.

And it terrified her.



SIXTEEN

On Wednesday morning, the banging of a loose shutter roused Jake from a
deep sleep. He came awake with barely conscious irritation, his brain trying
to make sense of the sound as he took a deep breath and forced himself to
open his eyes. Gray light filtered through the bedroom windows and thick,
wet snow pelted the glass. So much had already built up on the sill that a
diagonal slash of white covered the bottom quarter of the window.

The banging drew his attention again and he frowned for a moment
before putting it together. Shutter. Right. On this side of the house’s exterior,
the previous owner had left the original old-world shutters intact. In an era
when the fear of Indian attacks was still fresh in the minds of settlers, such
heavy wooden shutters were typical, useful as they were for stopping
arrows. Later, they became a common architectural feature, even when the
prospect of Indian attack was a distant memory. Though their hinges were
rusty and they had probably not been closed in decades, the old shutters on
the east-facing side of the house remained. Something else he hoped to
rectify someday.

The hinges squealed as the shutter banged against the house, the
blizzard gusting as if its winds were the breath of some icy billows. As the
sleep-fog retreated from his mind, it occurred to him that he would have to



go outside and secure it, and he swore under his breath and turned over,
burrowing his head into his pillow.

Then he went rigid as true wakefulness returned.

“Isaac,” he said, his voice muffled by the pillow.

Jake glanced at the clock on his bedside table to find that it was nearly
eleven AM. They had stayed up until almost three o’clock in the morning,
talking and watching superhero movies. Isaac had always loved comics and
Jake had remembered how they had fantasized about what it would be like
if Hollywood ever managed to make a movie of The Avengers. Last night,
Jake had helped make that fantasy come true for his little brother and had
been content to let the movies fill the quiet that had fallen between them as
the hour grew first later and then earlier. Just when he had begun to think
that Isaac would never sleep, he had heard the soft snoring of the little boy
and realized that—ghost or not—his physical body had passed its
endurance threshold. He had slept, and Jake had done the same.

Still tired, eyes gritty with sleep, he sat up in bed. Small stacks of
comics shifted on top of the bedspread as he moved beneath the covers.

“Isaac?” he called, glancing at the bedroom door, which had been
tightly shut.

A tiny voice at the back of his mind suggested that he’d dreamed or
hallucinated all the events of the previous two few days, but that was
ridiculous. Here were the comics, after all, and he knew that if he went into
the living room he would find stacks of DVDs, open board games, and the
little white boxes of Chinese food they’d eaten the night before and which
he now realized he’d forgotten to put into the fridge. The food would have
stunk up the living room and the kitchen, but he could not bring himself to
care.

All that mattered was Isaac.

Jake threw back his covers and climbed out of bed, discovering that
although he was barefoot he still wore the rest of his outfit from the night



before. He’d fallen asleep in jeans and a thin cotton sweatshirt—not the
most comfortable pajamas.

“Ike?” he called toward the bedroom door, which stood two-thirds of the
way closed.

“Here,” a small, frightened voice replied from Jake’s closet.

He spun toward it, heart thundering. The door hung halfway open and
he heard the sound of Isaac shifting on top of the shoes and sneakers
arrayed on the floor of the closet. Jackets and shirts moved as Isaac poked
his head out, a wary look in his eyes.

“I’m hiding,” the boy said, as if that needed to be explained.

“What are you hiding from?”

Isaac looked disappointed. Almost hurt. “You know what.”

The gray storm light barely illuminated the shadowy recesses of the
closet, so that Isaac’s face seemed to float there, suspended amid the
hanging clothes. Staring at his features, Jake felt the world shift underfoot.
The eyes belonged to his brother, or at least he thought they did. He
certainly saw Isaac there. But the other features had been unfamiliar to him
only days ago. Jake had turned on the television each day after his shower,
with Isaac in another room, and watched the local news just long enough to
get an update on the search for Zachary Stroud. This face that floated out
from the darkness of his closet belonged to that missing boy, but to Jake, it
was fast becoming his brother’s face. Somehow, Isaac’s spirit had returned
and had slipped inside this lost boy, this boy whose parents had died and
made him an orphan. It might even have been that Zack Stroud had died
and Isaac now inhabited his body in some peculiar resurrection. Jake’s life
had left him equipped to look upon death without flinching, but it had not
prepared him for this.

The only thing he really knew—and over these few surreal days he had
come to understand that it was the only thing that mattered to him at all—
was that Isaac was back.



“Why don’t you come out of there?” Jake asked.

“Huh. No,” Isaac replied. “Why don’t you come in?”

Jake crouched in front of the closet. “Really, Ike. Look around. There’s
a storm, yeah. But it’s just snow and wind. The banging you hear is a
shutter. I’ll go out and secure it in a bit and we’ll—”

“No!” Isaac shouted, then clapped a hand over his mouth, obviously
regretting the loud noise. He let his hand drop and Jake saw that his lips
were quivering and his eyes looked on the verge of tears. “You can’t go
outside. Promise you’ll stay in here with me until the storm has gone.”

Jake swallowed dryly, unnerved by the fear in those familiar unfamiliar
eyes. “Okay.”

“Promise.”

“I promise.”

“Now come into the closet,” Isaac said.

Jake sat on the floor, leaning against the doorframe. He put out his hand
and Isaac slipped his thin, pale one—the hand of Zachary Stroud—out of
the shadows to clasp it. The fear and sadness in his eyes gave way to a
single, urgent plea.

“You’re safe here, Ikey,” he said. “I promise.”

Isaac’s lips trembled again and tears began to well in his eyes. “You
didn’t believe me that night. About the ice men.”

Jake had to look away, a nauseous twist in his gut. “I know. You have no
idea how sorry—"

“Will you believe me now?”

With a shuddering breath, Jake pushed away his guilt and forced himself
to look again at his brother.

“I’ve asked you a dozen times to explain it all to me. How you can be
here and what they are and ... everything. You just change the subject, and I
understand that. I do. You don’t want to talk about it. But if we’re in trouble
now, if we’re in danger—"



“They’re coming,” Isaac insisted, tugging on his hand. “Coming back
for what’s theirs. We have to hide until the storm passes. We have to.”

Jake tried to imagine spending the rest of the day and all night in his
closet, and what that would entail. Flashlights. Snacks. Comic books.
Maybe a board game. Quiet time in which to tell his brother what had
transpired in the twelve years since his death. They had mostly skirted the
subject in the days since the boy had first appeared. Isaac resisted any
discussion of his death and the fact that the world had gone on without him.
But if he was going to stay, that would have to change.

Jake shuddered, closing his eyes and turning away. How could he stay?
With everyone looking for the boy whose face Isaac now wore, a boy who
might or might not even still exist somewhere beneath that face, how could
Isaac stay here? How long could Jake keep him hidden?

An image swam up into his mind, a memory of icy fingers reaching
through the screen of his childhood bedroom window and grabbing hold of
Isaac. A current of fear swept through him, fear to the bone, fear to make
him remember the terror of that night as if it had been last night. The idea
that the ice men might come for Isaac made him feel like screaming. He had
let his brother down once before and he refused to do so again.

“Okay,” he said at last. “I’ll hide with you. We’ll make a game of it.
Though maybe the basement would be better—more room, more air to
breathe. Or the attic—"

“Not the attic!” Isaac said sharply, shivering. “Too many drafts. Open
spaces.”

“Okay. The basement it is. But you have to tell me everything you know
about them, Isaac. Everything.”

Isaac nodded. “Whatever you want, Jakey. Just don’t let them touch me
again.”

Jake gripped his hand tightly. A stranger’s hand. His brother’s hand.

“That’s not going to happen.”



For a few seconds, Isaac just held on. Then the boy let out a long breath
and looked up at him.

“Y’know, maybe you should go out and fix that shutter after all,” Isaac
said. “But don’t leave it open. Close it tight. Close ’em all tight.”

The snow fell so hard that the world outside the windows was nothing but a
blur of white. Doug and Angela had been up late, and not woken until after
nine. Now noontime had come and gone as he emerged from the shower
and crossed Angela’s bedroom to peer outside. White, yes, but really the
world had turned gray. Pressing his face against the cold glass, he looked up
in search of some sign of daylight. Tomorrow—morning or sometime in the
afternoon—the sun would return, the sky would be blue, and then the
massive snowfall would attain the whiteness that nature intended.

Today, though ... today he saw nothing but gray. It occurred to him that
this was the true state of the world, endless gray, trapped between light and
dark. He laughed at himself for even thinking it.

Now you’re a fuckin’ philosopher, he thought, turning from the window
and grabbing the overnight bag he’d brought in the night before. Clean
socks and underwear, a fresh T-shirt, some deodorant, a toothbrush. He
pulled on his clothes, including the jeans from the night before, brushed his
teeth, and then left the bedroom, lured through the apartment by the
delicious aroma of frying bacon.

“Something smells good,” he said as he walked down the short hall that
opened into the large space that included the living room on one side, a
dining area in the middle, and the kitchen tucked away on the other side.

Angela stood at the stove, hip cocked as she used a fork to flip the
bacon slices. She had slept in a flannel pajama top and nothing else, but
while he’d been showering she had located the bottoms and slipped them
on. Though he’d have preferred her without them, he couldn’t deny that she
looked adorable.



Jesus, there’s a word you’d never have tagged her with in the old days.

But then again, the old days were just that, and he was interested in
starting over.

“Good morning, sleepyhead,” she said, arching a playful eyebrow.

“Please. You slept just as late as I did. You just don’t have anywhere to
be.”

Angela pointed to the small television on the counter with her fork. The
volume had been turned down low, and soft voices emanated from it. On
the screen, a reporter stood in the driving snow in heavy winter gear,
standing with her legs apart to keep from being blown over by the powerful
wind.

“Nobody has anywhere to be,” Angela said. “Schools are canceled
everywhere. The governor has asked businesses to let people work from
home to keep cars off the roads and let the plows and sanders do their jobs.”

She had cracked three or four eggs into a bowl and now began to beat
them with a whisk.

Doug barely noticed, staring at the TV screen. “Perfect.”

A map of central New England showing snowfall totals appeared
onscreen. For a moment he thought this was a forecast for the entire storm,
but then he caught the words despite the low volume and realized that while
they’d been sleeping, sixteen inches of snow had already fallen. He glanced
at the clock about the stove—nearly ten A.M. Nearly a foot and a half in nine
hours or so, and no end in sight. He felt a twist in his gut and wasn’t sure if
it was fear or anticipation.

He retrieved a glass from the cabinet and turned back to Angela.

“If we’re doing breakfast for lunch, I'm going to have some OJ. Can I
pour you some, or are you sticking with coffee?”

She poured the egg mixture into a large nonstick pan, focused on the
work as if he hadn’t said a word. Doug frowned, watching as she added salt



and pepper and then dumped a handful of shredded cheddar cheese into the
eggs.

“Angie?”

“Get out some bread, would you?” she asked. “I forgot...”

Her back to him, she began to shudder.

“Hey, hey,” Doug said, going to her and putting his hands gently on her
shoulders. “What’s going on?”

Angela shook him off, using a plastic spatula to chop and scramble the
eggs. The bacon had started to burn, so Doug turned off that burner and slid
the pan onto one that she hadn’t been using.

“Angela. Look at me.”

When she turned, her face was flushed pink and there were tears on her
cheeks. She pursed her lips as if trying to hold back words she refused to
speak.

“Oh, shit,” he said. “What did I do?”

Rolling her eyes, she allowed herself a little laugh, but the sadness
quickly returned.

“You didn’t do anything,” she said. “It’s just this storm. And you’re
going out, and I don’t know what’s going to happen.”

The eggs had been on too long now, and Doug moved to her and kissed
her forehead and whispered for her to let him take over. She stepped back,
swiping at her tears and taking deep breaths to get herself under control. As
he slid the eggs around in the pan, he lifted it off the stove and shut off the
burner.

“Plates?” he asked.

Angela nodded, wiping her eyes one last time before standing on tiptoe
to get a pair of plates from the cabinet. Doug used the spatula to scrape the
eggs onto the plates in equal portions.

“That’s too much for me,” she said.



“They’re good for you,” he said, handing her the plate. “Get your bacon
and sit. I’ll bring over your coffee and get us some juice.”

She did as he’d asked and in another minute they were facing each other
across the small table. Doug couldn’t resist stuffing a slice of bacon into his
mouth while she played with her eggs and took a sip of juice.

“We forgot the toast,” Angela said quietly, not looking at him.

“Screw the toast.”

She picked up a forkful of eggs and gave him a weary smile. “Kinky.”

As beautiful as she was, for the first time he noticed just how dark were
the circles beneath her eyes.

“Did you have trouble sleeping last night?” he asked.

“Maybe a little,” she said, and they both knew this was a lie. She’d had
a lot more than a little.

“What’s going on, Ange?” he asked, and then he let the question float
there. He picked up his orange juice to give her time to gather herself,
watching her over the rim of the glass as he took a sip. She hadn’t wanted
him just to hold her, to comfort her, so he needed her to talk.

She cupped her hands around her coffee mug, enjoying the heat coming
through the ceramic. Cherie had always done the same thing when the
weather turned cold and it reminded him just how close the two women had
been.

Angela fixed him with a hard look, no trace of a smile. “Take me with
you.”

“Take you where? You think I’m leaving—"

“Today,” she said. “Take me with you today.”

Doug blinked, mouth opening in a silent O. He sat back in his chair and
slowly shook his head.

“Babe, you know I can’t do that.”

“You have to.”



He studied her face. Where the hell was this coming from? He liked the
new Angela Ristani—might even be able to love her—but if her transition
from bitch to sweetheart included this neediness, that was going to be a
problem.

“You don’t know what you’re asking,” he said grimly, leaning forward
to put emphasis on his words, studying her eyes. “This isn’t some kind of
boys’ outing. We’re not going sledding or ice fishing or something. Baxter
and Franco would not react well to you showing up. Hell, Baxter might just
shoot us both.”

Angela scoffed, picking up a piece of bacon. “Bullshit.”

Doug grabbed her wrist as she tried to put the bacon into her mouth. He
squeezed, knowing it might hurt her a little but needing her to pay attention.
Her eyes brightened with surprise and anger.

“Listen. Franco’s an asshole, but I don’t think he’d kill anyone. Baxter,
though ... I’ve known that guy most of my life. He did time in prison. I’ve
heard rumors, some drug thing, once upon a time. Point is, I have no doubt
that if it came down to him going back inside or pulling the trigger, we’d
both be dead. So, I’'m sorry, but you’re staying right here. The guy’s not
going to commit a whole fucking boatload of felonies with someone he’s
just met.”

He saw that she wanted to argue, watched the struggle in her eyes, and
then she turned away, her breakfast forgotten. Doug got up from his seat
and went around the table to kneel beside her, touching her hair, turning her
face toward him.

“You know this. You’re a smart woman. So what gives?”

When she spoke, it was barely above a whisper and with eyes downcast.

“I just think we should stay together,” she said. “I’m afraid something’s
going to happen.”

“I’1l be fine, I swear,” he said, trying to reassure her. “I’ll be careful.”



“It’s not...” she began, faltering and then finally lifting her gaze. “I
don’t want to be taken away again. I just got back to you.”

Doug knitted his brows at the odd phrasing, but the message was clear
enough. The first time they had dated, he’d had no idea how much she
cared for him. He wasn’t going to make the same mistake again.

“I told you I’m not going anywhere,” he said. “Neither are you. I know
it’s early days for us, but I like this ... like being with you ... very much. It
was a little weird the last time. I felt like we both loved Cherie so much that
in some way she was still between us. But now it’s just you and me, and I
think she’d approve.”

Her smile was bittersweet, but did not erase the worry in her eyes.

“I think she would,” Angela said.

“And I want to see where it goes.”

“Me too,” she said, closing her eyes as if it hurt her heart to say it. “You
have no idea.”

Angela sighed and kissed him, first on the forehead and then on the
mouth, lingering for a while, her tongue touching his.

“Just promise me you’ll take care of yourself,” she said, searching his
eyes as if trying to memorize them in case she never saw them again. “And
watch out. You never know what’s going to be waiting for you in a storm
like this.”

Harley strode through the storm, fighting the wind and the snow that pelted
his face. It was midafternoon but it might as well have been midnight for all
the daylight the storm let in. He would have cussed about it but his jaw was
clenched in aggravation at the bitter cold that seemed to bite right through
his clothes and cut him to the bone. The wind raged and swirled so much
that it drove snowflakes down the back of his jacket and the collar of his
shirt. Violent meth-heads and back-alley gangbangers he could handle—
hell, he’d made short work of his fair share—but out here in the storm he



felt like a little kid again. He just wanted a blanket and his old sofa and the
TV remote. And cookies. Hell yeah, he wanted cookies, still hot from the
oven.

The crew from National Grid had arrived and was already raising the
bucket on their truck to reach the power lines. One of the lines had come
down and the transformer had blown. The good news was that the downed
line wasn’t going to electrocute anybody; the bad news was that thousands
of people in Coventry were without power. On the way over here, Harley
had driven through several neighborhoods that had gone dark. Tonight there
would be candles and flashlights and lots of blankets. The ones who could
manage it and were smart would visit relatives or get a hotel room
somewhere with power and heat, but that would also mean traveling in the
blizzard, and that might be more dangerous than a frigid night at home.

“You guys need anything?” he called, raising his voice to be heard over
the roar of the blizzard.

Several of the crew looked up at him, then went back to their work. An
older guy, winter hat pulled down tightly over his ears, waved to Harley.

“We’re good. Long as you keep anyone from plowing into us, we’ll get
this bitch purring again.”

“You got it!” Harley said, waving as he turned back to his vehicle. Only
once he had climbed back inside and moved the car to block oncoming
traffic, flipping on the blue lights, did he continue grumbling to himself.

There had been plenty of shifts that he had spent sitting on speed traps
and lots of overtime working traffic details for road construction. It bored
the crap out of him. If it hadn’t been for the weather, he would at least have
stood outside and directed traffic, giving him a chance to talk to the crew or
to passersby, but nobody would be passing by tonight. And no way in hell
was he going to stand around in the middle of a blizzard when the blue
lights were all the warning that drivers needed.



He left the engine running so that the heat would stay on, watching the
blues strobing off the trees and the National Grid truck and every fat
snowflake and listening to the static and garbled voices on his police radio.
It had already been a long day and it was barely half past one. He didn’t
want to think about what the night would bring. The shift he’d been
scheduled for wouldn’t normally take him into the evening hours, but he
was fairly low in seniority and he had a feeling some of the older guys
would be playing that card, leaving the rookies and the young guys out in
the cold.

Harley sighed and slouched in the seat, leaning his head back. Idly, he
slipped his cell phone out and glanced at it to see if he’d had any calls or
texts. In the past couple of days he’d left three messages for Jake Schapiro
and hadn’t heard back. Something was definitely going on with Jake and
Harley worried that his friend was in some kind of trouble. Had he not gone
out to the house and seen Jake with his own eyes, he might have been
worried that he had somehow offended the guy. But whatever had gotten
into Jake’s head, he hadn’t seemed pissed at Harley. Just preoccupied and a
little paranoid. Harley thought of the way the shades had all been drawn and
how strangely Jake had acted when he’d gone to the door. At first Harley
had thought Jake had a woman inside, but when he’d ruminated on it later,
he’d decided that didn’t seem likely. If he’d been having some kind of torrid
sex weekend, that would explain how tired he looked and maybe—just
maybe—the shades being drawn. But Jake had been unshaven and appeared
not to have taken a shower. He’d looked skittish and not a little ill. That
wasn’t the look of a man who’d fallen in love, or even a guy who’d gotten
very lucky.

What the hell are you up to? Harley thought, checking to make sure he
hadn’t missed any texts.

“What are you hiding?” he said aloud, and then he frowned. The
question had come unbidden, as if surfacing from his subconscious, but



now that the idea had been voiced it stuck in his mind.

The way he’d stood in the doorway that day, blocking Harley’s view
into the house, holding those cards ...

Harley stopped breathing. Closed his eyes and focused on his memory
of those cards. He leaned forward and put his forehead against the steering
wheel, slowing exhaling.

“Oh, fuck,” he whispered in the confines of the car.

He’d thought they might be playing cards, even tarot cards, but
something about them had been familiar. He hadn’t seen the backs of the
cards or he would have recognized them right away. The way Jake had been
holding them, he’d gotten only a glimpse of the front, and even then only
the mostly yellow borders at the tops of the cards. They had seemed
familiar and now he understood why. He’d played the game often enough as
a little kid.

They were Pokémon cards.

A dreadful suspicion filled Harley. He stared out the windshield at the
National Grid crew but barely saw them, his mind turning inward. What the
hell was Jake Schapiro doing playing Pokémon with all the shades drawn,
and whom had he been playing it with?

He reached for the radio but his fingers froze a few inches from it. This
is Jake we’re talking about, he told himself. The guy’s your friend. You’re
gonna ruin his life on a damn hunch?

No. He wasn’t going to do that. He felt guilty enough just to be thinking
the things he was thinking. Jake Schapiro had never been the kind of guy to
share his most intimate emotions or his secrets, but the same could be said
of Harley. They were friends, and he had never gotten any indication that
there was anything deviant about the guy. He had to go about this carefully.

Please, he thought to himself Please, don’t be a monster.

His cell phone had been acting hinky ever since the storm began, so it
didn’t surprise him that his call didn’t go through the first time. By the



fourth try, he’d grown frustrated enough that he was on the verge of leaving
the National Grid crew on their own, but then the static on the line cleared
and he heard it ringing.

On the fourth ring, there came a fresh burst of static and then a voice.
“This is Keenan.”

“Detective, it’s Harley Talbot. We need to talk.”

As night came on, Ella popped a fresh pod into her coffeemaker and hit the
button, listening to it gurgle and hiss for a few seconds before the French
roast began to flow into her mug. Just the smell of it was enough to please
her. Once she’d added the cream—she wouldn’t dare taint it with so much
as a grain of sugar—she held the mug up and blew ripples across the liquid
surface. The coffee would help warm her. Even with the heat on and the
thick, black sweater she’d donned, the view out the kitchen window made
her shiver. The storm raged out there and it didn’t look like there would be
any end in sight.

Part of her was relieved. Business at The Vault had been thinner than
usual with all this inclement weather and somehow it had lifted the burden
of worry from her shoulders when she had realized that she had no choice
but to stay home and keep the restaurant closed.

Of course, home had its own worries.

Ella sipped her coffee and tried to ignore her fears.

“Hey.”

She flinched, spilling hot coffee onto her hand.

“Son of a bitch,” she said, putting the mug down and rinsing her hand in
the sink.

TJ came over and ripped a paper towel off the roll, wiping up the mess
with a penitent expression.

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you.”



“I’'m just jumpy,” Ella said. One hell of an understatement. “Been
jumpy all day.”

Paper towel balled in his hand, TJ leaned against the counter and looked
at her. Ella used a dish cloth to wipe the coffee off the exterior of the mug
and then took another sip, grateful that she had spilled only an ounce or
two.

“What are we going to do about the little old lady in the living room?”

Ella stared at her coffee, not looking up. This was the conversation
she’d been dreading all day. With the three of them snowbound together, it
ought to have been an opportunity to watch movies or play games, a chance
for Ella and TJ to continue to repair the cracks in their relationship and to
shower attention on their daughter. That was what snow days were meant
for, not this tension, this breathless confusion.

“I don’t know,” Ella said quietly, glancing at the kitchen door to make
sure Grace had not come in after her father. “I thought it must be just a
game she was playing, but this morning she’s even worse. Even more ...
strange.”

Strange wasn’t the way she had intended to finish that sentence. Even
more of a bitch, maybe. More like an old woman.

“We need to bring her to a therapist or a psychiatrist or something, get
her evaluated,” TJ said.

“God, I hate that word. ‘Evaluated,’ as if human emotions are fucking
mathematics.”

TJ put a hand on her arm and Ella felt her anger draining away, leaving
only her sadness and confusion. She turned to face him.

“You want to take her out in this storm?” she asked.

“No. But I want to make an appointment for her. I’ll make some calls,
get some recommendations. I know the day’s getting away from us, but the
doctor’s office will probably at least have the answering service covering
the phones, even with the blizzard.”



“Hell,” Ella said, “maybe we should get an exorcist.”

A soft, girlish laugh came from the kitchen door and they both spun to
see Grace standing there on the threshold, framed in the entrance to the
room. Only she didn’t look like Grace; not really. Not now that Ella was
looking at her dead-on and the girl had surrendered the effort she’d been
making at normalcy.

“That’s pretty funny,” Grace said, her voice the same but with a harder
edge. Her little girl, but with a jaded weariness that only adults ever
achieved. “I always knew he’d marry a girl with a sense of humor.”

“Grace?” TJ said.

But Ella could tell that he no longer believed he was speaking to his
daughter. She could see it in her husband’s eyes and hear it in his voice and
for a moment her heart swelled with terror as she wondered if she might not
have been too far off ... if it was possible, after all, for a demon to have
inhabited her baby girl.

“She’s here,” the girl said, “but I think we all know you’re not talking to
her right now. Come on, Thomas. You were always very intuitive, for a
boy.”

TJ raised a hand to cover his mouth, his eyes wide. Ella felt the wave of
fear that came rolling out of him and it gripped her as well. Her eyes welled
with tears. She had been half kidding before, but her whole world had just
shifted.

“What the hell—” Ella began in a whisper.

Then TJ spoke a single word that shut her up.

“Mom?”

Ella turned to stare at him, pieces falling into place in her mind.
Impossible pieces. The house was silent except for the brutal rushing of the
wind that made it creak and sway and battered it with heavy snow.

“TJ?” Ella said, her voice cracking.

Grace stepped toward them.



“No!” TJ shouted, one hand up, shaking his head and trembling with
emotion that seemed caught between fear and anguish. “You stay right
there! Right fucking there!”

Grace watched them with ancient eyes. The little girl tilted her head and
sighed impatiently, an aura of sadness around her.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Thomas. Ella. I swear to you that I didn’t plan for
any of this, and I certainly never wanted to hurt or frighten you. But it’s too
late for apologies now, and too late for tears. You’re going to have to hide
me, you see.”

“Hide you?” Ella echoed.

Grace turned to the window, chin high, looking stronger and wiser than
any eleven-year-old girl ever ought to look.

“I can feel them out in the storm.”

Snow struck the screen outside the window, whiting out the world.

Grace turned back to them and looked at her mother with a stranger’s
eyes.

“They’re coming.”



SEVENTEEN

Miri had spent most of the day hiding away from the storm. She’d had to
fight the temptation to pull the drapes, order room service, and find a
marathon of nineties’ sitcoms on TV, ride out the storm with Friends or
Seinfeld, which seemed to be on one channel or another twenty-four hours a
day. Instead she was out driving in the snow, hands white-knuckled on the
wheel. The wind slammed her rental car hard enough to rock it from side to
side and the blizzard punched at her windshield, snow falling so hard that
her wipers couldn’t keep up. She sat forward in the seat, heat blasting at her
face and heart slamming in her chest, doing her damnedest to see more than
five feet beyond the nose of the car.

A burst of static came from the radio and she jumped, startled, and
glanced down, only to find the panel dark. The radio had been silent before
and it was silent now because she had turned it off when she’d gotten
behind the wheel, not trusting herself to avoid distraction. Frowning, she
tapped it on and listened to the music fill the car, an old Dave Matthews
song that she had entirely forgotten until it sparked to life in her brain right
then, filling her with thoughts of middle-school dances and the arrogant
boys who’d always been her fascination. That had been her undoing, really.
She loved Jake, but with him there was always the painful undercurrent of



their shared anguish. With those arrogant boys, she had always been able to
forget, but she had regretted every kiss and fumbling backseat fondle.

Inhaling sharply, she hit the button to silence the radio again. To silence
the past.

Tonight, arrogant boys would not do. She needed not to forget but to
remember, and she needed to talk to the one person who would understand
what she was feeling. If she told Jake about going to her mother’s house the
night before and finding her with Doug Manning, he would understand the
pain in her heart implicitly. He knew her better than she knew herself.

Which is exactly why you moved three thousand miles away.

The thought stung her, but there was truth in it. She had left to escape
her mother’s indifference, but also to put the past behind her. Put the pain
behind her. And as much as she loved him, she could never separate Jake
from that past or that pain.

Still, ever since she had decided to return to Coventry she had intended
to go to see him. She had seriously entertained the possibility that she was
losing her mind, and that was one of the reasons she needed to see Jake.
Being in his presence, wrapping her arms around him and getting the rib-
crushing hugs that she had only now begun to realize she had desperately
missed ... that would give her perspective. This morning, with the storm in
full swing, she had decided to call him and arrange a visit for tomorrow.
She’d tried several times and left messages, even sent texts, but received no
reply. Miri knew that Jake owed her nothing after the way she had
abandoned Coventry, and the way she had abandoned him, her best friend.
But it still hurt.

Unable to reach him, she had decided to dare the storm, to roll the dice
and hope that the tires on the rental car were up to the task. Only now that
she was out driving in the middle of it did she realize that she had never
really intended to make the drive out to Jake’s farmhouse. That could wait



until the storm passed, until the city plows finally got around to clearing the
side streets that they had thus far mostly ignored.

Last night she had seen her father’s ghost in the middle of a flurry of
snow, and when the snow had stopped falling, the ghost had vanished. What
now, then, with the blizzard raging around her? Every time her cell phone
rang, she had hoped to hear his voice again, if only to erase whatever
doubts she had about that first call. But she had not heard from him since.

You saw him, she thought. That’s better.

Leaving the hotel, she had stood in the parking lot and let the snow and
wind pummel her as she called out to him, her voice stolen away by the
storm. She had glanced around the parking lot, hoping to see him, wishing
for any sign that he had not left her behind again.

Now she drove carefully, trying to stick to roads that had been recently
plowed and sanded, but in most places it was difficult to tell. The snow fell
too fast for the city to keep up. Still, she managed to get across the new
bridge and, sticking to main roads, found her way to Allie Schapiro’s house
—the last place she had seen her father alive.

Pulling to the curb, she killed the engine and shut off the headlights and
sat in the darkness, watching the snow fall. Bent over the steering wheel,
she looked up at the darkened windows of the room that Jake and Isaac had
shared as boys. The window to the right drew her attention, though it could
not have been any darker. Nothing moved there. The window had nothing at
all remarkable about it except for the fact that once upon a time a little boy
had fallen from it to his death.

The engine ticked as it cooled. Miri sat there watching the house,
watching the snow swirl and eddy and gust with the storm, hoping. A light
burned in an upstairs room—maybe Allie’s room—and the living-room
windows on the first floor held a dim golden glow. The car rocked and the
wind whistled around it and after a time the engine ceased its ticking, too
cold to make a sound.



Miri sat in the car long enough for her hands to start to hurt from the
cold.

“This is stupid,” she whispered, her voice seeming somehow louder
than it should.

Despite her frustration, she could not bring herself to leave yet. Instead,
she popped open the door of the car, a little alarm dinging inside until she
plucked the keys from the ignition. She wore leather gloves and a knit cap
and a handwoven scarf, but these were slight protection against the ferocity
of the storm. It tore at her, hammered the cold into her bones. Stuffing her
gloved hands into the pockets of her coat, she stepped into the middle of the
street and inhaled deeply of the frigid air. Somewhere far away, a plow
scraped pavement. The bell in the library tower rang, the sound echoing
strangely in the storm and rising and falling with gusts of wind.

“Dad?” Miri called, looking around, feeling foolish as the cold wind bit
at her exposed skin.

She went to the spot where Isaac had died. Memory rushed into her,
stealing away her breath. She squeezed her eyes shut but grief waited for
her there, inside her head, and so she opened them again to escape the
images that still remained—images of little Ike Schapiro broken and twisted
and then carted away on a gurney, his face the last thing visible as they
zipped him into a body bag.

Miri glanced up at the window from which Isaac had fallen—or been
dragged, the way Jake told it.

A face looked back down.

Her mouth opened, a tiny sound of terror escaping her lips as she
backed away from the house. Her hands were shaking and her heart
thrummed so loudly that it took her a moment to realize that the face
looking down upon her belonged to Allie Schapiro. Ms. Schapiro put a
hand over her mouth in surprise, but now she slid the window open.

“Miri? Is that really you?”



“Yeah,” she called up. “Sorry, Ms. Schapiro. I didn’t mean to scare
you.”

“What are you doing out in this weather?” she asked, but with an edge
to her voice that very few people would have understood. What she meant
was, What are you doing out in this storm when you know what can
happen?

“It’s hard to explain,” Miri said, glancing back at her car.

“You wait right there, then,” Allie said. “You might as well tell me over
coffee.”

“That sounds—” Miri started to say, but Allie had already slid the
window shut.

Miri smiled to herself. She had always liked Allie, even back when the
woman had just been Ms. Schapiro, her teacher, instead of her father’s
girlfriend. During that brief time when she’d thought that they might all be
a family, she had fantasized about what it might be like, and worried about
what it might mean for her love for Jake.

Little-kid stuff, she thought. Puppy love.

She spared one more glance at the snow-packed road beneath her feet,
remembering Isaac. Her father had gone for help, rushing off to chase the
distant sound of a plow—aquite like the scrape and roar she could still hear,
even now.

Miri turned to look off in the direction her father had gone that night,
when she’d watched him vanish into the storm.

And he was there. Translucent, unaffected by the snow and the wind, the
storm passing through him as if he weren’t there at all. But he was.

Her heart lit up. She had expected to be afraid or disoriented. Instead
she felt nothing but joy, so powerful that she began to weep tears that felt
warm on her cheeks.

“Daddy,” she said, and she started toward him.



Her father’s ghost smiled, his eyes even kinder than she remembered.
He reached out a hand as if he might touch her, but when she went to take it
her fingers passed right through him.

“I’m sorry,” the ghost said. “I can?...”

A scream cut him off, then stopped abruptly, echoing in the storm. Miri
spun just in time to see Allie faint dead away, tumbling headfirst out her
front door and into the snow.

Miri took a step toward her and then halted, remembering the way the
ghost had vanished the night before. She spun around, her heart aching at
the thought of him going away again, but this time the ghost remained.

“Its all right,” her late father said. “Go to her. There are things you
both should know.”

The key was not to get greedy. Doug had reminded Franco and Baxter of
that half-a-dozen times leading up to today and he knew they were sick of
hearing it. Fortunately, it seemed they had been listening. Baxter had been a
thief for most of his life and Franco had taken to it easily. Doug had taken
more convincing and he had felt bad after each burglary, especially the
night they had stolen a Bose stereo system. Yes, the sound was amazing and
it was worth a mint, but at the end of the day it was just a stereo. Their
shopping list was supposed to be simpler than that—jewelry, cash, credit
cards, and anything kept in a safe that looked valuable. He dreamed of
finding a stack of old bearer bonds, the kind of thing that people stole in
movies from the seventies.

In the past they had taken art and small antiques when those things were
given a special display in the house, but two-thirds of that stuff had turned
out not to be worth the hassle. Since none of them was an expert and
because they had four houses they wanted to hit during a single storm and
they could steal only what they could transport by snowmobile, they had
decided to forgo anything about which they were uncertain.



Doug moved across the carpet in Ted and Paulette Harcourt’s master
bedroom. He held a backpack in one gloved hand and had already dumped
the contents of Mrs. Harcourt’s jewelry box inside. From the nightstands he
had snatched a gold watch and several rings, and cufflinks that seemed
forgotten at the bottom of Ted Harcourt’s sock drawer. Mrs. Harcourt would
be wearing her wedding and engagement rings, but he had found an
enormous diamond in an antique setting that he presumed had belonged to
the woman’s mother. Guilt had plagued him as he slipped it into the
backpack and he had considered putting it back—just that one item; the
other guys would never know—but the clock was ticking and it would take
too long to fish it back out.

That was the only twinge of guilt he had felt since they’d hit the first
house, well over an hour earlier. The Harcourts—and the owners of those
other houses—were rich as hell. Doug would have bet that none of them
had ever had to wonder where his next meal would be coming from, never
worried about being fired from a job or having to find a new one. People
who came from this kind of money would never understand how good men
could be driven to burglary. Other kinds of theft, certainly—white-collar
thievery on a scale so huge that it was hard for Doug to wrap his mind
around it—but small-time robbery? Never.

Fuck ’em, he thought.

It had become his mantra today.

The storm had hit so hard and so fast that a quarter of the city had lost
power before noon, but still they had waited until sundown to get moving.
The forecast showed the blizzard raging all night long, so they had plenty of
time. Once he and the guys had reached the barn and borrowed the
snowmobiles that were waiting for them there, they had ridden through the
woods to take a closer look at their first target, the home of Sean Duhamel.
The house had been pitch black, without so much as a candle flame inside.
Without power or heat, the Duhamels had abandoned their home. Even if



they had an alarm system hardwired to a security company, it wouldn’t be
working unless they had a generator. And if they’d had a generator, they
wouldn’t have bothered leaving home.

Sean Duhamel kept four thousand dollars in cash in an envelope in his
sock drawer. Franco had laughed as he counted it, almost giddy.

The Nathansons house had been next. Mrs. Nathanson’s weakness was
for diamonds. They had a decent safe, but Baxter had made short work of it.
Inside, they’d found a diamond necklace that Doug figured must be worth
tens of thousands of dollars, two stacks of rainy-day money, a handful of
other jewelry, and a baseball signed by Babe Ruth. They’d argued over the
baseball. Franco wanted to snatch it, but Baxter sided with Doug: it would
be impossible to fence something so easy to trace without getting caught.
Furious at having to leave such a valuable item behind, Franco had grabbed
a Sharpie from Alan Nathanson’s office and blacked out Ruth’s signature.

If Doug hadn’t already been nursing a profound hatred for Franco, he
would have hated him after that.

Now Doug entered the Harcourts’ walk-in closet and started digging
through the clothes and pushing aside hanging jackets, looking for a safe. A
black dress hung there, beaded and slinky and probably worth thousands,
and he was filled with anger at the thought that Angela would never be able
to afford a dress like this, that he had never been able to take care of Cherie
the way he had always wanted to, and she’d died before he’d ever had a
chance to spoil her.

He found no safe or trick panel, so he reverted to the more reliable tactic
of opening shoeboxes and hatboxes and upending them onto the floor, but
he was only half paying attention to the task. All day his thoughts had been
returning to the oddity of the conversation he’d had with Angela before
he’d left her place that morning.

I just got back to you.



What the hell was that supposed to mean? Doug knew he shouldn’t let
semantics bother him, but those words had been niggling at the base of his
brain. Of course he knew what she’d meant to say—I just got you back—
but the phrasing had been quite awkward and she hadn’t even seemed to
recognize it. Even so, he doubted he would have noticed if not for the
statement that had followed. Angela had said that she didn’t want to be
“taken away” again.

The more he thought about it, the more he began to believe that she
really had been taken away somewhere. Until she had shown up at his door
over the weekend, he hadn’t seen her for four or five months. Now he
wondered if she had literally been taken away, either to rehab or into some
kind of psychiatric facility. Either way, there were clearly some vital bits of
information that Angela had not yet shared with him.

“Anything?”

Startled, Doug jumped a little as he turned to find Franco standing just
outside the huge walk-in closet.

“Nah. No safe. No more jewelry. No secret stash.”

Franco scowled. “What the fuck were you doing in there, trying on the
bitch’s shoes?”

Doug shot him a hard look. “You fare any better?”

“Not much. Stack of credit cards in the guy’s desk. Jeweled egg from a
glass case—"”

“An egg?”

“Like one of those Russian things,” Franco said. “Baxter figures the
stones are real, so it could be worth a mint. If you’re done in here, let’s go.
We’ve got all we’re gonna get.”

Doug nodded. Franco hesitated for a second, as if trying to decide if
Doug had challenged him somehow. Baxter was the ex-con, but Doug had
come around to the opinion that Franco was the more dangerous of the two.
If something went wrong with this job, he was sure Franco would be the



source of the trouble. He bore watching, so Doug slid his foot through the
mess he’d left on the floor of the closet as if taking one last look for
valuables, and waited for Franco to turn around and lead the way out.

Baxter met them in the corridor. He seemed to sense the tension in his
partners and glanced from one to the other before gesturing toward the
stairs.

“I checked the windows. Still no power in any of the houses I can see.
There’s someone home three houses up on the other side of the street—
candles or flashlights or something—but other than that, the whole area’s
deserted. Not even a goddamn plow.”

Franco grinned. “I love it.”

“Don’t get cocky,” Doug said. He shouldered his backpack and brushed
past them, heading down the stairs.

Franco swore at him, but he and Baxter followed a second later. They
moved through the kitchen to the french doors that led out onto the snow-
covered deck. Their footprints were clearly visible out on the deck and in
the yard, but the snow kept falling and soon there would be only slight
indentations in the white sprawl to mark their passing.

Baxter held up a hand to caution them, took a second to scan the
backyard, and then opened the door. In silence broken only by the crunch of
snow underfoot, they hustled out into the blizzard. The wind shrieked
around them. Doug had expected it to die down by now but it seemed only
to have grown more powerful. Despite the biting cold, he smiled to himself.
They were pulling it off. Hell, they had pulled it off. They could all go
home now and come out way ahead. But they wouldn’t do that. Doug had
one more key, and there was no reason for them not to use it.

Franco and Baxter hurried across the yard. Doug followed, backpack
heavier over his shoulder now, but he wanted it heavier still. They were out
here freezing their balls off, getting tired from rushing through the ever-



deepening snow. Only a fool would be out in the middle of this blizzard
without a damn good reason, and they had the best reason of all.

The shrieking of the wind grew so loud that Doug slowed down,
glancing around in search of some other source for the sound.

Ahead of him, Baxter stopped short and Franco ran into him from
behind, nearly knocking them both over.

“What the fuck?” Franco grunted.

Baxter ignored him, his attention diverted toward the elaborate wooden
swing set in the middle of the broad backyard. The swings swayed back and
forth with the ticktock creak of old metal hinges, but as Doug blinked
melting snowflakes from his eyes, he realized that it wasn’t the swings that
drew Baxter’s attention.

“You see this?” Baxter asked aloud.

In among the swings stood two figures, tall and thin and the same blue
white as the storm. They stood there, silently observing, and for a second
Doug wanted to run. Then he understood that they were only an illusion,
that someone had built snowmen or that the children who lived here had
made some kind of scarecrows that the storm had crusted with ice and
SNOw.

“Christ, they’re spooky,” Franco said. He nudged Baxter. “Come on.
Let’s go.”

They started for the woods again, headed for the snowmobiles, but
Doug kept staring at the figures beneath the swings. His pulse quickened.
Something about them drew his attention, made him give the swing set a
wider berth. Whoever had built the snowmen had made icy scarecrows out
of them. Not kids, he thought, a shudder running down his spine as he
craned his neck to watch the things. Kids couldn’t have made them so tall
and thin. And how the hell had the gleam on those eyes been achieved?

Jesus, how did I not notice them before? Had the things been there forty
minutes ago, when they had arrived? Of course they must have been. It



wasn’t as if someone had sculpted them in the short time he and the others
had been inside the house.

Doug had just about convinced himself when the things began to dance.

They swayed languidly from side to side, arms out, beginning to twirl
and to rise, moving with each gust of wind.

“Holy...” Doug began, taking two steps backward, his throat going dry.
A cold deeper than the chill of the air dug into his heart. “I’m not ... this
can’t...”

He couldn’t finish a sentence.

One of them glanced slowly at him, ice-dark eyes upon him, and the
frozen surface of its face cracked in a jagged smile of such malevolence that
he felt a screaming terror awaken within him, a terror he hadn’t known
since he’d lain in the dark as a little boy, unable to breathe for fear of the
dark whisper that he believed he’d heard beneath his bed.

The wind shrieked, snow stung his eyes, and as he blinked it away his
terrified paralysis snapped. He turned to race after Baxter and Franco, and
saw another one off to the left, in among the high, bare branches of the
trees. It darted down through the branches toward Baxter and Doug felt
fresh terror blossom in his chest. Impossible. It was all impossible.

But somewhere in the primal core of his brain he believed what he’d
seen, because his hands were already moving. He tugged off one glove and
reached for the gun tucked into the rear of his waistband, shouting for
Baxter to look up.

Franco had stopped and turned, but he hadn’t seen the thing in the trees.
He was staring into the sky ... into the storm.

Doug glanced up into the blizzard and saw others overhead, riding the
wind, falling with the snow, moving out across Coventry like frozen angels.

Off to his right, the swing-set hinges creaked, and he spun to see the
things sliding toward him through the falling snow.

Behind him, Franco began to scream.



Isaac had gotten his way after all. Jake had tried to take him into the
basement, where he had a stack of old board games like Life and Monopoly
and Pictionary, but it was cold down there and growing colder now that the
power had gone out. With flashlights and extra batteries and thick blankets,
plus a goose-down comforter that had once belonged to their mother, the
Schapiro brothers had retreated to the closet and bundled themselves up.
When the games had grown too boring for Isaac, Jake had decided to read
to his little brother. Now they were a third of the way through The Westing
Game and every few pages Jake would forget what they were doing there,
forget what they were hiding from, forget that Isaac was dead and his ghost
possessing the body of a little boy for whom the whole town had been
searching.

Nobody was looking for him right now, of course. They had at least
until the blizzard ended before they needed to worry about anyone
continuing the search for Zachary Stroud. Tomorrow morning, when it had
all passed and the cleanup begun, they would worry about what to do next.

“You’ll love this part,” Jake said, smiling in the glow of his flashlight
off the page. “Turtle is the best.”

Isaac didn’t reply. Jake continued reading, but after a moment he heard a
quiet sniffle and he looked up to see Isaac weeping in the yellow glow.

“Hey, Ikey, no,” Jake said, putting the book aside. He reached for his
brother and pulled him close. “It’s okay, little bro. I’ve got you.”

Isaac shivered in his arms, as if the cold that had crept inside him could
never be warmed. When he spoke, his voice was choked with tears.

“You don’t understand,” Isaac said. “I missed so much. You’re so ...
you’re old, now, and I’m still just me, and I missed so, so much.”

“Ssshh, it’s okay,” Jake whispered, as his heart clenched and his own
tears began to flow. “It’s okay.”

Isaac shoved him away and punched him in the chest, face red and
twisted with anger.



“It’s not okay!” he cried. “You’re not—"

Eyes widening, Isaac cut himself off, glancing in terror at the closet
door, visibly holding his breath and waiting for some terrible repercussion
to come from his raising his voice. Seconds passed and Jake only stared at
him, until at last he reached out and gripped his brother’s wrist and
squeezed. Isaac met his gaze, eyes still wild with fear.

“I told you. It’s okay. We’ll have time together now.”

Isaac looked at him and for the first time Jake saw not only fear but real
sorrow, aged and steeped in painful wisdom. They were the eyes of
innocence lost.

“I’m not afraid just for me,” Isaac whispered, cradling his flashlight
against his chest as if he wanted to curl into a ball and pretend he could not
be seen. “The ice men take all the heat from inside you. That’s what
happens when they kill you, Jakey. It’s like they drink it all up, your heat.
And then you belong to them, even after you don’t have a body anymore,
and they keep drinking from you, like forever.”

Isaac took Jake’s hands in his own, crying softly.

“I don’t want what happened to me to happen to you,” he said.

Jake could not muster a reply. Instead he shuddered and pulled Isaac to
him again, the two of them under the blankets and comforter. They sat back
against the wall with only each other for protection, both of them listening
to the storm howling outside and staring at the closet door, hoping it would
not come in.

Allie regained consciousness on the sofa in her living room, damp and cold
and with a headache that started between her eyes and radiated in branches
across her skull. She had a few seconds to wonder why her blouse was wet
and then she heard a rustling noise and gentle footsteps and she shot
upright, turning to see someone coming toward her. Her heart jumped and
then she exhaled as she recognized her visitor.



“Miri,” she said. “It really is you.”

“It’s me,” Miri replied. “I made you a cup of tea, Ms. Schapiro—"

“Allie, please. And you didn’t have to...”

Her words trailed off. Allie watched as Miri set the steaming mug of tea
down on the coffee table and connections slammed together in her brain.
She had seen Miri outside in the snow. That hadn’t been her imagination.
Allie touched the front of her blouse and felt the damp fabric and an image
fluttered through her mind, the snow rushing up to greet her, the sensation
of falling.

“I fainted,” she said, staring at the teacup.

“Yes.”

Slowly, she drew her gaze from the cup and studied Miri, the dark curls
of her hair, her copper eyes like bright pennies, her tentative smile, hopeful,
and full of worry.

“I saw...” Allie began, and then she began to shake. Her hands trembled
and she pressed them together, lacing her fingers as if afraid the pieces of
her—broken for so long—might fall apart after all these years. She pressed
her eyes shut and fought the tide of confusion and fear and hope long
enough to speak the words.

“I saw Niko,” she whispered. “I saw your father, out in the storm. I
think I’m going crazy.”

She felt Miri settling onto the sofa beside her. The girl took her hand but
she kept her eyes tightly shut.

“You did,” Miri said. “And I’'m so glad you did, because it means that
I’m not going crazy.”

Allie opened her eyes, turning to stare at Miri.

“That can’t be. We both know—"

“And we both saw. He’s here, Allie. Here with us, right now.”

Allie scooted back on the sofa until she could retreat no farther,
glancing anxiously around the living room at the floral drapes and the



unused hearth and the doorways that led to the foyer on one side and the
kitchen on the other.

She let out a shuddering breath as a door slammed shut in her mind. The
image she’d seen in the storm had to have been someone else.

But he was transparent. The snow passed through him. He was—

Her imagination.

Allie glared at Miri. “Why are you doing this? What do you want? It’s
hard enough for me when it snows like this. You know that. After what we
all went through, I can’t believe you would—"

Something shifted in the shadows near the old fireplace.

“She wouldn’t,” someone said in a low rustle of air. “You know she
wouldn’t.”

Allie covered her mouth, eyes wide, trembling with the urge to scream
or flee or weep with joy, or perhaps even all three. The thing in the shadows
could not have been called a man; it was barely more than a silhouette. A
phantom.

“Oh my god,” she said behind her hand.

She wanted to faint and yet refused to allow herself to do so. She feared
even closing her eyes, worried that the ghost would be gone when she
opened them.

“Niko?” she said, her eyes filling with tears, her heart breaking all over
again, pain as fresh as it had been that night twelve years past when she had
lost her love and her baby at the same time.

A ghost, she understood, was a terrible thing. It gave her the pleasure of
seeing his face and hearing his voice one more time, but he had only the
specter of life in his eyes. Seeing the ghost of the man she’d loved felt like
an assault, a mocking reminder of all that she had lost when he and Isaac
had died, not just love and joy but her faith in the world and her hope for a
future she would never have.

“Why?” she whispered.



The ghost hung his head, but not before she saw the pain in his eyes and
knew that he understood that his presence was not welcome, that he had
hurt her.

“You have lost so much,” Niko’s ghost said, his voice a gentle touch. “I
would never wish you more pain. But there will be much more if nothing is
done. Others will die, maybe others you love.”

“Daddy, what are you talking about?” Miri asked, gripping Allie’s hand.

“Jake told you the truth,” the ghost said, sliding nearer, emerging from
the shadows. “The ice men are real. And they’re here.”



EIGHTEEN

Miri found it difficult to focus on her father’s words. If she did not look
directly at him, didn’t peer too deeply into the shadows, it was possible for
her to listen to the rumble of his voice and pretend—for several moments at
a time—that he was still alive. In the presence of his ghost she had found
that she could barely breathe. Niko Ristani had died when she was only
eleven years old, young enough that when she wanted to remember his
voice she had to put on old family videos and just listen. Now he was right
here with her. Right here in this very room.

She felt damp streaks on her face and was surprised to find that she was
crying. Tears reached her lips and she brushed them away, tasting salt. Her
chest ached as if her heart had swollen within her, near to bursting.

The ghost hesitated.

“Miri?”

She closed her eyes, not wanting to look at him. Miri had seen him
strike out into the blizzard that night in search of help, already traumatized
by Isaac’s death, and the next time she had seen him he was lying dead in
his casket, the funeral home not quite able to cover up the blue sheen left
behind from lying dead in the snow for days before discovery. And now he
was here.



Niko had been a great father. The best. When he and Miri’s mother had
gotten divorced she had been too young to truly understand that there was
enough blame to go around for both of them and she had believed Angela to
be completely at fault. Those years when she’d had her father to herself had
been the best years of her life. He had always told Miri that he could never
hate her mother, because Angela had given him the greatest gift anyone
could ever have. Even at the age of nine or ten she would roll her eyes, but
in her heart she cherished those words. Busy as he was, he would always
find time to hug her, and when he had days off he would take her to the
beach or just huddle with her in his living room to read a book together,
taking turns reading to each other. When he died they had been halfway
through the second Harry Potter book. Miri had never picked up the book
again, couldn’t bring herself to read the rest of the series.

For her eleventh birthday, he had taken her to the Grand Canyon and
they’d ridden mules all the way down and camped at the bottom. That
night, they had lain on some rocks and looked up at the stars framed
between the upper edges of the canyon walls, and Miri had cried because it
was all so beautiful, and because she wished things could have been
different and her mother could have been there with them and her parents
still in love. That had been the night that Niko had told Miri that he was
falling in love with Allie Schapiro, and though it had been so strange to
think of her father with her former teacher, and she had reached an age
where she could not trust the prospect of happiness, she had let herself think
that perhaps there would be a new family and to begin wondering how she
would manage it, being around Jake so much without letting on how much
she liked him.

The memories overwhelmed her. Niko hadn’t been the perfect father—
he could be short-tempered and often became too wrapped up in his work,
and sometimes he said things about Angela that a child should never have



to hear about a parent—but he had loved Miri and tried his best to show her
that love.

“Hey,” the ghost said, startling her.

Then Allie’s voice. A human voice. Alive. “Miri, honey, please.”

“Miri,” the ghost echoed. She felt a chill and wondered if it had come
from some draft in the house or off of him. “Honey, I’'m really here.”

Opening her eyes, she spun on him, hands shaking as she gestured at the
air as if she might wave him away.

“No, you’re not. You’re not here, Daddy. You’re dead.”

She stared at him, forced herself to look at him and through him, to see
the bricks of the fireplace that were visible through the gauzy nothing that
her father had become.

Allie put a comforting hand on the back of Miri’s neck, but she felt no
comfort.

The sorrow in the eyes of her father’s ghost broke her heart into even
smaller pieces.

“Yes,” the ghost whispered, and his voice seemed to be everywhere and
nowhere at once. “I’'m sorry that I left you that night. I would never have
done it if I’d known that I wouldn’t be coming back. But Isaac was dead and
I couldn’t stand to see you and Jake standing there by his body, to see Allie
so broken. I went for help.”

“It never came!” Miri shouted at him, shaking off Allie’s hand.

The ghost rushed at her so abruptly that she let out a scream. Allie
scrambled back on the sofa but Miri did not move as Niko came up to her,
almost nose-to-nose.

“Listen to me. Awful things happened in Coventry that night and help
never came for anyone. Well, now those things are going to happen again,
but tonight can be different. You and Allie and I ... we can help, and not just
the living.”



Miri stared at him, growing numb, as if so many conflicting emotions
had simply overloaded her.

It was Allie who spoke up. “What do you mean? Are you saying...” Her
voice lowered to a whisper. “Is Isaac here, too? Like you?”

“Not like me, but yes, I think he’s here in Coventry. And if we can’t warn
him and the others...”

The ghost shifted away, retreating to the shadows as if he found solace
in them. And perhaps he did.

“Dad?” Miri said. “I’m listening, now. Tell us what we need to do.”

The ghost remained in the shadows. They gave him more substance,
somehow, and Miri studied him at last, hoping to etch the details of her
father’s face more deeply into her memory. The slight curl to his short hair
and high cheekbones and dark, serious eyes that could turn bright with
laughter ... only not now. Perhaps never again. Death had taken that from
him.

“Jake called them the ice men,” the ghost began. “I remember that. He
got the phrase from Isaac and it’s as good a term as any. The truth is that 1
don’t know what they really are, though I have my suspicions. They live in
the storm, but it’s not just any storm. They exist in a kind of endless blizzard
that is somehow its own place, a kind of frozen limbo. When it snows
anywhere, this other, unnatural storm overlaps with our world.

“They killed me, of course. That night I was running toward the sound
of the plow on the next street and two of them just plucked me up off the
ground like birds of prey. I’'ve never been so cold, not before and not even
now ... and then they dropped me. The fall did me in.”

Miri shuddered and took Allie’s hand.

“They strip the ghost right out of you—that’s the only way I can express
it—and then you belong to them, dragged along in their wake from storm to
storm. They survive on something they take from us at the moment of death,
and then dfter, too, like leeches. Heat or life or soul, I don’t know what.



When you’re in the storm you can sense the living world, feel its warmth
just out of reach. That’s the worst part, knowing how close you are to love
and light.”

“I’m so sorry,” Allie said.

Niko smiled softly and nodded to her. Miri wiped her eyes.

“I thought of you—both of you—during my time in the storm. I grieved
for myself and at the thought of never seeing either of you again. Somehow
I kept a little ember burning inside me, a purpose I held on to, and the last
time it snowed here in Coventry, I could feel it. I willed myself toward it.
That final ember gave me the strength to pull myself from their gravity and I
found myself here, fully aware for the first time. When the snow falls, my
thoughts are clearer.

“The others noticed. Isaac and the Newell boy and Cherie Manning and
the rest from Coventry. I had left a trail for them and they slipped out after
me, but none of them seemed to be able to focus the way I can. They
decided that the only way to survive, to hide from the ice men, was to have a
living body as an anchor.”

“What do you mean, ‘anchor’?” Miri asked.

Niko’s ghost looked at her. “They’ve taken over the bodies of living
people.”

“That’s awful,” Allie said, crow’s feet turning to wrinkles as she
frowned.

“Is it?” the ghost replied. “They’re afraid, Allie. They’re hiding. I think
some of them just want a chance at a proper goodbye, but I wouldn’t be
surprised if others intend to run off and start new lives in those bodies. The
one thing I know for certain is that they were all hoping that escaping
meant they were free, but it isn'’t that simple. The ice men noticed. They had
to wait for a real storm, something powerful enough for them to come
through.”

“And now it’s here,” Miri said quietly.



“And now they’re here,” her father said.

Allie tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “You said you had
suspicions about what they are.”

The sight of her father’s ghost shrugging with uncertainty was the
strangest thing that Miri had ever seen. The strangest thing she ever hoped
to see.

“They could be the gods of winter, the tattered remnants of long-
forgotten deities, left over from an age when people worshipped the
elements.”

Miri studied him. “But you don’t think so.”

“No, I don't. I think they’re like me. I don’t know how it started or who
the first of the ice men might have been, but I think these things only look
demonic. I think they’re just hungry ghosts, searching for warmth. I think
they’re what will eventually become of us if we let them take us back into
their storm.”

“Oh my god,” Allie whispered. “Isaac.”

Niko’s ghost nodded. “Exactly. Isaac, and the rest of us. But they have
limits. They can only exist here for as long as the storm rages. Once it
begins to die down, they’ll have to retreat along with it.”

“So, if you can keep from being taken again until the blizzard ends ...
then what?” Miri asked, knowing that the answer would not be what she
desired. Seeing her father like this would be the closest to a miracle she
would ever get.

“I don’t know,” he said, glancing away from her, the fireplace visible
through the side of his face. “I’d like to think that we can go on, then ... to
whatever waits for us all when we die. Wherever we’re supposed to go. All I
know is that I won’t be dragged back to that frozen hell, and I have to do
whatever I can to help the others. There may be places they can hide, places
the storm can’t reach them, but only if they know it’s possible. I have to find
them all, give them hope—"



“But you can’t go out into the snow,” Allie said quickly. “What if they
find you?”

“I broke away from them once already, Allie, and I have to believe I can
do it again. We have to find the others—”

“You don’t know whose bodies they’ve ... possessed?” Miri asked,
barely able to get the word out. It felt so strange to say such a thing and
have it be real.

“I saw a few faces but I don’t know the names.”

“We have to call Jake. He’ll help,” Miri said.

“Will he believe you?” the ghost asked.

“He saw them, remember?” Miri said. “The ice men. If anyone will
believe us, it’ll be him. In fact, given the call he made to me the other day, it
may be that he knows this already. But he hasn’t been answering his phone
all day.”

“Isaac,” Allie said, with a hopeful glint in her eyes. “If his spirit really is
here, and he hasn’t come to me, he’ll have gone to his brother if he can. He
has no one else.”

“Then we go to Jake’s,” Miri said, getting up from the sofa. “I just hope
the plows have done their job.”

Allie rose as well. She took a deep, shuddery breath and for the first
time she approached Niko’s ghost, reaching out as though to caress his
cheek. Her hand passed through him and when she turned away, Miri
averted her gaze, hating to see the regret in Allie’s eyes.

“We go,” Allie said. “But we have a stop to make on the way.”

“A stop?” the ghost asked, his smoky form wavering a little, as if he
might vanish.

Allie turned to look at him again, then glanced at Miri.

“I think I know where at least one of them is,” Allie said.

“Who is it?” Miri asked.



Allie frowned. “I’m not sure, but it’s one of the children and I think he’s
very confused and very frightened.”

“It’s good that he’s afraid,” the ghost said, stepping from the shadows
and becoming even less substantial. “Fear may be the one thing that keeps
him safe.”

At first, TJ had found it difficult to look at his daughter. His uncle Jim had
once told him that Grace had “her grandmother’s eyes,” and the memory of
that moment made him want to scream. He’d loved his mother—still loved
her—but his conception of reality didn’t allow for something like this. The
idea that they both existed now, his mother and daughter both in one body,
made him want to crawl out of his skin. It was simply wrong, truly
abominable. All he wanted was to hold Grace in his arms but he couldn’t
bring himself to do that now.

“Is she still in there?” he asked, forcing himself to look at the little girl
with her grandmother’s eyes.

“Of course,” Grace said.

But she’s not Grace, TJ thought. She’s Martha.

“Get out!” Ella screamed, making TJ jump. She strode the few paces
that separated her from Grace and grabbed the girl by the shoulders,
shaking her. “God damn you, get out of her! How dare you do this?”

“You don’t understand,” Grace said.

“Then make us understand,” TJ said, putting a hand on Ella’s shoulder
and drawing her back. “Explain this ... this insanity.”

And Martha did. Through her granddaughter’s voice, she told the story
of the night she died, of walking out into the blizzard and the things that
came for her there, of the years living in a constant snow, a storm so cold
that she knew she would never be warm, and a sudden opportunity for
freedom.



“Mom,” TJ said when she was done, his heart like an aching pit in his
chest, all the guilt of a dozen years burning inside him. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t
here. I told you I’d stay with you and I ... I’m so sorry.”

“No,” Martha said, and for a moment Grace’s young features—just
eleven years old—did look uncannily like her grandmother’s. “Don’t do
that to yourself, TJ. If you’d been here they’d have had you as well, and
that would be another kind of hell for me altogether.”

“And now what?” Ella asked, anger and confusion darkening her eyes.
“What about Grace?”

“She’s lovely,” Martha said. “And as soon as this storm is over, I’ll
leave her. I think as long as I’m here, inside her, they won’t notice me. If
they’re searching for the dead, they’ll never realize—"

The wind gusted so hard that it shook the entire house, rattling the
windows in their frames. They all flinched, startled, and stared at the
window above the kitchen sink. A few seconds passed and TJ exhaled,
turning back toward Grace, when the wind kicked up again, shrieking and
battering the house, and this time it did not let up.

“What the—" Ella began.

Something scraped along the outside of the house and TJ’s mouth went
dry. They heard scratching at the window and turned again, this time to see
the fleeting image of a face outside in the snow, a hideous, jagged rictus of
ice and glaring eyes. And then it was gone.

Ella screamed, even as Grace—Martha—grabbed both her parents by
the hand and tried to drag them from the kitchen.

“We’ve got to hide!” she cried.

“You said you were already hidden!” Ella shouted. “That they wouldn’t
find you!”

With terror in her eyes, Grace almost looked like their little girl again.
TJ put himself between his family and the window, then glanced back at his
daughter.



“What’s going on, Mom?” he demanded. “Why aren’t they just breaking
the windows?”

“They move like the storm,” the late Martha Farrelly said in her
granddaughter’s voice. “Solid as they can be, they can’t come in unless the
wind can find an entrance—an open door or window or a draft space.”

TJ glanced at Ella. “Is the bedroom window still open?”

“I don’t think so,” Ella said, flinching and twisting around at every
scrape and scuffle on the roof and walls, her eyes frantic.

TJ had a moment to think about losing her—not just her leaving him,
but losing her forever, and losing Grace as well—and a grim calm touched
him.

“They’ll find a way in,” he said. “We need to—"

Ella did not have his calm. She spun on Grace ... on Martha ... and
rushed to the little girl, grabbing her by the arms again.

“Let her go!” Ella shouted, her face etched with rage, hair falling wild
across her face. “These things are here for you, not Grace! You’re willing to
risk your granddaughter’s life for your own! I don’t care what kind of hell
you were in—"

“I do,” TJ whispered.

Ella twisted to glare at him. “What?”

“These things are here, Ella!” he said, stalking around the kitchen,
turning at every sound, ready to fight if it came to that. “We’re all in danger,
no matter what my mother does now.”

“What kind of person does this?” Ella demanded, eyes wide with
disbelief.

Grace ... Martha ... pulled free of her grip, staring at Ella. “You haven’t
been where I’ve been. You don’t know. I only need to stay safe until the
storm dies down—"

“Will it ever?” TJ asked. “Will they let it?”



“They don’t bring the storm,” Grace said in that wise old little-girl
voice. “They only ride it.”

TJ racked his brain, trying to figure out where they could hide where the
wind could never reach them.

Overhead, he heard the attic roof beams groan with the weight of the
snowfall, threatening to cave in.

And what then?

Detective Keenan sat on his sofa, wrapped in a blanket and reading
Lonesome Dove by candlelight. Without heat or electricity, the only sounds
in the house came from the rattle and creak of glass and wood as it stood
firm against the storm outside. His wife, Donna, had taken the boys and
gone to her parents’ house in Hingham the night before. They had lost
power during the last three major storms to hit the Merrimack Valley and
Donna had just not wanted to deal with keeping the boys warm and
worrying about keeping them calm when they both were so afraid of the
dark.

He missed them, but a night or two of quiet would be welcome. Or it
would have been, were it not for the lack of heat and the way the cold
seemed to take root in everything, its icy grip tightening as the temperature
dropped. Had he been able to go with them down to the South Shore, where
they would be getting half as much snow and the storm couldn’t even be
called a blizzard, he would eagerly have done so. But Lieutenant Duquette
had made it clear that, on duty or not, the entire department was to stay on
call in case of emergencies, particularly once the storm had ended.

So here he was, alone on his sofa with his book and a couple of candles
and a plate with the crust from his peanut butter and banana sandwich on
the coffee table.

Headlights washed across the living room, casting his surroundings in
an unearthly glow. Keenan glanced up from his book, listening for the



scrape of a plow, but this engine was too quiet for one of those lumbering
metal beasts.

Folding the page of his book, he set it on the coffee table and rose,
going to the window. The snow fell so heavily that he could barely make
out the snow-covered vehicle parked at an angle in front of the snowbank at
the bottom of his driveway. Then the blue lights turned on, strobing the
blacked-out houses up and down the street, and he saw the driver step out.
The officer was a giant, and as he made his way through the sixteen inches
or more of snow already on the ground, Keenan knew who he was long
before he reached the front steps.

The detective didn’t wait for the cop to knock. He pulled open the door.

“Evening, Harley,” Keenan said. “Not much warmer in here than it is
out there, but come on in.”

Officer Talbot stepped inside and stomped the snow off of his boots and
Keenan swung the door shut behind him.

“Better get your coat, Joe,” Harley said. “I kept trying your numbers but
the landlines are tied up and your cell is all static. The storm is messing
with everything.”

“Shit,” Keenan muttered.

All through this storm he had been unable to avoid thinking of the
blizzard twelve years past and all those lives lost. Sitting alone in his cold,
dark house, he had been grateful that he would not be the one to respond
first if something awful happened. Yet here was Harley, dragging him out
into the snow, and he wondered if the night would be any less terrible
simply because he hadn’t been first on the scene.

“What’s goin’ on?” Keenan asked. “Don’t tell me we got a homicide in
the middle of this.”

Harley narrowed his eyes. “No. It’s nothin’ official, actually. Nothing I
wanted to call in.”



Keenan had grabbed his boots from the spot by the door where he’d left
them to dry, but now he paused to shoot Harley a curious look.

“What’s that mean?” he asked.

“Remember how I said Jake had been acting weird?”

“Jake Schapiro?” Keenan said, pulling on his boots.

Harley frowned. “Yeah. Who else? I went—"

“Up to his door, right? You thought he had a girl inside.”

Harley looked queasy, like whatever thoughts were in his head had
made him sick.

“He had someone inside,” Harley said. “But it wasn’t a girl.”

Keenan had knelt to tie one boot, but he snapped his head around to
look up at Harley. A little tug of suspicion pulled at his gut, but he didn’t
want to believe it.

“Whatever you’re trying to say, I wish you’d spit it out.”

“He had cards in his hand when he came to the door,” Harley said, his
nose wrinkling in disgust or perhaps dismay, the words coming reluctantly
to his lips. “I thought they were playing cards, man. But a little earlier, I
realized they were something else. I recognized them, Joe. The guy was
holding a bunch of Pokémon cards.”

Keenan’s gut gave a sickening twist. “You’re saying he’s hiding a kid
out there?”

Harley only stared at him, jaw grimly set.

“You think it’s Zachary Stroud,” Keenan said.

“I think it could be,” Harley admitted. “But if we report that and we’re
wrong, Jake’ll never live it down. Never mind forgive us. He’s my friend,
Detective.”

“And if he snatched a lost kid whose parents were just killed?” Keenan
asked.

“Then that isn’t my friend out there in that farmhouse. It’s a damn
monster.”



Keenan finished tying his second boot, then grabbed his jacket and
gloves and hat from the chair by the door.
“Let’s go find out.”

Allie sat in silence in the passenger seat of Miri’s rental car, wondering
where Niko had gone. Swaddled in her white down coat, she huddled into
herself, constantly checking her peripheral vision for ghosts. Stop, she told
herself, but she couldn’t deny the chill that danced along her spine. No man
had ever been as kind to her as Niko Ristani. She had loved Jake and Isaac’s
father but they had married because she had gotten pregnant with Jake and
just assumed that true intimacy would come in time. That had never
happened; the army had kept him away from her more than he was with her,
and then he had been killed in action. Allie had never really understood
what it meant to be in love before Niko, never felt as if her heart had set sail
from her body. Allie had lost him and grieved for that loss ever since, had
wished for just one more day, one chance to tell him what he truly meant to
her.

But not like this.

She felt as if she ought to be thankful, but instead she was terrified, pins
and needles all over her skin, unable to catch her breath as she looked for
some sign that the ghost might be in the car with them. It—he—had
vanished into the storm the moment they had left Allie’s house, but had said
he would be with them. Allie felt something in the car, an unsettling frisson
in the air that might have been the presence of the dead or simply a
prickling fear that would be with her for the rest of her life.

“You okay?” Miri asked.

Allie jerked in her seat, turning to stare a moment at Niko’s beautiful,
grown-up girl. She uttered an anxious laugh.

“Are you kidding?”



Miri frowned, hands tight on the wheel, driving so carefully in the storm
as the wind buffeted the car.

“You’re afraid of him? He’d never do anything to hurt you.”

Allie shuddered and covered her face with her hands. “I know. I do
know that.”

Miri said nothing. After a moment, Allie dropped her hands and looked
over to see a tear sliding down her otherwise expressionless face.

“I’m afraid, too,” Miri said. “I don’t want to be, but I can’t...”

Allie lowered her voice to a whisper. “He’s dead, Miri. He’s not
supposed to be here. People ... we’re just not meant to know the dead.”

If Niko’s ghost was in the car with them, it gave no sign of having
heard. Still, Allie felt his presence, felt a chill that the car’s heater could
never drive away. As Miri turned onto Bridle Path Road, trying to keep her
tires in the tracks of other cars that had passed through the inches of snow
that had fallen since the last plow had passed that way, the two women fell
into a wary, fearful silence.

I’'m sorry, Allie thought, knowing she should speak the words aloud.
Her fear felt like a betrayal.

“Check it out,” Miri said. “Gustafson’s got company.”

Allie had told her the story of Eric Gustafson crashing his car into others
in the drop-off line in front of the school on Monday and the way Gustafson
had behaved, the way he’d cried while confessing that he had no idea how
to drive a car. When Niko had been talking about the return of those killed
that awful night, her thoughts had gone immediately to the city councilman
and the frightened, childlike look in his eyes that morning.

Now they pulled up in front of his house to find that they were not his
first visitors. A police car sat in Gustafson’s driveway, only a fresh dusting
of snow on the windshield—it hadn’t been there very long.

Miri put on the car’s hazard lights and they climbed out, instantly
assaulted by the freezing white savagery of the storm. Bent against the



wind, they trudged up the driveway, calf-deep in snow. Allie kept glancing
around to see if Niko’s ghost would appear but saw nothing out of the
ordinary.

“Weird,” Miri said. “The cop just plowed in here. No way he’s getting
out.”

Allie looked at the police car and understood immediately. The driver
had plunged his vehicle into the unplowed driveway and must already have
been lodged there in the entire blizzard’s depth of snow.

“Let’s be careful,” she said.

“And ready to run,” Miri replied.

They went up the steps and rang the bell. Councilman Gustafson’s
neighborhood was one of the few they’d passed through where the power
was still on, but though there were plenty of lights burning within, the bell
brought no reply. Allie rapped hard several times, and then again. They
didn’t have time to be polite. Niko’s ghost had said they needed to warn all
the spirits of the dead who had escaped the hell the ice men had made for
them, and she was willing, but not until after she had seen that Jake was
safe and learned whether Isaac’s spirit had found its way to his brother’s
house.

And what then? she thought. Will you be afraid of him, too? Of your
baby boy?

Allie knocked again, even harder. She had agreed to this first stop
because she had seen Gustafson with her own eyes and because the house
was practically on the way to Jake’s.

“Forget it,” Miri said. “Let’s just—"

The door opened, but it wasn’t Mr. Gustafson who greeted them. The
policeman who’d so deeply committed his car to the snowed-in driveway
stood staring at them. His name tag read TORRES.

“Can I help you?” Officer Torres asked.

“Is everything all right, Officer?” Allie asked. “Is Mr. Gustafson—"



“Who the hell are you people?” the cop said, his eyes narrowing.

“We need to talk to Mr. Gustafson,” Miri said. “And I’m wondering if
maybe we need to have a talk with you as well.”

Allie saw the suspicion with which Miri and Officer Torres regarded
each other and suddenly understood what Miri was suggesting. It all
seemed so unreal to her that if she had not seen Niko’s ghost for herself she
have thought that Miri had lost her mind, and if she was wrong about this
cop they might both end up in handcuffs.

“My name is Allie Schapiro,” she said. “Mr. Gustafson’s daughter is a
student at the school where I teach. I need to speak to him.”

“In the middle of a blizzard?” Officer Torres demanded.

“Dad,” said a voice inside the house. “It’s okay. Let them in.”

Allie took a step back. Dad?

Officer Torres opened the door wider and they saw Gustafson inside,
that same scared-little-boy look in his eyes, and Allie knew, then. She
understood it all. Only one father-and-son pair had died during the blizzard
twelve years past.

“Did you know they never found your body?” Allie said, barely aware
that the words had come out of her mouth. “Everyone assumed you had
died that night, but we could never be sure.”

The cop’s eyes went wide for a moment, and then he dropped his gaze,
embraced by a sorrow it pained Allie to see. Gustafson came up beside him,
one comforting hand on his back.

“Gavin?” Miri said, looking stricken.

“Hello, Miri,” Gustafson replied.

Allie could find no words, not even the warning she had intended to
offer. Carl Wexler and his son were reunited, but in the bodies of a
policeman and a city councilman, both of whom must also have people who
loved them. They had no right to intrude upon these lives. When the storm
had passed, perhaps their spirits would go on to a final rest, but what if they



tried to hold on? The thought revolted her. The dead were dead. They did
not belong to the world any longer.

“Does your mother know?” Miri asked.

Gustafson shook his head.

“And she’s not going to,” Officer Torres said. “She has a new life, a new
husband and a little girl. This is temporary. Telling her would only hurt
her.”

“On that we agree,” Allie said, her skin crawling. “We came to warn
you—"

“They’re here,” Gustafson said.

“Yes,” Miri said. “But if you can make it through the storm...”

She faltered. Allie didn’t know what had silenced Miri until she saw
Gustafson’s gaze and the fear in his eyes. She spun and saw something
darting through the storm, a figure moving in the snow, saw it stop and turn
and look at them, hanging there as the blizzard howled through it. Its eyes
were like holes bored through into a frozen world of endless winter. Ice
seemed to grip her heart and race through her veins, all warmth driven from
her, and a terrible sorrow enveloped her. It felt as if the bottomless pits of its
wintry eyes were leeching out her soul.

“They’re here,” Gustafson said again. And this time there was no
misunderstanding.

“Get out of here, Allie,” the wind whispered in her ear, snapping her
alert as if she’d woken from a trance. The snow whirled beside her and
became Niko’s ghost, his face etched with panic. “Miri, go! It’s not you they
want, but they’ll kill you if you stay!”

Allie tore her gaze from the thing in the storm and felt her fear become
hatred as she remembered Jake talking about the ice men. Another of them
slid through the blizzard and circled the first and they seemed almost to be
dancing. She had thought Jake had imagined it all, had constructed some
fantasy to accompany the trauma of his brother’s death. She had turned her



own heart to ice that night and her relationship with her surviving son had
never been the same.

“Bastards,” she whispered.

Then Miri grabbed her wrist and Allie was in motion, lurching and
stumbling down the snowy steps and across the deep snow of the yard
toward Miri’s car.

“The wine cellar,” she heard Gustafson shout behind her. “Dad, come
on!”

Allie heard Miri screaming her name and looked up just in time to see
the thing flying at her through the snow, its face chiseled from ice, its
mouth open in a shriek of frigid wind that showed jagged white teeth. It
reached for her with spindly icicle fingers and grabbed fistfuls of her coat
and Allie screamed as her feet left the ground. The wind seemed to aid the
force that carried her aloft. She felt its cold insinuate itself into her flesh and
bone and heart, felt unclean in her own spirit as its malignance washed over
her. The storm spun her around in the air and she kept screaming, thinking
of the frozen limbo that Niko had told her about and that perhaps it
wouldn’t seem quite so much like hell if they were together.

Please, no, she prayed. I don’t want to die. For years she had been
grieving, a shadow of herself, and now she mourned all the time that she
had lost.

Allie saw Miri thirty feet below, arms reaching skyward, crying out for
her.

And then she saw Niko. His ghost appeared beside Miri, reached out to
touch her hair with insubstantial hands, and then lofted himself into the air
with a gesture. He did not so much fly as appear and reappear in different
snowy gusts, a violent winter zoetrope that lasted only heartbeats. Allie
twisted in the demon’s grasp to get another glimpse of the ghost, and even
as she did Niko appeared in front of Allie’s captor and swung his spectral
fist. The ice man felt the blow and bared its needle teeth, whipped around,



and dived after Niko’s ghost. It lost its grip on Allie and she screamed,
flailing at the air, snow whipping at her as she fell, landing on her back with
an impact that knocked the breath from her lungs.

Miri appeared beside her. “Anything broken?”

“I don’t—" Allie began, and that was all she managed before Miri
grabbed her hand and hauled her up out of the nearly foot and a half of
snow that had broken her fall.

Disoriented, it was all Allie could do to keep her feet beneath her as
they raced toward Miri’s rental car. She heard shouting behind her and
turned to look back at the house, at the dead father and son who were
haunting the bodies of the cop and the politician.

“Go, go!” Officer Torres shouted, but inside, Gustafson was calling to
him—Gavin Wexler pleading with his father, Carl.

Torres slammed the door and turned to face the snow as it built itself
into a pair of ice men, spindly ice fingers curled into claws as they rushed at
him. Allie head Gavin screaming inside the house, the ghost of a little boy
with the voice of a man.

“Get to the wine cellar!” Torres shouted, but he didn’t turn his back on
the demons that flew at him. And then, loud and anguished, as if the words
had been torn from his chest, he screamed out his love to his son.

Miri shouted at Allie, who turned in time to find herself careening into
the side of the car. She bumped against it and then flung open the passenger
door as Miri raced around to the driver’s side. They tumbled in and Miri
jammed the key into the ignition and started it up. As the engine roared,
Allie glanced out and saw Niko’s ghost reappear once, just ahead of them,
beckoning them down the road. Her heart soared, knowing that he had
escaped being dragged back into that hell. Not alive, but not one of them.

As Miri hit the gas and the tires spun in the snow, Allie glanced to the
right and saw the ice men bent over Torres, digging into him and ripping



out strands of a vapor she could barely see through the storm, ribbons of the
thing she could only think of as Carl Wexler’s soul.

“Faster!” Allie said as they pulled away. “Get us to Jake’s!”

“What about the rest of the ghosts?” Miri asked.

Allie thought of Carl and Gavin Wexler and how they had not wanted
even the people who loved them and were still living to know they had
returned. She realized that they had no way to predict the wishes of the
dead.

“My concern is for Isaac and for your father, and for the living. The rest
of them will have to fend for themselves.”



NINETEEN

Timmy Harpwell drove his battered red F-150 through the storm, massive
plow blade adding all the weight he needed for traction in the snow. He had
three other drivers out working for him tonight, plowing a handful of
private developments and business parking lots. A storm this size, they
couldn’t just wait until morning and deal with it then. Timmy understood
that, but he sure as hell hadn’t planned to be one of the grunts freezing his
ass off tonight. He’d made the mistake of hiring his wife’s nephew and the
little puke had called in sick. Timmy had tried calling Franco, who hadn’t
been answering his phone all damn day.

“Assholes,” he muttered. He’d been in a perpetually pissed-off state for
the past fourteen hours or so.

Lukewarm air blasted from the truck’s vents. The truck’s heater had
chosen today to shit the bed, and he couldn’t get properly warm. His fingers
were cold on the steering wheel, even with gloves on, and his toes were
cold, too.

I’m too young to feel this damn old, he thought.

The engine groaned under the weight of the plow blade as he hit the
brakes, slowing down to turn into the parking lot of Dudley Plaza, a rinky-
dink little strip mall whose anchors were Domino’s Pizza and White Hen
Pantry. Working the lever, he put down the plow blade and gunned it,



clearing a swath of pavement. Six inches of snow had fallen since the last
time he’d been by and the snow just kept falling.

“Fuckin’ snow,” he whispered.

Timmy missed the shithole video store that had once been next to White
Hen; they’d had the most interesting porn section in town. There wasn’t
anything you couldn’t find online these days, no matter how perverse, but
there had been something about perusing those video racks that he liked.
For some reason, his wife would watch porn with him back when he could
bring a videotape or a DVD home, but she thought there was something
more unsavory about watching it on the computer.

Tonight his balls were so cold he didn’t think he’d ever be able to get
turned on watching porn—or doing anything else—again. When he got
home, he’d wake Amy up and see if she wanted to try to warm them up.
The thought brought the first smile to his face in hours.

He put it in Reverse, raised the plow, and took a swig of coffee as he
backed up for another run. When he looked up, someone was standing in
his path, headlights barely able to illuminate more than a silhouette.

Timmy leaned forward to peer through the windshield.

“What the hell?” he muttered. “Out of the way, moron.”

Shifting into Drive again, he revved the engine, having no interest in
rolling down the window and letting the storm in. Whoever the idiot in the
middle of the parking lot in front of Domino’s was, he didn’t get the
message.

“Oh, for Christ’s—"

Timmy never finished the sentence. His mouth hung open and he stared,
cocking his head to one side. The figure ahead had moved nearer as if
sliding or gliding along the just-cleared pavement, crossing a dozen feet in
an eyeblink, and now that it had come closer he could see it more clearly.

No way, he thought. It’s got to be some kind of—



It flew at the truck, dagger fingers reaching, jaws wide, teeth bared, and
shrieking in harmony with the storm. It struck the truck’s grille just above
the plow blade and vanished in an explosion of ice crystals that scattered
across the windshield. Only then did Timmy realize that the shrieking had
been his own and that the horrible, inhuman, keening wail was still coming.

Heart thundering, his whole body numb, he clapped a hand over his
mouth to silence his screams. Taking long, hitching breaths, as cold as he’d
ever been in his life, frozen to the bone, he looked at himself in the rearview
mirror and saw the terror in his eyes and knew that he was not the man he
had always believed himself to be. He felt his heart racing, felt himself on
the verge of tears he refused to shed, and knew something had broken inside
him. A strange sort of anger overcame him.

Franco, you motherfucker, he thought.

Whatever the hell had just happened—a hallucination, he told himself,
had to be—he never would have been out here if not for Franco. As Timmy
exhaled slowly, his heart still banging, trying to get himself under control,
he promised himself that he would make Franco’s life hell for a while.

He frowned, realizing that the cold he felt was not just fear. His heater
had finally died completely; nothing but frigid air was blowing in through
the vents.

“Goddammit!” he shouted, liking the anger in his voice. It made him
feel better.

He reached for the temperature-control knob ... and something reached
back. Ice crystals poured through the vents and sculpted themselves into
sharp icicle fingers and grabbed on to his wrist.

Timmy shrieked as its face began to slide in through the vents, jaws
wide.

He looked into its blue-ice eyes and saw a terrible nothing that seemed
to fall into some soulless forever, and he pissed himself, the last of his
dignity leaving him.



And then he died.

Doug stood in the storm, fighting the wind and the snow that whipped at
him, and watched things carved out of ice drag Franco into the air. They
were like wraiths, jagged, frozen bogeymen, and they whirled about on
crushing gusts of wind for a second or two before they rushed head-on
toward the sprawl of a tree’s bare branches. Franco shouted for help, his
voice rising near a scream as he tried to fight them, and then there came
through the storm the most sickening sound, a wet crunch as the wraiths
impaled him on a pair of jutting, skeletal branches.

“Jesus,” Doug whispered, and he turned to bolt for the snowmobiles,
furious with himself for the seconds he’d wasted by watching Franco’s
murder. Shock had paralyzed him and now terror freed him again.

A gunshot cracked the night, echoes swirling in the blizzard. Doug spun
around to see Baxter pointing a gun at him.

“Is this you, Dougie?” Baxter asked, eyes wide with fear. “Did you do
this?”

“Fucksake, Bax ... we gotta go!” Doug shouted over the screaming of
the snowstorm. His heart banged against the inside of his chest. His face
had lost all feeling; he had never felt such cold.

Baxter marched at Doug with the gun aimed at his face, as if the wraiths
were not still there in the woods, watching, and whipping back and forth in
the blizzard overhead. Had he really lost it so completely?

“Baxter—”

“What the hell is this?” Baxter shouted. Doug saw the frost that had
started to form on his face and stuck his eyelashes together.

A crunch of boots on snow made them both turn and Doug had to shield
his eyes from the snow to confirm what he thought he’d seen. Angela stood
there, long ringlets of dark hair whipping in the wind, eyes wide with a
sadness that broke his heart. Her thick winter coat and gloves and scarf



might have made her look adorably comical any other night, anyplace other
than this.

“It’s exactly what I feared!” she said.

Baxter marched toward her, aiming at her chest. “Who the hell are
you?”

“No!” Doug yelled, darting between them, hands raised. “She’s with
me, man.”

“So you had fucking backup? You had some double cross in mind?”
Baxter screamed.

Doug knew then that he’d snapped. The things were watching, gliding
lower, sliding from the woods and coming across the backyard toward
them, the swing set left behind, and Baxter acted as if they were no threat at
all, even though Franco’s body hung impaled on a tree, blood already
freezing in red icicles beneath him.

“It’s not like that,” Doug said, his feet crunching in the deep snow as he
backed up to where Angela stood.

“No? Then what’s it like?” Baxter screamed, panic breaking him. “What
the hell is this shit?”

“They’re coming,” Angela said quietly, and yet somehow—through
some trick of the blizzard—her voice carried to both of them.

Baxter must have seen that she wasn’t looking at him anymore. He
turned to see what had drawn her attention and it was as if he awoke to the
truth in that moment.

“Franco!” he screamed.

Instead of fleeing, Baxter raised his gun and ran toward the wraiths,
firing again and again. Doug saw one bullet strike home, shattering the
heart of one of those ice demons without slowing it down. And then they
were on Baxter, fingers stabbing and tearing.

Angela had Doug by the arm and they turned to each other, shouting at
each other in unison that they had to run. They went headlong, practically



falling forward through the deep snow, the effort pulling hard at the muscles
in Doug’s legs so that by the time he reached his snowmobile he crashed
into it before throwing one leg over. Angela jumped on behind him,
straddling the seat and screaming at him to go.

He started it up and the engine roared as he twisted the throttle. The
snowmobile gunned forward, its single headlight picking out a path ahead
as he raced for the street. No way would he try to backtrack through the
woods, not now. He’d dropped his backpack but the saddlebags on the
snowmobile were full of what he’d taken from the other houses. He forced
his fear down, packed away his childhood terrors deep in his heart where
they had always lain in wait. Where he believed they lay in wait for all of us
when we are fragile, or alone in the dark.

Enough of fear, he told himself. This could still be a fruitful night, but
only if they lived.

“Dougie,” Angela said, speaking close to his ear.

He glanced back and saw two of them rising and diving in the storm,
and then starting in pursuit.

“Hold on!” he shouted as they went up over a snowbank and down into
the street. He swung the snowmobile to the left and gunned it again. Snow
kicked up behind them as they shot off down the street with the headlight
leading the way, knifing through the darkness, as if trying to outrace the
killing grip of winter itself.

“Dougie, listen,” she said, so close and warm at his ear, though their
speed blew the snow so hard that it stung as it hit them. “It’s me, babe. I
missed you so much. I know you blamed yourself for not being there that
night, but I forgive you, Dougie. All I wanted was to feel your skin against
mine again. If they get me ... if they take me back, at least I'll—”

“Cherie?” he said, so quietly that in the raging storm she could not
possibly have heard.

“God, I love you,” she said, squeezing him tightly.



They reached a corner and he swung right, headed for Greenleaf Street,
praying the power would be working there or on Route 125 just beyond it.
As if streetlights will save you, he thought, and his heart broke.

“How?” he asked.

She screamed, then, and he twisted around to see her being lifted off the
back of the snowmobile by her hair, kicking her legs and trying to reach for
the spindly ice demon that dragged her into the air. It caught her wrist and
climbed higher until she was only another shadow in the storm. Doug
turned, screaming her name—not Angela, but Cherie—so much that had
not made sense about the previous days suddenly making heartbreaking,
breathless sense at last.

His gaze was still searching the whited-out sky when he hit a snowbank
he hadn’t seen coming, jostling him hard enough that he lost his grip on the
handlebars. The sled went out from under him, its engine racing as it took
air, and it crashed a dozen feet farther along even as he hit the snow, rolling
violently. He felt his left forearm give way with a loud crack and cried out
his pain.

Lying on his back, staring up at the whipping snow, he saw Cherie fall,
end over end, before she struck the ground. Again he roared her name.
Cradling his broken arm, he stood and staggered thirty feet, over the
snowbank and back into the street, where he found her bleeding and
shattered.

“No, baby, no,” he said as he crumpled to the snow-covered pavement at
her side.

Doug felt hollow inside, utterly bereft, unable even to summon the tears
that his soul wanted to cry. He glanced skyward, expecting to see them
descending upon him with their icicle fingers and bottomless eyes, but they
were gone.

Then he felt her move. Her eyes fluttered and his breath caught in his
throat when he saw her focus on him. Her brows knitted in confusion.



“Doug?” she said weakly.

His heart seized on the tiniest shred of hope that she might live, that he
would not lose her a second time.

“I’m here, honey,” he said. “I’m right here.”

Her confusion flared to anger. “But how did I get here? What happened
to me?”

The bitter, cutting edge in her voice gave her away.

“Angela?” he said, his last hope extinguished.

Her eyes rolled up and she passed out from shock, her injuries too great.
But he had heard that bitter edge, had seen her eyes, and he knew that
whatever part of Cherie had been inside her, the demons had torn it out
again.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” he whispered to the broken woman before
him, the snow already beginning to accumulate on top of her, turning red
and melting where it touched her blood. Things could have been so
different if only he’d known.

Still, he could not cry. Doug laid his head back and gazed up into the
storm, and amid the whipping snow and punishing wind he saw a single
pair of eyes glaring at him, dark pits like holes in the world.

He screamed as the demon hurtled down at him through the blinding
snow, long icy talons outstretched. Heart seizing, breath frozen in his throat,
he rolled away from Angela and threw himself sprawling across the road.
He felt those talons at his back, slashing, tugging, ready to eviscerate him.
He reached the snowbank and launched himself over the top, twisting
around to see how close he was to death.

The snow swirled around Angela’s broken, motionless body, but of the
ice demon there was no sign. Wherever it had gone, Doug prayed it would
never return.



TJ grabbed his wife by the hand and looked into her eyes, all the tension
between them forgotten. The scraping continued on the walls and roof and
TJ kept his eyes averted from the window over the sink, afraid that he
would see another of the winter ghosts staring back at him with those
empty, frozen eyes. Hate-filled eyes, as if the things despised him for the
warmth of his flesh and wanted to strip it from him.

“The upstairs bathroom has no windows,” he said, turning from Ella to
Grace, still unnerved by the aged wisdom in her eyes. “We can stuff a towel
under the door—”

“It may not keep them out for long,” Grace said, her voice sounding
even more like her grandmother’s.

TJ put a hand on her back, hustling her along in front of himself and
Ella. “I don’t see another option. They’ll find a draft eventually, get into the
house. If we’re waiting out the storm, we’ve got to buy time.”

He felt as if his pulse throbbed throughout his body, banging in his
temples and the tips of his fingers and beating a rapid rhythm in his chest,
but he had to stifle his fear. Grace—Martha—rushed for the stairs and
started up, with TJ and Ella ascending behind her. At the top of the stairs,
TJ started to turn toward the hall bathroom, but Grace had stopped short in
the corridor, staring through the open door of her bedroom.

Ella grabbed her daughter by the arm. “Hurry!”

Grace pulled her arm free, turning to glare at Ella with Martha’s eyes.
“Look outside!”

TJ and Ella crowded behind her and saw that she had stopped to peer
into her darkened room. The purple, frilly curtains that Grace loved had
been drawn back and beyond the window the snow fell at a less drastic
angle and the flakes seemed diminished. The storm had not ended, but it
seemed to have weakened slightly.

“Listen,” Ella said. “The wind has died down.” She turned and searched

TJ’s face with hopeful eyes. “Do you think—"



A terrible noise erupted in the attic overhead, a squeal like nails dragged
out of wood followed by a little pop that TJ recognized as a light bulb
bursting.

“Oh my god,” Ella whispered, grabbing his arm so hard that her
fingernails dug through his shirt and into his flesh.

“It’s so cold,” TJ said, and he saw his breath fog in front of him.

“They found a way in,” Grace said. “A vent or someth—"

The attic had a hinged door with a drop-down ladder and as the three of
them stared it began to shudder and bang with pressure from above. TJ
stared in mute horror as the pull-string hanging below the trapdoor began to
ice over.

The shrieking began again, but this time it wasn’t the gale outside but
the howl of frigid wind whipping through the house’s eaves. TJ looked at
Ella and Grace, saw the sorrow and surrender in their eyes, and knew he
could not live if he lost them. He thought of all the times he had held Grace
in his arms when she was a baby and even later, as she grew—thought of all
the nights Ella had fallen asleep curled against him in bed with her head
resting in the crook of his arm—and he moved.

Grabbing Ella, he shoved her to the bathroom. She careened through the
open door and fell, sliding on the Italian tiles, scrambling to get back to her
feet.

“No, TJ, don’t—"

He picked Grace up and went through the door, shouting for Ella to shut
it even as he pushed Grace into the bathtub, thinking how absurd it all
seemed, how wrong. How grimly mundane.

“It’s not going to work,” Ella said quietly, her breath fogging in front of
her.

Ice crystals had formed on the vanity mirror. TJ refused to look at it or
to think. He grabbed towels from the linen closet and jammed them under



the door, pushing with his fingers, filling the gap there, ignoring the fact
that there were thinner gaps all around the doorframe.

“Thomas,” his mother said, in the voice of his little girl, and TJ felt his
heart seizing in his chest as he ignored her, pressing himself against the
door, hoping to narrow the spaces around it.

Supposed to protect them, he thought. Mom. Ella. Gracie. You’re
supposed to take care of them. But he’d broken his word to his mother and
she’d died as a result, and now the things that had killed her had returned to
murder the rest of his family, to drag him into a hell constructed of his
inability to love them enough. To be the man he’d always aspired to be.

He slumped against the bathroom wall and stared at the doorknob,
watching as ice began to form around it.

Ella fell to her knees on the fuzzy blue throw rug, shaking her head as
she stared at Grace, trembling with grief.

“Mrs. Farrelly,” Ella said, staring into the little girl’s old-woman eyes.
“Martha. Please, you can’t let this happen.”

Grace stiffened, chin raised. “The storm is dying.”

“Not fast enough,” Ella said. “I don’t care what happens to me, but
Grace—”

“We’ll be all right,” the girl replied, and for the first time TJ saw the
selfishness in her, saw that in her fear she would say anything.

Ella slapped Grace so hard that it spun her back against the wall of the
tub.

“Stop it!” TJ snapped.

The bathroom door began to tremble, and they heard long, icy claws
drag along the wood.

Tears ran down Ella’s face as she turned to stare at her husband. “Don’t
let this happen.”

TJ squeezed his eyes shut against the scratching noises and the anguish
in his wife’s eyes. But even with his eyes closed, he felt the grip of the cold,



the temperature still falling. His chest hurt as he inhaled the frigid air and
opened his eyes, turning toward his wife and daughter—his “girls,” he
called them.

He went and knelt beside Ella, nudging her aside as he reached into the
bathtub for Grace, who stared back at him with the fearful, hurt, suspicious
eyes of his dead mother.

“Mom,” he said, and Grace allowed herself to be pulled in her father’s
embrace ... Martha into her son’s.

TJ held her there, wincing at the rattle of the door in its frame, at the
scrape of those icy claws on the wood. The gap was small but it had to be
enough. Why weren’t they coming through? Were the creatures toying with
them? TJ thought they must be and hated them for it.

He breathed in the scent of his daughter’s shampoo and felt her little
heart beating against him. A thousand images of his mother crashed
together in his head, memories that he cherished but that he had stored
away like a much-loved photo album, there to be drawn out when he missed
her most.

“Losing you was so hard,” he whispered to his mother. “Blaming myself
made it even worse. But the living are the living and the dead are the dead.”

The scraping on the door grew louder and a gust of frigid air blew into
the bathroom through the gap between door and frame, and he knew the
evil that had come for them had decided to end it.

“TJ,” Ella said, and he heard her crying behind him, needing him.

He tightened his embrace on his daughter, shuddering with a sadness the
likes of which he’d never known.

“I’ll always love you, Mom, but I can’t lose my Grace. She’s only
eleven. She deserves to have a life. She deserves a chance. The Martha
Farrelly T know, the woman who wanted grandkids so badly, she’d never
put Grace at risk. I know you’re scared—"



He felt Grace relax in his arms, felt her breath on his cheek as she
exhaled, nearly hanging from his neck.

“Daddy?” she whispered.

TJ couldn’t breathe. He jerked back, holding her at arm’s length, staring
at his little girl. When he glanced over his shoulder he saw a gossamer
shadow moving out through the door, passing through it as if it weren’t
there, and he nearly called for her to come back.

“Gracie?” Ella said beside him. “Is it you?”

“Mom,” the girl said, almost impatiently, “I’m cold.”

Ella grabbed hold of her husband and daughter both and dragged them
into a family embrace, Grace practically falling out of the tub on top of
them.

“Oh, God, thank you,” Ella said.

TJ said a silent prayer of thanks as well, but his was not to God. He
thought of all the things that he wished he’d thought to say to his mother
and now never would. But he thought perhaps that was for the best.

“Hey,” Ella said, reaching up to caress his cheek, searching his eyes.
“It’s gone quiet.”

And so it had.

The only sounds in the bathroom were the hum of the overhead fan and
the quiet dripping of water as the ice on the doorknob began to melt.



TWENTY

“Jake. Wake up.”

Inhaling sharply, Jake sat up and found his head amid the clothes
hanging in the closet. He gave an amused grunt and shook himself. Isaac
shore a flashlight in his eyes and he squinted and turned away.

“I’m awake.”

“Listen,” Isaac said, nudging him. “Do you hear that?”

The boy might not have Isaac’s face, but his voice sounded so genuine,
so right, that it made Jake shiver. He wondered if it was just his imagination
—twelve years had passed, after all; how could he really remember what
Isaac’s voice had sounded like back then? Maybe all ten-year-old boys
sounded the same.

“I don’t hear anything,” he said.

But he frowned even as he spoke the words, because maybe he actually
did hear something, a thumping noise that was not the sound of the shutter
banging against the house. His heart skipped a beat, then began to race. He
hadn’t been completely asleep but he had definitely been drifting off,
despite that it was hours earlier than he usually went to bed. Now he
couldn’t have been more awake. It felt like every cell in his body was on
alert.



The sound stopped. He shifted, knocking over some shoes that he’d
piled up to get them out of the way and tipping all the contents out of the
open Monopoly box at his feet. His head hit the clothes again and some
bare hangers jangled.

“Is that...?” Jake asked.

Isaac shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

The muffled sound of voices reached them, impossible to understand
but clearly human. The thumping came again and Jake exhaled, realizing
how stupid he’d been. He started to get up and Isaac grabbed his arm.

“No!” the boy said.

“Someone’s here. They’re banging at the door.”

“Don’t answer,” Isaac pleaded.

Jake hesitated, but he heard the muffled shouting again and thought
whoever was out there didn’t seem likely to give up. A terrible thought
occurred to him.

“What if something’s happened to Mom?”

Isaac glanced around the dark closet, forlorn, and then he nodded.
“Okay, go. But don’t go outside. And if you see anything weird, shut the
door fast.”

Jake smiled. “Promise.”

He took the second flashlight and climbed out of the closet, groaning as
he stretched his legs and back. He was only twenty-four but already his
body didn’t adapt well to being cramped in a closet for a few hours. Once
upon a time he and Ikey could have camped in there for days, eating junk
food and telling ghost stories. Now the idea of ghost stories made him
nauseous. Fear had lost its entertainment value.

“Stay there,” he told his dead brother, and he shut the closet door.

Clicking on the flashlight, he hurried through the house, realizing just
how loud the banging and shouting was. As he hurried to the front door, he



recognized one of the voices as Harley’s, and then his other visitor
identified himself.

“Jake, this is Joe Keenan, and this is your last chance. If you’re in there,
open the door. Otherwise we’ll have to assume you’re in some kind of
trouble and we’re coming in! I'll give you a count of ten!”

A heavy fist hammered on the door. Harley, he thought.

“Open the damn door, Jake!” his friend shouted.

Outside, Detective Keenan began to count loudly down from ten. As
Jake reached for the dead bolt his hand wavered. If something had
happened to his mother, he wanted to know, but what if they were there for
another reason? Detective Keenan had been instrumental in the search for
Zachary Stroud.

“Shit,” Jake whispered to himself.

Harley shouted his name and banged again.

“Seven!” Keenan yelled. “Six! Five!”

Shit, shit, shit, Jake thought, and then he slid back the dead bolt and
turned the knob, hauling the door open. They were coming in one way or
another; better that they did so without destroying his front door. He stood
in his foyer and shone his flashlight in their eyes.

“You sound like you’re about to blast off,” he said, scratching his head
and pretending to yawn.

Harley and Keenan looked surprised that he’d opened the door and he
saw them straighten up. They’d actually been prepared to break in.

“Where the hell have you been?” Harley demanded.

Jake scowled at him. “Sleeping. In my house. The house of an idiot who
did not buy a generator after the last two times he lost power. Not a lot else
to do in the middle of a blizzard ... except, I guess, for going around
hammering on people’s doors when you should be home. What is with you
guys? It’s kinda late, don’t you think?”



Detective Keenan visibly shifted gears, going from friend to cop in half
a second. “Can we come in?”

Jake shrugged and stepped out of the way to admit them. “Of course.
Sorry, still half asleep.”

As they entered, he glanced out the door, searching the snow-streaked
darkness for inhuman things.

“What are you looking for?” Detective Keenan asked. “We’re alone.”

Jake’s heart skipped. He hadn’t thought about it, but that was a good
sign. They’d come without the cavalry.

“Just wondering how you got here. Did you park out on the street?”

“Not like we could get into your driveway,” Harley said. “Even getting
up your street wasn’t easy. If the plow doesn’t come by soon—"

“If the plow comes by soon, your car is probably going to get
demolished,” Jake said. He gestured toward the living room and they
followed his lead. “Wish I could offer you guys some coffee. I might have
some beers, but—"

“We’re good,” Detective Keenan said wearily.

Jake could barely breathe as he picked up a matchbook from the coffee
table and lit two candles he’d left there earlier, in preparation for the storm.
There were also two empty mugs on the table, left from when he’d made
hot chocolate earlier for himself and Isaac, and he saw Keenan eyeing the
mugs. You didn’t have to be a detective to count to two.

From the moment Jake had let them in, Harley had been watching him
with open curiosity, not quite accusatory but definitely suspicious. He hated
to have his friends look at him that way, but the idea of trying to explain the
truth to them seemed absurd.

“So, I assume you guys didn’t pay me a visit just because you were
bored.”

The sarcasm didn’t earn even a smile, and that was when he knew he
was in real trouble. These guys weren’t going to content themselves with



asking him; they were going to want to search. Of course they were. He’d
been stupid not to realize it right away. If they didn’t have strong
suspicions, they would never have come all the way out to his house in the
middle of a blizzard.

“We didn’t,” Detective Keenan said, sitting forward on the sofa and
studying him, trying to look casual but ready for whatever Jake might do.

This is really happening, Jake thought.

“Last time I was out here, you wouldn’t let me in,” Harley said. “The
shades were all down. Most of em are still down. I had the idea you had a
woman here, maybe a new girlfriend or something.”

Detective Keenan looked pointedly at the two mugs on the coffee table.
Jake faked a smile and he knew they saw its falseness. Both cops stiffened a
little, sensing his panic. He knew it, but he could not get the thin, fake smile
off his face.

He struggled to think of some way to get rid of them. If they wanted to
arrest him, to take Isaac away, they could do that, but only if they waited
until the storm had passed. The idea of Isaac out there in the blizzard with
the ice men hunting for him ... Jake couldn’t let that happen.

“I know I must’ve looked like a wild man that day,” Jake said. “But I've
been having trouble sleeping. That’s why I had the shades down. I didn’t
fall asleep till dawn. I hadn’t even been up long when you—"

“Bullshit,” Harley interrupted.

Jake almost expected Detective Keenan to protest. He was the detective;
he was the one who should have been asking the questions. But Keenan just
watched.

“It’s not bullshit,” Jake said, allowing himself to look irritated.
“Seriously, what the hell’s going on with you guys? Why are you here?”

“Pokémon,” Detective Keenan said.

Jake flinched. “What?”



“You had Pokémon cards in your hand,” Harley said. “Spread out, the
way you would if you were playing, so don’t tell me you were getting ready
to sell them on eBay or some shit. You’ve got about five seconds to explain
yourself, Jake. Convince me you’re not some kind of...”

Harley glanced away, shaking his head, not wanting to speak the words.

Jake hated it. At twenty-four, he was old enough to know that the older
people got, the harder it was to make close friends, and he and Harley had
been close.

“Harl,” he said, ignoring Keenan. “I swear to God, it’s not what you
think.”

Detective Keenan stood up, staring at him, a little spark of hatred in
each eye. “Tell me right now, kid. Is Zachary Stroud in this house?”

Jake stared back, thinking of trying for Keenan’s gun and knowing how
ridiculous an idea it was.

“It’s not what you think, Joe.”

“Jesus Christ!” Keenan said, sneering as he spun around, glancing
around the living room. “The whole city’s been looking for the boy and he’s
right here? Everyone’s given him up for dead!”

Keenan paused, then stormed over to Jake, one hand on his gun. “Is he
alive, Jake? Tell me the boy’s alive?”

“He’s alive,” Jake said. “But he’s not Zachary Stroud.”

Detective Keenan jerked his head, gesturing to Harley.

“Officer Talbot, search the house. Find the boy.”

Harley looked like he wanted to spit in Jake’s face. He opened his
mouth to speak and then thought better of it, turning to leave the living
room.

“Listen to me, Harley. You can’t take him out of here! It’s not safe, you
understand? The ice men are going to take him back. If you take him out
into the storm they’ll come for him, and they’ll probably kill you while
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they’re at it



As if he hadn’t spoken, Harley stormed from the room. Moments later
Jake heard doors slamming open and closed, then heavy footfalls on the
stairs. The wind still gusted hard, rocking the house and making the beams
creak, and snow whipped at the windows, but Harley Talbot’s footsteps
were the loudest sound that Jake had ever heard.

His heart breaking, he looked at Detective Keenan.

“Please, Joe, you’ve gotta listen.”

Keenan’s upper lip curled in disgust. “Don’t even talk to me.”

Upstairs, Isaac began to scream. They heard Harley’s voice, too, trying
to reassure the boy, but the sounds of struggle continued and got closer.

“What the hell?” Detective Keenan muttered.

When Harley reappeared, he had Isaac over one shoulder.

“Jesus, Harley, put the kid down!” Keenan shouted.

Harley complied, but the second that Isaac’s feet were on the ground he
started punching the massive cop, screaming at him.

“Damm it!” Harley snapped.

He knelt and tried to put his arms around Isaac to restrain him. The boy
grabbed his right arm with both hands and bit him hard. Harley swore and
gave him a little shove and Isaac fell on his butt on the hardwood planking,
then scrambled to his feet and rushed through the living room.

“Zack, listen,” Detective Keenan said, crouching to try to intercept the
boy. “We’re here to help you. I know you’re in...”

The boy dodged around him and threw his arms around Jake.

“Don’t let them take me, Jake. Please don’t let them. I can’t go out in
the snow.”

“I know, I know,” Jake said, kneeling down to take the boy in his arms.
Cupping the back of Isaac’s head in one hand, he clutched the boy to him
and looked over his shoulder at Harley and Detective Keenan.

“I tried to tell you. This isn’t what you think.”

“Then what the hell is it?” Harley demanded.



“The kid’s in shock,” Detective Keenan said. “After the accident, he’d
have to be. I don’t know if you did anything to him or if you’ve just got
some bizarre idea that you’re helping him, but—"

“You’re not listening!” Jake snapped.

Isaac had calmed enough to turn to face the officers. Jake stayed on his
knees beside him, the Schapiro brothers united.

“Okay,” Detective Keenan said, frowning as he tried to make sense of
their closeness. “What is it, then?”

“Twelve years ago, Joe ... there were demons in that storm.”

“Demons,” Harley echoed, a terrible sadness in his voice. Pity in his
eyes.

“I saw them with my own eyes. They came right through the screen of
my bedroom window and dragged my little brother, Isaac, out into the
snow. The screen didn’t give way ... they pulled him out.”

“I remember hearing about this back then,” Keenan said. “But you’re a
grown man now. You can’t possibly—"

“It’s true,” Isaac said quietly, his voice full of such pain that the others
in the room could not help but stare at him. He lowered his gaze, scuffing
his foot, fearful but not surrendering. “They took us all, everybody who
died that night, and they’ve kept us ever since ... till a few days ago. We got
away, but they know we’re here and they’re out there now, in the blizzard,
hunting for us. I’'m sorry for the boy whose body I’'m in. He hit his head and
when he got out of the car his parents were drowning and he tried to save
them. He went into the river and dove under the water and tried to smash
the window but he was too little and then he was choking and swallowing
the water and he was going to drown when I went inside of him.”

Keenan and Harley stared at him openmouthed, neither of them
knowing what to say next.

“I’m sorry,” Isaac said. “But I think he did something to his brain, going
that long without breathing right. I can’t even feel him thinking in here with
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me.

“Holy shit,” Harley whispered.

“Harley. Joe,” Jake said. “Meet my little brother, Isaac.”

Detective Keenan backed up. “No. No way, man. Do you have any idea
how crazy you both sound? You’ve had three days up here by yourself to
mess with this kid’s head. His parents may be gone but he’s still got
family.”

Something in Keenan’s expression suggested that he doubted his own
words, like he struggled with a memory he wished he could forget.

“Joe,” Harley said quietly.

Keenan shot him a hard look. “Don’t even think about it. Get your cuffs
out.”

“No!” Isaac shouted.

Harley took out his handcuffs but he looked unsure.

Jake put an arm around Isaac. “I can’t let you do this, Joe.”

Detective Keenan pulled his gun. He didn’t take aim, but suddenly the
weapon was in play, and Jake slid Isaac behind him, blocking his brother
with his own body. Harley started toward him with the handcuffs.

“Don’t make this ugly, Jake,” Harley said, obviously troubled.
“Whatever this is, we’ll work it out.”

“Are you kidding me?” Jake snapped. “Keenan’s got his gun on us!
What are you going to do, Joe, shoot a kid? If you guys don’t believe him,
nobody will, and if you bring him out in that storm I’'m going to lose my
brother all over again!”

“Jake,” Detective Keenan said. “You lost Isaac a long time ago. There is
no ‘again.” Nobody wishes there were more than I do, but there are no
second chances.”

Isaac stepped out from behind Jake.

“There might be,” the boy told him. “Charlie Newell says you cried
over him and Gavin. They weren’t much older than I was and they’ve been



suffering all this time. We all have. Maybe it’s not really a second chance,
but we don’t want to suffer anymore. We just want to rest. Don’t you think
Charlie deserves to rest.”

The gun shook in Detective Keenan’s hands. His eyes were wide and
damp and he trembled with something that did not seem much like rage
until he turned and looked up at Jake and sneered.

“You son of a bitch,” he said, “putting this shit in the head of a ten-year-
old. What is wrong with you?”

“Joe—" Jake began.

“You have to listen!” Isaac cried.

Detective Keenan stared at the boy as if trying to see inside him. In that
moment’s hesitation they all heard the storm blowing outside.

“Officer Talbot,” Keenan said, “I swear to God if you don’t cuff him
right now I am going to shoot you instead.”

Harley swore under his breath but he moved toward Jake. When Isaac
tried to interfere, Harley shoved him onto the couch and grabbed Jake by
the arm, slapping a cuff on one wrist. Jake shouted and shot an elbow into
his gut, got away for a second before Harley grabbed the back of his neck
with one huge hand and slammed him to the floor, one knee on his back,
forcing his other arm around. Jake fought against it until he thought his arm
would break, and at last there was nothing he could do about it. The cuffs
were on.

“Stop!” he screamed. “You don’t know what you’re doing!”

Jake twisted around, trying to get Harley off him, and saw Isaac beating
on the huge cop’s back and arms and head until Keenan grabbed Isaac from
behind, holstering his gun.

Such was the brutal tableau on display when they heard the front door
open, all of them turning toward the sound of a woman’s voice.

“Jake?”



Two figures stepped into the foyer, dusted with snow, and then stood at
the living room entrance, staring inside with wide eyes. One of them was
Jake and Isaac’s mother, but it was the other whose presence astonished
him. Even then, in the middle of the chaos, he couldn’t help thinking how
beautiful she looked.

“Miri?” he said.

Something shimmered in the air behind them and Jake wondered if they
had brought someone else along.

“Let him go!” his mother said, rushing into the room. “Harley, for God’s
sake, what are you doing? You’ve had dinner at my house. What do you
think you’re—"

Isaac rushed at her, throwing his arms around her waist. He buried his
face in her chest and began to sob, trying over and over again to speak to
her but unable to get out the words. At last, breath hitching, everyone in the
room staring, he spoke a single word.

“Momma.”

Allie Schapiro stared down at him, her eyes welling. She searched that
unfamiliar face—the face of a stranger—and pushed the hair away from his
eyes to get a better look.

“Isaac? Is it really...”

She sank to her knees and embraced him.

“This is a goddamn madhouse,” Keenan said.

Outside, the wind began to scream and they all stiffened. Jake spun
around, staring at the windows. Had he seen something flit by out there?
The fear that had been enveloping him wrapped itself around him like a
shroud. Once upon a time, twelve years earlier, Isaac had watched the ice
men dancing in the snow and made the mistake of thinking them harmless.
Playful. They couldn’t make that mistake again.

The house shook and a barrage of noise filled the air, beams creaking
and glass rattling, and then they could heard a terrible sound, like a hundred



iron hooks being dragged along the roof and outer walls of the farmhouse.

“They’re here, Momma,” Isaac cried, spinning around in terror, eyes
wide. “Don’t let them take me again.”

Jake looked at Harley. “Get these goddamn handcuffs off.”

“This is impossible,” Detective Keenan said.

Miri snapped her fingers in front of his face twice. “Wake up, Detective.
The impossible can kill you.”



TWENTY-ONE

Keenan spun around, trying to figure out where the sounds were coming
from, and then he realized they were coming from everywhere. His
thoughts were a maelstrom of doubt—whom did he believe, here? Whom
could he trust? Despite the icy air and the plummeting temperature in the
room, he felt beads of sweat dripping down his back and wondered if he
might be having a nervous breakdown.

Breakdown? It’s not that simple. I’m losing my damn mind.

Losing his mind, because with every word out of the mouths of these
people, he kept seeing the face of that rookie, Torres, in his head, and trying
to tell himself that the young, seemingly unbalanced cop had not said the
words Keenan thought he’d heard in The Tap the night before: “I’m betting
you still remember what my skin smelled like when it burned.” He’d
thought Torres was having some kind of psychotic episode, convincing
himself that he was Gavin Wexler. Hell, given his age, they might have
gone to school together. Or so Keenan had told himself.

Now, he didn’t know what to think.

The fingers of his right hand twitched and descended toward the gun
he’d just holstered. He had to force himself not to draw the weapon,
worried that he might pull the trigger. Instead, he stared at Zachary Stroud.
The kid might be orphaned, but somehow he’d survived ... if he was still



even Zachary Stroud. The way he held on to Allie Schapiro—kids didn’t
clutch at strangers that way. He knew her, saw her as his mother, but if
Keenan allowed himself to follow that train of thought it would lead him to
things he simply refused to believe.

Harley had moved behind Jake and was taking off the handcuffs.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Keenan demanded. He felt like he
was floating, like the people in the room around him were retreating into
shadows and he was starting to lift off the ground. “He’s in custody,
dammit!”

Harley froze and stared at him, eyes narrowing. Could the younger cop
see how untethered from reality he had become? Keenan thought perhaps
he could, and it was almost a relief when Harley hurried to him, moving
between Allie Schapiro and Miri Ristani.

“Joe, snap out of it,” Harley said, grabbing his arm.

The whole house shook with a massive gust of wind, boards groaning,
and the Stroud boy cried out again, this time pointing at the window.
Keenan glanced over and thought, for just a second, that he had seen a face
at the glass, an obscene mask of ice with jagged teeth and eyes that were
hideously, cruelly intelligent. He turned away, shook his head to clear it,
and looked again to see that it had been only a pattern of snow stuck to the
window screen.

Harley grabbed the front of his jacket and hauled him up onto the tips of
his toes, so they were practically nose-to-nose.

“Detective Keenan!” he shouted. “Wake the hell up!”

Keenan flinched, inhaling sharply, as if Harley had struck him. He
shook himself loose and for a moment he just stood there listening to the
pounding of his heart. When he turned to look at Allie and the boy again,
Miri and Jake were with them ... and beyond them, in the shadows at the
corner of the room, stood what could only be a ghost.



“There!” Keenan shouted, pulling his gun, knowing bullets would do
nothing. “All of you get back!”

“No!” the Stroud boy said, looking at him with wide, desperate eyes.
“He’s here to help! That’s Miri’s dad!”

Gripping his gun so hard that his knuckles ached, Keenan watched the
ghost drift to the boy and kneel in front of him.

“Hello, Isaac,” it said.

Keenan’s jaw dropped at the sound of its voice and a ripple of emotion
went through him, some combination of wonder and horror that he had
never felt before.

“You got away, Niko,” Isaac said. “We all thought we could get out,
too.”

“I know, pal. I know.”

Of all things, it was the sorrow in the eyes of a ghost, the regret in the
voice of a dead man, that brought it all home to Keenan. He glanced around
the room at the people gathered there and realized that they were a family.
Allie had been in a relationship with Niko at the time of the blizzard that
had killed Niko and Isaac, and here they were. Niko and his daughter. Allie
and her boys. Keenan stared at Zachary Stroud and the boy’s story came
back to him, the firsthand account of a ghost who had watched a boy try to
save his drowning parents and ended up nearly drowning himself, brain
damaged by oxygen deprivation.

This wasn’t Zachary Stroud at all.

Sound rushed in. It had been there all along, the scraping at the
farmhouse’s walls and roof and the rattling of the windows, but he had been
lost inside his head for a minute or two. Now he felt as if he had woken
from sleep to discover that the ordinary world had been a dream and this
land of impossible things was reality.

“There are others,” he said, looking at Jake. “How many are we talking
about?”



“All of them, I think,” Jake said, but he could barely take his eyes off
the ghost in the room. “Either like Isaac or ... I don’t know, maybe like
that.”

“No,” the ghost said. “There are no others like me.”

“We found Gavin Wexler and his father,” Allie said quickly, glancing
around at the walls as if they were closing in. “They’ve possessed Eric
Gustafson and a policeman named Torres—"

“Torres,” Keenan said. “God, it all makes sense now.”

“Nat Kresky was acting weird,” Harley said. “Like he couldn’t—"

Miri threw up her hands. “Solve the mystery later, guys. We need to get
somewhere they can’t reach us and right now. Allie and I have seen these
things up close—”

“The cellar,” Jake said, picking up Isaac—And now I’m thinking of him
as Isaac, Keenan thought—and rushing out of the room.

“Move it!” Keenan snapped at Harley, but the other cop was already
moving.

Miri and Allie raced after Jake and Isaac, each but the boy holding a
flashlight, and Keenan and Harley brought up the rear. When Keenan
glanced into the corner where he’d seen the ghost, Niko Ristani had gone. A
flush of warmth went through him, relief that the dead man had abandoned
them, but when he hustled into the corridor and saw the others rushing for
the cellar door, which Jake held open, the ghost appeared again, standing
just behind Jake and urging them on.

He forced himself to breathe, to just keep moving. To believe. These
people were depending on him.

His teeth chattered. It had become so cold in the house, and so quickly,
that the chill cut through his jacket and made the gun feel like ice in his
hand. Miri went downstairs first, followed by Allie and Isaac, the little dead
boy who held his mother’s hand to keep from falling. Just move, Keenan
told himself, trying not to be thrown by his thoughts.



“You think this door will hold?” he asked, looking past Jake at the ghost
of Niko Ristani.

“If anything will,” the ghost replied, his voice seeming to come from
everywhere and nowhere. “It’s sturdy and secure and the weather stripping
will lessen the chance of a draft. The storm is weakening; we just have to
hope it spins itself out before they can get to you.”

The whole house seemed to sway. It sure didn’t feel to Keenan like the
storm was weakening.

“Go,” Jake said, nodding to him and Harley as he dug into his pocket
and pulled out a jangling set of keys. “I can lock it from inside.”

Harley patted him on the arm—all forgiven, apparently—took out his
flashlight, and hurried into the cellar after the others. With the ghost looking
on, Keenan paused.

“Jake...”

“Now’s not the time.”

Keenan nodded. “Lock it up tight.”

He had his foot on the top step when they all heard a massive crack and
a splintering of wood, followed by a crash.

“One of the vents. The attic or the bathroom,” said the ghost. “They’re
inside.”

Keenan felt like his heart shriveled up in his chest, felt the prickle of
heat on the back of his neck even as the air filled with ice crystals, fogging
their breath and frosting their hair, and he had the lunatic idea that it might
snow inside the house. Jake came at him and Keenan turned, hurtling down
the steps as Jake locked the door behind them. The darkened stairwell gave
way to the eerie yellow glow of the cellar, flashlight beams crossing in the
swirl of dust, picking out the gleam of cobwebs. The furnace had fallen
silent, a metal monolith in the corner, and stacks of old boxes and two huge
old televisions took up most of the wall space. A small, doorless entryway



led into a smaller room, and Keenan saw the edge of a clothes dryer in the
dim light.

“How do we fight these things?” Harley asked, drawing his gun as he
turned to Miri and Allie. “Is this gonna do me any good?”

“I have no idea,” Miri said. “But quiet down, will you? Maybe they
won’t hear us.”

“They don’t have to hear us,” Isaac said, reaching out for his older
brother’s hand. “I feel them up there. I feel how hungry they are. And if I
can feel them, I’'m pretty sure they know I’'m here.”

The little boy turned to his mother. “You should go. You could get away
if you left me here.”

“I can’t,” Allie said, her voice quavering. “I lost you once. I’'ll die
before I let you go again.”

Isaac’s voice got very small. “I don’t want you to die. I don’t want any
of you to die.”

Keenan tuned them out, focusing on the door lost in shadows at the top
of the stairwell. It shuddered with the wind and he knew that whatever these
ice men were, they were definitely inside, now. Cabinets and doors banged
shut with the breeze of their passing and things fell over, crashing to the
floor. He wondered where the ghost of Niko Ristani had gone, but he
imagined the spirit had hidden itself away. If these things wanted him back,
he’d be a fool not to hide.

But he wouldn’t have gone far. Not with his daughter here. Keenan
turned to look at Miri. Of all of them, she seemed to be the steadiest, as if
none of this surprised her. It made him wonder how long her father’s ghost
had been visiting her. Whatever happened, she would fight. They all would,
because they all had something to fight for.

He watched Jake and Miri exchange a loaded glance. Jake checked to be
sure Isaac was safe with their mother and then went to her, the two of them
sharing a brief, powerful embrace.



“Sorry I didn’t answer when you called,” she said. “Long story.”

“I didn’t leave a message,” Jake replied, studying her. “And yet here
you are.”

“A story for another day,” Miri said. She pushed the ringlets of hair
away from her face, reached out and caressed his cheek. “I’d say it’s good
to see you—"

“Let’s save it for tomorrow,” Jake said.

Keenan heard the hope and the courage in Jake’s voice and read many
of the unspoken words in the air. He looked back at the door at the top of
the stairs and knew that none of them stood a chance. The only person with
any possibility of getting out of this was already a ghost, and he had
vanished.

Pushing away from the bottom of the stairs, he went to the pile of old
boxes and then started checking the shelves behind them. He holstered his
gun and started digging through boxes.

“Harley,” he said. “Look around for things to burn.”

“Burn?” Miri said. “You’ll kill us all. There’s nowhere to run down
here.”

Keenan shot her a grim look. “Fire’s about the only thing I can think of
to combat these things. If we can make it too hot in here for them, maybe
we can outlast them.”

“I don’t think that will work,” Isaac said. “They carry the winter with
them. A fire...”

The boy trailed off, but Keenan was barely listening. He couldn’t just sit
and wait for death without fighting back. As Harley and Jake and Allie
started to go through the boxes, he slipped his flashlight into his right hand
and went into the laundry room. A workbench in the corner included a table
saw and there were tools hanging over it. Any of them would have made an
effective weapon against something made of flesh and blood.

“Oh boy,” Miri said from behind him.



She had come into the laundry room, and when he turned, he saw what
had shaken her. Above the washer and dryer was a small, rectangular
window he hadn’t noticed before. The concrete wall had a crack that led
away from the corner of the window frame.

“Shit,” Keenan whispered.

He held a hand up in front of the window and felt the cold air that blew
in from outside. Climbing on top of the dryer, he looked outside. The snow
still fell, but the flakes had gotten smaller and it drifted gently from the sky.
The wind kicked up a bit, but nothing like the gale that had been battering
the house.

“It’s barely a blizzard anymore,” he said, turning to face her. “The worst
of it that’s been hitting the house must be coming from them. It can’t be
long, now.”

Another crash came from overhead and Miri flinched. Her eyes shone
with fear.

“We don’t have long.”

Keenan knew she was right. He looked at the small window, thinking
that Isaac would fit through, and probably Miri and Allie, but that he and
Harley and Jake would never manage it. Jumping down from the dryer, he
shone his flashlight around the laundry room and froze as its yellow beam
picked out a heavy metal door at the back. Hanging his head, he chuckled
softly.

“Is that a bulkhead door?” Miri asked.

Keenan grinned, then hurried past her to poke his head back into the
main area of the cellar. Harley, Jake, Allie, and Isaac all looked up at him,
dropping whatever conversation he’d interrupted.

“We’re done hiding,” he said. “We stay here, we’re dead.”

“We can’t fight them,” Harley said.

“Who said anything about fighting?” Keenan replied. “We stand a better
chance of outlasting the storm if we’re on the move, and the cars are just



down the end of the driveway. Put your butts in gear. We’re getting the hell
out of here.”

“You’re crazy,” Allie told him.

As if summoned by her words—and perhaps he had been—Niko’s ghost
resolved itself into being beside her in the gloom.

“No,” the ghost said. “I’ve been watching them. They’re playing with
you. They’ll be down here any minute, but most of them are inside the house
now, or above it. If you run, you may not make it, but if you stay you are all
going to die.”

Jake swore under his breath. “I guess we’re running, then. I just wish I’d
brought a coat.”

Miri followed Detective Keenan up the steps, the frigid wind stinging her
cheeks. The moment she emerged at the rear of the farmhouse, she realized
that the blizzard had diminished. The snow still fell and the wind still blew,
but the whiteout had ended. She could see all the way across the yard and
into the trees. Turning, she saw the massive drift that marked the roadway
and heard the scrape of a plow at work. It was this last, mundane detail that
made her think that all would be well, that somehow they would make it out
of this alive.

Keenan beckoned the others out of the cellar. “Move it. Before they
realize...”

He didn’t have to finish the sentence.

Jake came up after Miri. When he emerged, he reached for her and she
took his hand as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Perhaps it
was and always had been precisely that. Amid her fear and desperation, she
felt a wave of bittersweet emotion, so reassured by his presence and yet
cursing herself for all the time she had spent running away from the life
they could have had.



“Quickly,” she said to him. Run, she thought, before they can ruin us
again.

“Come on,” Keenan whispered, clomping across the deep snow. He
turned to look up at the roof of the farmhouse, his expression urgent with
fear and expectation, but the ice men were nowhere to be seen.

Miri and Jake hesitated until his mother and Isaac had cleared the
bulkhead, and then the gigantic cop, Harley, emerged behind them. His
badge gleamed silver in the night.

“Go. We’re right behind you,” Allie said.

Jake nodded, gripped Miri’s hand more tightly, and the two of them
started hurrying across the yard as best they could in the deep snow. It had
not hardened to ice but still the noise of their passing was considerable, the
crunch and shush of each step and the rustle of their clothing spreading out
to fill the white silence. Miri had never been in better shape in her life but
already her legs felt heavy from the effort, and she heard Jake curse under
his breath. Running in snow like this was impossible. The best they could
do was slog their way to the road, cutting a diagonal path across the yard.

Halfway across the property, barely discernible in the falling snow, her
father’s ghost watched her progress. Transparent, fading in strength along
with the storm, he waved her onward and she bent into the hard trudging.
Snow went down inside her boots and she had to bring her knees practically
to shoulder height with each step, but she forged a path.

She and Jake had come up almost parallel with Keenan when they all
heard Allie utter a little cry behind them. Miri turned to see that Isaac had
fallen. The boy struggled to right himself in the snow, one arm plunged
deeply as Allie held his other, trying to help him up.

“Dammit,” Jake said. “I’m an idiot. It’s too deep for him.”

He started back toward his brother, but he hadn’t gone two steps before
Harley lifted Isaac into his arms.

“Hang on, kid,” the massive cop said. “Whoever you really are.”



Miri smiled, squeezed Jake’s hand, and had started trudging again when
she felt the wind pick up. The chill sliced through her and the gust made a
roar in the bare branches of the nearby trees, nearly a howl. She pulled her
coat tighter around her throat and glanced at Jake as they struggled through
the deep snowfall, thinking how cold he must be without a jacket.

Her teeth chattered and her eyes felt like weighted iron orbs in her skull.
Her face had gone numb, as if she wore a mask that covered the muscle and
bone beneath.

She heard her dead father’s voice in her ear.

“They’re coming.”

A fresh gust of fear erupted inside her, heart drumming as she spun. Off
to her left, Detective Keenan had already realized that time had run out. Out
of the corner of her eye she saw him pull his gun, but her focus was on the
silhouettes that had just appeared above the farmhouse, a pair of wraiths
who flitted back and forth on gusts of wind, watching their progress through
the drifts.

Jake tugged on her hand, forcing her to look him in the eye.

“Keep going,” he said. “As fast as you can.”

Then he went back for his mother. Miri saw Allie reaching for his hand
and Harley lumbering after them with Isaac in his arms. She felt the burning
in her calves and thighs from clambering through the snow and she knew
they were never going to make it ... knew they were all going to die.

A tiny breath escaped her lips—perhaps it was the last of her hope
leaving her—and she turned to look for her father’s ghost. He had vanished
once more, still trying to keep out of reach of the ice men so that he would
never have to endure the torment of their frozen hell again.

“What are you doing?” Keenan snapped at her. “Move your ass!”

The detective managed to shuffle sideways through the snow so that he
could watch the figures gliding through the storm above the house and still
have his gun at the ready. It slowed him down, that move, but he seemed



ready to fight for Miri and the others. The only thing that kept her moving
was the idea that lagging behind would put the man in further danger, and
he deserved more than that.

She glanced back at Jake and Allie as she broke a fresh trail across the
snow. They’d covered half the distance to the road, but the cars still seemed
a thousand miles away in this storm. Fear kept her warm, and a dread that
clutched at her insides and made her want to weep for all the days she had
not yet lived.

Miri glanced over her shoulder and regretted it, for the ice men had
multiplied. There were four of them now, and two had begun to slink
through the air currents and the dwindling snow, descending toward them.

No, Miri thought. Nononono.

She ran right through her father’s ghost, a shudder going through her at
the contact. It startled her so much that she lost her footing and tumbled into
the snow, kicking at the white stuff as it slid into her collar and down her
back. Her father’s ghost was intangible and yet she had felt a warm frisson
of contact as her flesh had passed through him, and when she inhaled
sharply she realized that she could smell his cologne. The ghost of a scent
she had long forgotten.

It was that—having forgotten that precious, sensory piece of him—that
broke her heart afresh.

“Daddy!” she shouted, realizing what he meant to do.

The ghost of Niko Ristani stood between his daughter and the ice men
that scythed down through the eddying snow. Detective Keenan fired twice,
shots that punched through the ice men, blowing holes in their bodies and
driving them back half-a-dozen feet. They’d been staggered.

Miri rose to her knees in the snow. Jake and Allie were on either side of
her now, helping her up as she watched the snow rush in to fill the demons’
wounds, restoring them.

“Keep firing!” she called.



Her father’s ghost turned to them all. “You can’t kill them.”

“I can slow them down!” Keenan said, firing again.

Harley lumbered past them all, never slowing, his grim face set on the
singular task of getting Isaac to safety. The boy remained silent in his arms,
perhaps knowing how little hope they really had.

A loud metallic bang sounded across the yard, echoing off the house and
the snow. Side by side with Jake and Allie, knees pumping and heart
thrumming, Miri looked back again to see that one of the bulkhead doors
had clanged shut behind one of the ice men, and even now another emerged
from the side of the bulkhead that remained open.

She looked ahead. They had perhaps twenty yards to cover before they
reached the street, where they would at last be able to really run and where
the cars were waiting. They were the longest twenty yards she had ever
seen, the most impossible twenty yards imaginable.

The ice men from the bulkhead hurtled toward them across the snow,
following the trail they’d broken like bloodhounds. No longer were they
teasing or dancing or playing; the time for killing had arrived.

“The storm is ... dying,” Allie said, trying to catch her breath. “They’re
in a ... hurry, now.”

Keenan fired at the things that chased them over the snow, staggering
them, blowing off the left side of the face of the one in the lead. It seemed
for a moment ready to drift apart, the lower half of its body turning to
swirling snow, and hope sparked in Miri’s heart. Then it shook itself,
solidifying, and turned its single remaining eye on Keenan with such frigid
malevolence that Miri screamed.

Jake shouted her name and she turned to see the two who’d come off the
roof knifing toward her from the sky. Her father’s ghost shot through the air
and latched on to one of them, pulling it aside, drawing its attention as he
slid off into the trees and the demon followed. The other kept coming, long
fingers reaching for her, knives made of ice that she could practically feel



cutting her flesh. Something tugged deep within her, as if it had already
begun to feed on her spirit before even touching her.

And then Jake plowed into her, knocking her into the snow again,
covering her with his body. She saw his eyes go wide and vacant and a bit
of frost form instantly on his skin as the demon dug those dagger fingers
into his back. Hot blood spilled onto her and Jake grunted, his eyes full
more of sorrow than of pain.

Isaac screamed, fighting Harley’s grasp. Tearing loose, he dropped to
the snow and started back toward Miri and Jake.

“Kid, don’t do it!” Harley managed, before he swore loudly and pulled
out his gun.

With his long stride, Harley covered the distance in no time. Miri
watched as the ice man stopped its attack on Jake and turned hungrily to
Isaac. Rage flashed in its white-blue eyes, a black spark that went
impossibly deep, as if its eyes were bottomless wells falling away into the
winter limbo from which the demons hailed.

The demon flew at Isaac, arms outstretched.

Harley knocked the boy aside, set his feet firmly apart, and fired his gun
twice at close range, obliterating the ice man’s head. The rest of it blew
apart in a spray of ice crystals and wet snow.

Feet crunched in the snow and Miri looked up to see Allie standing
above her and Jake.

“My boy,” Allie said, falling to her knees.

Jake groaned and slid off Miri, landing on his back, blood melting the
snow around them. Isaac threw himself on top of his brother, whispering
things to him that the others were not meant to hear.

Harley shot at another, and Miri saw that there were more of them now,
gliding through the air overhead, circling on frigid currents like winter’s
carrion birds. Keenan had made his way over and now they made a small
cluster, so close to the road but impossibly far.



“Don’t let them...” he managed, turning to Miri, his eyes alight with
purpose. “Protect Isaac.”

Miri nodded, turning to Allie. “Stay with them.”

Something moved to her right, at the corner of her eye, and she turned
with the hope that her father had come back, only to see an icy wraith
darting at them, much withered by the lessening of the storm, eyes hard and
soulless as it slashed at Harley’s chest and arms. The huge cop roared in
pain and dropped his gun, staggering away.

Miri lunged for the gun, her motion taking her out of the path of an
attack that might have torn her head clean off. The wraith that had set its
sights upon her slid past her and she felt ice form on her exposed skin and
the breath dragged right from her lungs as she landed in the trodden snow
and scrambled for the gun.

Her father’s ghost stood beside her, barely there, the sketch of an image
in the dark, but his eyes were fierce.

“Keep fighting,” he said. “The storm is fading.”

Another dived at her and Niko Ristani’s ghost lunged at it, diverting it
upward, the two fragile creatures attacking each other. The demon ripped at
the insubstantial nothing of her father’s spirit and Niko—though dead—Iet
out a shout of anguish, pounding at the ice man’s face. He could not touch
his daughter, could not kiss her forehead the way he always had when she
was a girl, but he could strike these unnatural things. As Miri watched, the
ice man began to tear her father’s ghost to ribbons, and she leaned forward,
and seemed almost to inhale the essence of him ... and then the wind
gusted, and the ghost was gone, leaving the demon to flail at thin air.

As she turned, gun in hand, she heard Allie crying out and saw the ice
man that had tried to kill her—Ilatch on to Isaac, its dagger fingers digging
into his skin as it began to drag him into the air.

“No!” she cried, taking aim but afraid to fire for fearing of hitting Isaac.



With a cry of pain, Jake reached up and grabbed hold of Isaac’s ankles.
Fresh rivulets of blood trickled down his back and pain radiated from his
wounds, but the pain was good—it kept him awake. Gritting his teeth, he
held on to his brother and felt himself rising to his feet. Jake stared up into
Isaac’s terrified eyes, knowing that he couldn’t let go and knowing that if he
didn’t, he might break his little brother’s bones. Above Isaac, the ice man
sneered down at them, baring rows of long, sharp, icicle teeth and staring
with those bottomless, nightmare eyes.

Jake shouted for help and his mother was there beside him, grabbing
Isaac by the belt and then by the hand, giving Jake time to get a better grip,
wrapping one arm around Isaac’s leg and battering at the demon’s grip with
the other. One of its arms cracked and Jake let out a roar of triumph.

“Don’t let go!” Isaac yelled, meeting his brother’s gaze. “Don’t let them
take me again!”

“We won’t!” their mother shouted.

Jake mustered strength from deep inside himself, pushing away the pain
and the smell of his own blood and the sight of the desperate tears sliding
down his mother’s face. This was a time of second chances. He felt that so
keenly. A night when time might be turned back, when they might all wake
from nightmares that had haunted them for a dozen years, if not the same
then at least with a chance at something new and good. Pain seared his back
—something had torn in the muscle tissue there—but he would not let go as
long as he still lived ... not of Isaac and not of Miri, now that she’d come
home.

It was a night when so many mistakes might be undone.

“Leave him!” he screamed, glaring at the demon that held his brother,
looking into eyes that seemed full of centuries of malice. “Leave us alone!”

Jake heard his mother scream and turned to see another ice man
clutching at her hair and wrapping one arm around her belly, pulling her
into the sky. The demon had thinned to almost nothing but still had the



strength to carry her along on the wind. As Jake watched, it paused, glanced
at the sky with a frozen grimace that looked almost like fear, and then
plunged itself into her. Its arms seemed to merge with his mother’s flesh,
passing through her the same way Niko’s ghost moved through solid
objects. Ice showered down from the place where his mother and the demon
met, as if the thing were crumbling with the contact, and in a moment of
recognition that made Jake roar in panicked fury, he realized that the demon
was entering her, trying to possess her the same way Isaac had possessed
the dying body of Zachary Stroud.

“No!” he screamed, but he could do nothing for her from the ground,
and that knowledge made him scream all the louder.

A gunshot cracked the sky and the bullet shattered the ice man’s head,
just as it had begun to dip toward his mother’s chest—to submerge itself
within her, seeking an anchor to keep it in this world. The wraith shattered
into ice shards that turned into a spray of crystals before they hit the ground
and Allie fell perhaps a dozen feet to land with a whispered thump in the
snow. Instantly she was up and moving, scrambling to be sure none of them
tried to grab her again.

Jake spun to see Joe Keenan staring at the place where she’d hung in the
air above, wide-eyed with breathless horror at the hideous violation he had
just prevented. In the sky, an opening had appeared in the clouds and a
white veil of mist was all that separated the earth from the stars in that one
place. The storm was passing. The ice men looked ever thinner, growing
almost as insubstantial as Niko’s ghost ... and they were furious.

They attacked as one, riding the wind with spindly fingers outstretched.
Another took hold of Isaac and Jake shouted, knowing he could not win this
battle. Keenan kept firing, destroying two more, but Jake felt his feet leave
the ground and wrapped both hands around his brother’s waist. A demon
slashed at his arms and then another grabbed him by the back of his shirt
and now they were both being dragged upward.



Gunshots came from the other direction, only one bullet striking home,
blowing the arm off an ice man a dozen feet above them. Jake twisted to see
that it was Miri who’d been firing, but now she tossed the gun aside and ran
to him, jumping to wrap her arms around his legs. The storm had thinned
dramatically and Jake heard ice cracking and felt something snap above
him. For just a moment he feared that it had been Isaac’s neck, but then they
were falling, he and Isaac and Miri, and they hit the snow in a tumble of
limbs.

Miri held Isaac, looking for injuries. Jake gritted his teeth against the
pain in his wounded back, enjoying the freezing snow beneath him. He let
his head loll to the left and saw Harley shuffling toward them, bloody and
cradling one arm.

Jake heard his mother cry out and dragged himself up again, the pain in
his back like fresh daggers as he saw the ice men concentrating on her, half
a dozen of them—all that remained—dragging at her clothes and hair with
their pitifully thin fingers. They were barely more than ghosts themselves
but they swept her from her feet.

Detective Keenan took aim, but his gun clicked on an empty chamber.
Whatever ammunition he’d had was gone. Jake staggered to his feet but
knew he would never reach her.

“Joe, please!” he shouted.

Keenan did not hesitate. He hurled himself into their midst, using his
bare hands to snap icy limbs, curling himself around Allie and driving her
to the snow, covering her with his body to protect her, screaming as the ice
men slashed at his back.

And then they had him.

As the snow became nothing but a flurry, the last of the ice men came
together to drag Keenan into the sky. Jake could no longer stand and fell to
his knees as his mother and Miri, Isaac and Harley gathered around him and



the five of them watched the ice men carry Joe Keenan into the storm
clouds, so high that they lost sight of him.

They heard him screaming as he fell, thirty yards away, crashing
through tree branches before hitting the ground with a puff of white and a
crack of bone that echoed across the snow.

“Oh my god,” Miri whispered.

Side by side, Jake and Harley staggered through the snow, bleeding and
exhausted, until they reached him. Detective Keenan’s eyes were open and
his chest rose and fell with wet, guttural breaths, but one leg had folded
beneath him and a tree branch jutted from his abdomen, pinning him to the
SNow.

“Joe,” Harley said. “Jesus, no.”

Keenan gazed up at them. “I found him, didn’t I? The lost boy?”

Jake frowned for a moment and glanced at Harley, who slowly nodded.

“You found him,” Harley said quietly, as the last snowflakes floated to
the ground around them.

“He’s home, now,” Jake said, glancing back at Isaac and Allie and Miri.
“He’s with his family. With his mother. You saved her, Joe.”

But Keenan didn’t respond. The rattle of his breathing had ceased, and
when Jake moved nearer, he saw that the light had gone from the detective’s
eyes. They were dead, now, and bottomless, as if the void left by his spirit’s
passing went down and down and down, forever.

Jake grieved for him, and yet he knew that, in a way, even Joe Keenan
had gotten his second chance tonight, and made good.



TWENTY-TWO

Coventry had never been more beautiful than in the days that followed the
storm. Blanketed in snow two feet deep and with drifts three times that
height that gave the illusion of a frozen white ocean, the city was enveloped
in a gentle calm. The skies were blue, the days warming up just enough that
by Friday, the ice and snow that had caked trees and power lines had melted
away. The streets had been plowed. To the delight of children, the sidewalks
had not been completely cleared in time for school on Friday morning,
allowing them the pleasure of a third snow day in a row.

On Friday morning, just after nine o’clock, Allie Schapiro drove her
five-year-old Nissan through the gates of Oak Grove Cemetery and
followed the familiar, narrow, curving roads until she came to the place
where Niko Ristani had been buried, twelve years past. Another car had
already parked beside the high snowbank near Niko’s grave, and though she
was expecting them, it took her a moment to recognize the car as Miri’s
rental. Miri waited by her father’s grave, a red knit cap on her head and a
matching scarf setting off the somberness of her long black coat.

As Allie drove up, the doors of the rental car opened and Jake and Isaac
stepped out. She parked behind Miri’s car and put on the parking brake, her
heart fluttering at the sight of her two sons. It jarred her, looking at Isaac—
knowing he was Isaac—and seeing the face of Zachary Stroud. The other



dead who’d returned had all inhabited the bodies of people whose spirits
were still intact, but to hear Isaac tell it, Zachary Stroud’s spirit had left his
body when the little body had begun to drown, and Isaac had stepped in
before the body could surrender its life in full. She had to believe him;
surely Isaac would not lie to her. And yet she shuddered a little whenever
she thought of it, wondering if some shred of the Stroud boy’s
consciousness remained there, a prisoner of his own flesh and blood. She
prayed that his soul was gone, told herself that it had to be.

It had to be, if only so that she could sleep at night.

“Hi, Mom!” Isaac said, rushing to throw his arms around her. She
hesitated for only a fraction of an instant before returning that love, and
hoped he would not notice.

“Hello, Ikey,” she said, kissing the top of his head. “I like the outfit your
brother bought you.”

Isaac stood back and glanced down at his clothes as if he’d forgotten
what he had put on that morning, a blue-and-red-striped sweater with a gray
winter coat, black boots, and jeans. Allie smiled; that was just like him.
He’d never paid any attention to what he wore. No matter whose face he
had, this was her little boy. She hoped that she would be able to get used to
that.

“Hey, Mom,” Jake said. “You look good.”

Allie thanked him, frowning as she noticed the stiffness in his posture
and the tightness of his expression. Beneath his clothes—his outfit similar
to Isaac’s—Jake had tape and bandages covering much of his back,
protecting the stitches that had been required to close the worst of the
puncture wounds there.

“You, on the other hand, don’t look so good.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Gee, thanks.”

Allie went to him and kissed his cheek, ruffled Isaac’s hair, and turned
to watch Miri, who had both hands on top of her father’s marble headstone,



leaning on it as if it were the only thing keeping her upright. Her mother
had been badly injured during the storm, sustaining broken bones and
severe internal injuries in a fall that the authorities could not explain.
Angela remained in intensive care and had still not regained consciousness
more than twenty-four hours after the storm had ended. Allie could only
imagine what Miri must be thinking, here at her father’s grave with her
mother in such dire straits, but the girl was strong. No doubt about that.

After a moment or two, Miri shifted, seemed to take a deep breath, and
turned to smile wanly at Allie.

“Together again,” she said.

Only two words, but they echoed back across the years, hinting at the
familial promise that Allie and Niko’s relationship had held before the evil
came to Coventry. Whether or not the ice men were truly evil did not matter
to her. Their malice and hunger had destroyed her happiness and taken the
lives of people she loved. She hoped that wherever they were now, they
were starving.

“Come on, boys,” Allie said, taking their hands.

With Jake shuffling painfully on one side and Isaac on the other, and her
own cuts and bruises still aching, she clambered over the snowbank until
the four of them stood together around Niko’s grave.

“It’s like we’re burying him again,” Miri said.

Allie wanted to argue with her, but she felt the same way. Jake put a
comforting arm around Miri, and Allie wondered where their lives would
take them, now. Miri had run pretty much as far away from Coventry as it
was possible to go without leaving the country. Could she stop running,
now?

“Mom?” Isaac said. “Am I buried here?”

A dreadful ice slid through Allie’s veins, colder than the touch of the
demons they’d faced in the storm. She looked into her son’s eyes—into the
face of a stranger—and she could not reply. Instead, she hugged him tightly.



“Hey, Ike,” Jake said, grabbing his little brother playfully by the ear.
“You’re not buried anywhere, man. You’re right here with us.”

Isaac stared at him for a moment, then looked at Miri. He had died at the
age of ten and had spent a dozen years aware and alert—thinking—trapped
in a kind of hell Allie could only imagine. He still had a boy’s face and
manner, but he understood far more than he let on.

“Okay, Jake,” Isaac said. “Okay.”

An agreement. A contract, Allie thought. They wouldn’t speak of it
again.

“Thank you guys for coming,” Miri said. Her curls framed her face and
Allie thought she looked adorable, not at all like a girl who’d been in
mourning for more than a decade.

“Of course,” Jake said.

Miri glanced away, her smile fading, and then turned to focus entirely
on Isaac.

“Hey, Ike,” she said, “can I ask you something?”

The little boy looked up at her with a terrible wisdom in his eyes.

“You want to know if they got him,” Isaac said.

Allie’s heart quickened. “No,” she said. “Miri, you saw him escape. He
vanished, you told me.”

“I thought so,” Miri replied, “but he hasn’t come back. I guess I just
thought that he’d...” She turned to look at the headstone again, at the letters
of her father’s name so deeply engraved in the marble. “I thought he’d
stay.”

Isaac hugged her. “I don’t think they took him. I think he’s gone
wherever we were supposed to go back then, the night we died. He’ll be all
right, now.”

Allie and Jake exchanged a look. After a second, Jake shoved his hands
into his pockets and peered down at his brother.

“What about you? Are you staying?”



Isaac would not face him. “Not if I have to be Zachary Stroud. So I
guess we’ll see.”

The boy stared down at where his boots were plunged into the snow
until they all heard the approach of an engine, and car tires crunching over
the grit left behind by the sander. Allie turned to see a silver Mustang
rolling toward them. The car drew to a halt but she could not see through
the tinted windows. The door opened but it took several seconds for Harley
Talbot to extricate himself from the driver’s seat. His height forced him to
fold himself into the car, and the sling on his right arm had to have made it
difficult to drive.

“You must love that car a lot to be willing to jam yourself in there,” she
said.

Harley grinned and slammed the Mustang’s door. “A man’s got to have
style.”

She smiled. “Thank you for coming.”

“We needed to have this conversation,” he said as he strode toward
them, stopping on the other side of the snowbank, as if he felt he’d have
been intruding if he came any nearer. “I can’t think of anywhere more
private to have it. First thing you should all know is that the department’s
likely to release Joe Keenan’s body on Monday, which means the funeral
will probably be Wednesday or Thursday.”

“He saved my life,” Allie said quietly. “We wouldn’t miss it.”

Jake put a hand on Isaac’s shoulder. There were circles under his eyes
that had never been there before. “Seriously, Harley. Thanks for being
here.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” he said.

Miri stepped up beside Allie and took her hand, and for a moment—
there by Niko’s grave—they really were the family that she believed they
had always been meant to be.



“What are you saying?” Miri asked. “Don’t keep us in suspense, Harley.
Please.”

Harley nodded, reaching up with his good hand to rub the stubble on his
chin. He was on medical leave, and while his right arm healed he had
apparently given up shaving.

“Nobody believes it was a bear,” he said, his voice a low rumble. “If it
had just been our injuries they might have gone for it, but with Keenan and
Torres and that Harpwell guy dead, and what happened to Miri’s mother,
they’re going to have to take a closer look.”

“Shit,” Jake muttered.

“What do you think will happen?” Allie asked, a strange calm
enveloping her.

Harley shrugged. “No idea. When Lieutenant Duquette pressed me on it,
I asked him if they’d ever closed the investigation into the weirder deaths
from twelve years back. He said those cases were still open. I figure that’s
where this will go. As long as we keep telling our story and stick together,
the investigation will go on forever.”

Miri exhaled. “Do you think they realize they’re never going to find
answers that satisfy them?”

“I think they do.” Harley glanced away, across the trees and graves and
the gate, toward the rooftops of downtown that were visible from the hilltop
cemetery. “I think it’s over.”

Allie put an arm around Isaac’s shoulders. “Not for us.”

“I’m going to do everything I can,” Harley said, but this time his focus
was on Isaac. “I swear to you, kid, I’ll do my best. It’s not going to be
easy.” He glanced at Miri and Jake before turning to Allie again. “My
statement’s with Child Services now, just the way we talked it out. You
were driving over to Jake’s when the storm really hit hard. You found the
kid wandering on the side of the road and took him to Jake’s. Miri and I



were already there, having dinner with him, and we all rode out the storm
together. You took care of the boy, formed a bond with him.”

“But he has family,” Miri said quietly. “Zachary Stroud.”

“Mrs. Stroud has a sister in California who doesn’t seem to give a
damn,” Harley said. “But there are cousins in Portsmouth who seem to want
custody. Maybe when the reality of what that means—the responsibility—
settles in, they won’t be so eager.”

Allie took a deep breath. “He’s my son, Harley.”

“I know,” Harley said. “I know.”

On Sunday morning, the sky turned gray again and the clouds moved in. TJ
lay inside the massive snow fort he and Grace had built into the enormous
snowbank at the end of the driveway with his back to the wall, breathing
hard and grinning like a fool. He had a snowball in one hand and another
half dozen ready to go.

“Ready to surrender yet, Daddy?” Grace called from the driveway.

“Not on your life, kid!” TJ declared.

A pair of snowballs came over the wall of the fort in rapid succession,
one of them hitting his shoulder and sending a spray of snow down the
collar of his jacket. He laughed out loud at his daughter’s audacity. She’d
used his voice to aim by. Smart kid, he thought.

“Graahhh!” he shouted, scaling the inside of the wall and kneeling on
top of the snowbank, prepared to nail her with the snowball in his hand....

Grace had vanished.

He blinked, a flutter of fear in his heart, and then he heard the scuffling
behind him and realized he’d been duped. TJ turned just in time to see her
emerging from the tunnel that led from the driveway into the fort.

“Oh, you sneak!” he shouted, sliding back down the snow wall.

But Grace was too fast for him. Laughing that little-girl laugh that had
always broken his heart, she lunged for his pile of premade snowballs,



grabbed two, and began to barrage him with his own arsenal. One hit him
on the thigh and he turned instinctively and let the other hit him in the head
so it didn’t get him in the face.

“That’s it!” he cried, laughing, and tackled her in the snow.

Grace giggled uncontrollably, trying to catch her breath as he rolled
around with her in the snow, pretending the two of them were in a life-or-
death wrestling match. He maneuvered her so that he ended up on his back
on the floor of the snow fort with Grace astride his chest, victorious.

“No!” he yelled. “Don’t hurt me! I surrender!”

“You are defeated! Now you must do my bidding!” Grace declared,
echoing things she’d heard him say in similar play-battles over the years.

“Yes, master,” TJ said, marveling at the happiness in his daughter’s
eyes.

She remembered nothing of what had happened in the days leading up
to the blizzard, and for that he would be forever thankful.

They heard a car horn honk as it pulled into the driveway.

Grace jumped off him. “Mom’s home!”

She dived for the tunnel and TJ’s pulse quickened. He scrambled after
her, grabbed her by one boot and the back of her jacket, and hauled her to
him. Grace kicked at him, playful but obviously irritated.

“Let go!” she yelled, giving him a look that made him dread her teenage
years.

“Hang on.” He climbed up to look over the top of the snowbank,
watching Ella park in the driveway and turn off the engine. “Okay, now you
won’t get run over. Go ahead.”

In one smooth movement, Grace turned and grabbed a snowball from
his stash, hurled it at him, and then rabbited through the tunnel. TJ could
only laugh as he clambered over the top of the snowbank and slid
inelegantly down to the driveway.

“No fair!” Grace said when she saw him.



She might have protested more, but Ella popped open her car door and
emerged with a cardboard tray of Dunkin’ Donuts cups. TJ caught her eye
and she rewarded him with a smile. What they had been through together—
the fear they’d felt for themselves, for each other, and most powerfully for
their little girl—had changed things between them. It was as if they had
seen each other clearly for the first time in a very long time.

“I thought you guys might want something to warm you up out here,”
Ella said.

“Hot chocolate!” Grace announced, throwing her arms around her
mother and hugging her before stepping back with hands outstretched to
receive her drink.

“And coffee for Daddy,” Ella said as she handed Grace her hot
chocolate. “Cream, no sugar, and a double shot of espresso.”

“A double shot?” TJ said. “Daddy’s going to be wide awake tonight.”

Ella gave him a sly grin. “There’s something to be said for a wide-
awake Daddy.”

Grace blew on her hot chocolate but it was too hot for her to drink yet.
Instead, she began to regale her mother with tales of the glorious snowball
fight that she and her father had been engaged in, complete with a blow-by-
blow account of her cunning deceit and the claiming of his personal stash of
snowballs. Ella listened closely, nodding her encouragement in all the right
places.

Watching mother and daughter together, TJ felt a fresh lance of sorrow
pierce him. He missed his mother and he feared for her soul, now that he
knew with utter certainty that such things truly did exist. He had prayed
every night since that somehow she would find peace ... find rest. In his
prayers, he always thanked her, hoping that somehow she would hear him
or know how grateful he was to have his daughter back.

He and Ella had been on the verge of tearing apart their beautiful family.
His mother had sacrificed herself to give them a shot at making things right,



and he had no intention of letting that go to waste.

“Here you go,” Ella said, handing him his coffee as Grace took a careful
sip of hot chocolate. “Sounds like Daddy got his butt kicked.”

“It won’t be the last time she outsmarts me.”

Ella nodded proudly. “It’s what daughters do.”

TJ smiled. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

At lunchtime on Saturday, Jake and Miri walked together along the
sidewalk on Washington Street, careful not to let their hands stray into the
narrow gap between them. Jake wanted to take her hand, but he had wanted
to hold Miri’s hand for more than twelve years. They had come downtown
to have lunch at The Vault, and he knew it would be foolish of him to make
more of it than it was, no matter what had passed between them on
Wednesday night. That had been amid terror and desperation and they had
clung to each other for assurance based on the deep fondness they’d always
had for each other.

He told himself that and tried to believe it, for her sake if not his own.

“It took them forever to get the sidewalks clear,” Miri said.

“I think they were more focused on getting the power back on,” Jake
replied. “I hear there are a ton of neighborhoods in Atkinson and Methuen
and Jameson that are still blacked out.”

When she didn’t reply, he realized that she had paused to stare at the
low-slung gray sky with wide, haunted, hopeful eyes.

“It’s snowing,” Miri said.

She glanced around and Jake followed suit, understanding instantly that
she was looking for her father. For several long seconds they stood there
waiting, but if Niko Ristani’s ghost still lingered in their world, he did not
show himself then.

“Just a flurry,” she said.



Jake went to her. “Maybe that’s best. We don’t know what another
major blizzard will bring.”

Miri took a deep breath and then exhaled, nodding as she started
walking again. A few lonely snowflakes floated down around them, a
winter afterthought. She had been at the hospital with her mother all the
afternoon and evening before, and then had gone to sit with her again that
morning. Angela was out of intensive care but still had not regained
consciousness, and her doctors were troubled. Miri had made it clear that
she did not want to dwell on it. Their lunch was meant to be a break for her,
a chance to breathe the air and think about the rest of her life, not just her
mother’s fate.

“Come on,” she said. “I’m starving, and it wouldn’t hurt my feelings if I
could get a cup of coffee.”

“I think we can manage that.”

“Of course, you can’t get a decent cup of coffee anywhere here. I used
to think Dunkin’ Donuts was the alpha and omega of great coffee, but now
I’ve been spoiled, living in Portland.”

Miri glanced sidelong at him as they passed in front of a little
antiquarian bookshop.

“When I go back, maybe you should give it a try,” she said.

Jake tried to meet her eyes but she looked away. He felt the space that
separated them more keenly, now, their hands parallel pendulums never
meant to touch and yet drawn together as if magnetic.

“Me in Portland?” he asked.

Cars went by. Across the bridge, Mass had ended and the church bells
began to ring.

“Why not? You like coffee, don’t you?”

Jake let that sink in, let it slide around in his brain for a while. They
passed the red awnings of the pizza place that had retained all the



decorations from the Mexican restaurant that had occupied the space before
it. Coventry kept changing, always evolving, but it was still home.

“I’m in the middle of half-a-dozen different projects at the house,” he
said. “Nothing’s finished. And with Isaac here ... I can’t leave now. Not
when we don’t know what’s going to happen with custody and everything.”

Miri nodded again. “I know. Of course you can’t.”

She turned her face to the sky, trying to catch one of the few, errant
snowflakes on her tongue. With her hair a wild tangle of curls falling
around her face, she looked perfect and innocent, the same pretty girl he
had fallen in love with in the sixth grade.

“I know you’re not going anywhere until you know how things will
work out with your mother, but maybe you could think about something a
little more long-term,” Jake said.

Miri cast a thoughtful glance at the sidewalk beneath her feet. They had
gone another half-dozen paces before he felt her hand brush his, fingers
seeking his grasp. Jake smiled as they continued on, hand in hand.

“Maybe,” she said. “It’s something to think about.”

And the snow continued to fall.

In his heart, Doug knew what he had experienced, knew that Cherie had
somehow taken up residence in Angie’s soul, that for a short time he and his
wife had been reunited. She had loved him, and she certainly hadn’t blamed
him for her death. That ought to have lifted a weight off him and to an
extent it had: much of his guilt had been exorcised. But he missed her now
more than ever. Her death had haunted him before, and now he was plagued
by the ghost of the second chance he had lost.

The snowmobiles were all back in the Porters’ barn. He’d had to
backtrack and take the one Franco had been using and drive it over to the
next street, banging on doors until he found someone with a working phone.
Once the EMTs had carted Angela away, he had worked fast, dumping all



the stolen goods onto the back deck of the first house they’d robbed. He’d
put all three snowmobiles back in the Porters’ barn, wondering how long it
would be before the Porters noticed the bent strut on the one he’d crashed
and if they would figure the whole thing out.

The Coventry police had a whole host of mysteries to unravel,
according to word on the street and the local paper. Bodies all over town,
including two dead cops. A bunch of stuff stolen during the blizzard and
then just left behind, not far from where the corpses of two known felons
had been found. Thanks to Angela’s injuries, the trail might lead back to
Doug eventually—the police seemed far from convinced that she could
have sustained such serious internal injuries in the snowmobile crash he’d
concocted—but as far as he knew, the only person who could actually
connect him to Baxter and Franco was Keenan, and the detective was dead.

It didn’t seem fair, even to him. A white hat like Keenan dead and Doug
Manning, whose hat had always been gray at best—still alive. If the cops
never put it all together, if he had really made it through all this untouched,
maybe that was the universe making its apologies for taking Cherie from
him. He’d gotten to see her again, talk to her again, make love with her
again, even if it had been through Angela. He had been furious to have her
taken from him a second time, until he realized what a gift it had been.

He had been given a reminder of what it felt like to see himself through
her eyes. It had him thinking that maybe fate gave second chances for a
reason, that maybe the trouble in his life had never been that he wasn’t
successful enough, but that he’d never tried hard enough to appreciate what
he had. He missed Cherie desperately and Angela was definitely not the
answer, but he was alive, and that was a start.

While she had been in the ICU, the hospital wouldn’t let him visit
because he wasn’t family. Her condition was still considered critical, but
she had her own room now and visitation rules were different. Miri had put
him on a list of approved visitors, and he was grateful for that. Angela



might not be Cherie, but they had known each other a long time and he was
partly responsible for the events that had gotten her busted up in the first
place. Whatever came now, he would look out for her as best he could. It
was what Cherie would have wanted.

Now he sat in a hard plastic chair beside Angela’s hospital bed,
watching sitcom reruns whose laugh tracks seemed like cruel taunts to the
unconscious woman whose situation seemed so dire. From time to time he
glanced over to see if she had woken or at least moved, but there was no
indication of life save for the steady rise and fall of her chest. The machines
monitoring her vital signs blinked in silence.

And then she stirred.

“Hey,” Angela said, an uncommon tenderness in her voice.

Doug turned to her, smiling. “Hey, yourself. You’re alive, in case you’re
wondering.”

She turned to him, eyes fluttering open as she reached out to take his
hand.

Her eyes were a bottomless, wintry blue.

And her touch was like ice.
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